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Robin D. G. Kelley

No matter hots much they distort reality,
on people’s Ines. Inthis 1995 article, Robi
what. to him. was a new stereotype.

It happened just the other day—two days into
the new vear, to be exact. | had dashed into the
deserted lobby of an Ann Arbor movie theater,
pulling the door behind me to escape the freez-
ing winter winds Michigan residents have
come to know so well. Behind the counter
knelt o young white teenager filling the pop-
corn bin with bags of that awful pre-popped
tutf Hardly the enthusiastic employee; from
4 distance it looked like she was lost in deep
thought The generous display of body pierc-
ing suggested an X-generation flower child—
perhaps an anthropology major into acid jazz
and environmentalism, 1 thought. Sporting
3+ black New York Yankees baseball cap and
2 black-and-beige scarf over my nose and
mouth, I must have looked like 1 had stepped
out of a Juhn Singleton film. And because [

was already late. 1 rushed madly toward the

ticket counter.
The flower child was startled: “I don’t have

anything in the cash regisler,” she blurted as
she pulled the bag of popcorn in front of her
for protection.
“Huh? 1 just want one ticket for Little

Wonten, please—the tw o-fifteen show. My wife
[P
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and daughter should already be in there”
 slowly gestured to the theater door and gave
her one of those innocent childlike glances 1
used to give my mom when I wanted to sit on

her lap.
“Oh, god . . . I'm so sorry. A reflex. Just one

ticket? You only missed the first twenty min-
utes. Enjoy the show.”

Enjoy the show? Barely 1995:and here we go
again. Another bout with racism in a so-called
liberal college town; another racial drama in
which [ play the prime suspect. And yet T have
to confess the situation was pretty funny. Just
two hours earlier I couldn’t persuade Elleza,
my four-year-old daughter, to put her toys
away; time-out did nothing, yelling had no
effect, and the evil stare made no impact what-
soever. Thoroughly frustrated, I had only one
option left: “Okay, I'm gonna tell Mommy "

Of course it worked.

So those five seconds as a media-made black
man felt kind of good. I know it's a product of
racism. | know that the myth of black male vio-
lence has resulted in the deaths of many inne-
cent boys and men of darker hue. I know that
the power to scare is not real power. I know
all that—after all, I study this stuff for a living'
For the moment, though, it felt good. (Besides,
the ability to scare with your body can come i
handy, especially when you're trying geta
good seat in a theater or avoid long lines.)
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i shouldn’t afslmi_t thi_s, but | take particular
plaasure in putting tear into people on the look-
out ot black male criminality mainly because
thase moments are so rare for me. Indeed, my
guahility tO employ blackmaleness as a weapon
is the story of my life. Why I don't possess it, or
rather possess s0 little of it, escapes me. I grew
up poor in Harlem and Afrodena (the Negro
\West Side of Pasadena/Altadena, California).
\{y mom was single during my formative

readolescent years, and for a brief moment

<he even received a welfare check. A hard life
makes a hard nigga, so I've been told.

Never an egghead or a dork, as a teenager

[ was pretty cool. 1 did the house-party cir-

cuit on Friday and Saturday nights and used

to stroll down the block toting the serious

Radio Raheem boombox. Why, T even invaded

movie theaters in the company of ten or fifteen

hooded and high-topped black bodies, coloniz-
ing the balconies and occupying two seats per
person. Armed with popcorn and Raisinettes
25 our missiles of choice, we dared any usher
to ask us to leave. Those of us who had cars
(we called them hoopties or rides back in that
day) spent our lunch hours and precious class
time hanging out in the school parking lot, run-
ning down our Die Hards to pump up Cameo,
Funkadelic, Grandmaster Flash from our car
stereos. I sported dickies and Levis, picked up
that gangsta stroll, and when the shag came in
style I was with it—always armed with a silk
scarf to ensure that my hair was Jaid. Granted,
I vomited after drinking malt liquor for the first
time and my only hit of a joint ended abruptly
in an asthma attack. But 1 was cool.

Sure, ] was cool, but nobody feared me. Th:at
I'mrelatively short with dimples and curly hair,
speak softly in a rather medium to high-pltched
voice, and have a “girl’s name” doesn't hel.p
matters. And everyone knows that light skin
is less threatening to white people than blue-
black or midnight brown. Besides, growing up
with a soft-spoken, uncharacteristically pas-
sive West Indian mother deep into East Indian

religions, a mother who sometimes walked

barefoot in the streets of Harlem, a mother who

insisted on proper diction and never, ever, ever

used a swear word, screwed me up royally. |

could never curse right. My mouth had trouble
forming the words—“fuck” always came out
as “fock” and “goddamn” always sounded like
it's spelled, not “gotdayum,” the way my Pasa-
dena homies pronounced it in their Calabama
twang. I don't even recall saying the word
“bitch” unless 1 was quoting somebody or
some authorless vernacular rhyme. For some
unknown reason, that word scared me.

Moms dressed me up in the coolest mod
outfits—short pant suits with matching hats,
Nehru jackets, those sixties British-looking
turtlenecks. Sure, she got some of that stuff
from John’s Bargain Store or Goodwill, but I
always looked “cute.” More stylish than rogu-
ish. Kinda like W. E. B. Du Bois! as a toddler,
or those turn-of-the-century photos of middle-
class West Indian boys who grow up to
become prime ministers or poets. Ghetto eth-
nographers back in the late sixties and early
seventies would not have found me or my
family very “authentic,” especially if they had
discovered that one of my middle names is
Gibran, after the Lebanese poet Kahlil Gibran.

Everybody seemed to like me. Teachers
liked me, kids liked me; 1 even fell in with
some notorious teenage criminals at Pasadena
High School because they liked me. I remem-
ber one memorable night in the ninth grade
when I went down to the Pasadena Boys' Club
to take photos of some of my partners on the
basketball team. On my way home some big

'W_E. B. Du Bois (1868-1963) was the first African American
to earn a PhD from Harvard University (1895). He taught
sociology at several universities, was a strong advocate

for racial integration, and in 1909 founded the National
Association for the Advancement of Co‘loreq Peo;.)le. _
Ultimately, Du Bois lost faith in the possibility of mt;grf:hon
and began to promote segregation. He was dismisse i g;n
the NAACP and moved to Ghana, where he lived until s

death—Ed.
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Kids, eleventh-graders to be exact, tried to
take my camera. The ringleader pulled out a
knife and gently poked it against my chest.
I told them it was my stepfather’s camera
and if [ came home without it he’d kick my
ass for a week. Miraculously, this launched
a whole conversation about stepfathers and
how messed up they are, which must have
made them feel sorry for me. Within minutes
we were cool; they let me go unmolested and I
had made another friend.

In affairs of the heart, however, “being
liked” had the opposite effect. I can only recall
having had four fights in my entire life, all of
which were with girls who supposedly liked
me but thoroughly beat my behind. Sadly,
my record in the boxing ring of puppy love
is still 0-4. By the time I graduated to seri-
ous dating, being a nice guy seemed like the
root of all my romantic problems. I resisted
jealousy, tried to be understanding, brought
flowers and balloons, opened doors, wrote
poems and songs, and seemed to always be
on my knees for one reason or another. If
you've ever watched “Love Connection” or
read Cosmopolitan, you know the rest of the
story: I practically never had sex and most
of the women I dated left me in the cold for
roughnecks. My last girlfriend in high school,
the woman I took to my prom, the woman
I once thought I'd die for, tried to show me
the light: “Why do you always ask me what
I want? Why don’t you just tell me what you
want me to do? Why don’t you take charge
and be a man? If you want to be a real man

you can’t be nice all the time!”

I always thought she was wrong; being
nice has nothing to do with being a man.
While I still think she’s wrong, it’s an estab-
lished fact that our culture links manhood
to terror and power, and that black men are
frequently imaged as the ultimate in hyper-
masculinity. But the black man as the proto-
type of violent hypermasculinity is as mych
a fiction as the happy Sambo. No matter

what critics and stand-up comics might say,
I know from experience that n.ot all black
men—and here I'm_Onl)" speaking of wej.
lighted or daytime situations—generate feay
Who scares and who doesn't has a lot to dq
with the body in question; it is dependent oy
factors such as age, skin color, size, clothes,
hairstyle, and even the sound of. one’s voice.
The cops who beat l_lodney K_mg and the
jury who acquitted King’s assailants openly
admitted that the size, shape, and color of hijg
body automatically made him a threat to the
officers’ safety.

On the other hand, the threatening black
male body can take the most incongruous
forms. Some of the hardest brothas on my
block in West Pasadena kept their perms in
pink rollers and haimets. It was not unusual
to see young black men in public with curl-
ers, tank-top undershirts, sweatpants, black
mid-calf dress socks;@nd-Stacey Adams shoes,
hanging out on thei¢omer or on the basketball
court. And we all Kinéw that these brothas were
not to be messed with. (The rest of the world
probably knows it by now, too, since black
males in curlers are occasionally featured on
“Cops” and “America’s Most Wanted” as
notorious drug dealers or heartless pimps.)

Whatever the source of this ineffable terror,
my body simply lacked it. Indeed, the older I got
and the more ensconced I became in the world
of academia, the less threatening 1 seemed.
Marrying and having a child also reduced the
threat factor. By the time I hit my late twenties,
my wife, Diedra, and I found ourselves in the
awkward position of being everyone's favorite
Negroes. I don’t know how many times we've
attended dinner parties where we were ¢
only African Americans in the room, Occasio™
ally there were others, but we seemed t0 havea
monopoly on the dinner s invitations.
not only happened in A:\P;\arfirybor, where ther®
1s @ small but substantial black PUP“]abon:o
choose from, but in the Negro mecca of Atlanbau
Georgia. Our hosts always felt comfort?
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<hing us Csensiive” quest
;:K,.‘y would not dare a?ak L‘?tt]::lfslﬂa::;(u;(:llze that
and tmends: What do  African Am agues

: ericans

think about Farrakhan? Ben Chavig? Nel

vtandela? Most of my black sty dents- N vs:n
conservative and camerﬂﬁexwted_why is thart);
How can we mend the relations between bla ck;;
and Jews? Do you celebrate Kwanzaa? Do vou
pL}; an}ﬂﬁ;g in vour hair to make it that w};y7
\What are the starting salaries '
faculty nowadays? ° for young black

Of course, these sorts of exchanges appear

regularly in most black autobiographies. As
soon as they’re comfortable, it is not uncom-
mon for white people to take the opportunity
to find out everything they've always wanted
to know about “us” (which also applies to
other people of color, I'm sure) but were afraid
to ask. That they feel perfectly at ease asking
dumb or unanswerable questions is not simply
a case of (mis)perceived racelessness. Being
a “nice Negro” has a lot to do with gender,
and my peculiar form of “left-feminist-funny-
guy” masculinity—a little Kevin Hooks, some
Bobby McFerrin, a dash of Woody Allen—is
regarded as less threatening than that of most
other black men.

Not that I mind the soft-sensitive mascu-
Jine persona—after all, it is the genuine me, a
product of my mother’s heroic and revolution-
ary child-rearing style. But there are moments
when I wish I could invoke the intimidation
factor of blackmaleness on demand. If I only
had that look—that Malcolm X/Mike Tyson/
Ice Cube/Larry Fishburne/Bigger Thomas/
Fruit of Islam look—I could keep the .St'upld
questions at bay, make college administra-
tors tremble, and scare editors into submis-
sion. Subconsciously, decided that I ha.d ;0
do something about my image. Then, as if by
magic, my wish was fulfilled. ——
Actually, it began as an accident Imvo -
ing a pair of electric clippers and :-:.le'ep_deprl
vation—a bad auto-cut gone awry. With gly
lowtop fade on the verge of a Sly Stone airo,

L.\g;s in desperate need of a trim. Diedra
idn’t have the time to do it, and as it was

February (Black History Month), I was on the
chitlin’ lecture circuit and couldn’t spare forty-
gve. minutes at a b.::lrber shop, so 1 elected to

o it myself. Standing in a well-lighted bath-
room, armed with two mirrors, I started trim-
ming. Despite a steady hand and what I've
always believed was a good eye, my hair
turned out lopsided. 1 kept trimming and
trimming to correct my error, but as my flat-
top sank lower, a yellow patch of scalp began
to rise above the surrounding hair, like one of
those big granite mounds dotting the grassy
knolls of Central Park. A nice yarmulke could
have covered it, but that would have been
more difficult to explain than a bald spot.
So, bearing in mind role models like Michael
Jordan, Charles Barkley, Stanley Crouch, and
Onyx (then the hip-hop group of the hour),
I decided to take it all off. -

I didn’t think much of itat first, but the new
style accomplished ‘what years of evil stares
and carefully crafted sartorial statements
could not: I began to scare people. The effect
was immediate and dramatic. Passing strang-
ers avoided me and smiled less frequently.
Those who did smile or make eye contact
seemed to be deliberately trying to disarm
me—a common strategy taught in campus
rape-prevention centers. Scaring people
was fun for a while, but 1 especially enjoyed
standing in the line at the supermarket with
my bald head, baggy pants, high-top Ree-
boks, and long black hooded down coat, hum-
ming old standards like “Darm That Dream,”
“ A Foggy Day,” and "1 Could Write a Book.”
Now that brought some stares. 1 must have
been convincing, since I adore those songs
and have been h ing them ever since 1 can
remember. No simple case of cultural hybrid‘-
ity here, just your average menace to soci-
ety with a deep appreciation for Ger;hwmf
Rodgers and Hart, Van Heusen, Cole Porter,

and Jerome Kern.
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Among my colleagues, my bald head
became the lead subject of every conversation.
“You look older, more mature.” “With that
new cut you come across as much more seri-
ous than usual.” “You really look quite rugged
and masculine with a bald head.” My close
friends dispensed with the euphemisms and
went straight to the point: “Damn. You look
scary!” The most painful comment was that I
looked like a “B-Boy wannabe” and was “too
old for that shit.” I had to remind my friend
that I'm an OBB (Original B-Boy), that I was
in the eleventh grade in 1979 when the Sugar
Hill Gang dropped “Rapper’s Delight,” and
that hiis tired behind was in graduate school at
the time. Besides, B-Boy was not the intent.

In the end, however, I got more questions

than comments. Was [ in crisis? Did [ want
to talk? What was I trying to say by shav-
ing my head? What was the political point
of my actions? Once the novelty passed, 1
began getting those “speak for the race” ques-
tions that irritated the hell out of me when I
had hair. Why have black men begun to shave
their heads in greater numbers? Why have so
many black athletes decided to shave their
heads? Does this new trend have some kind
of phallic meaning? Against my better judg-
ment, | found myself coming up with answers
to these questions—call it an academician’s
reflex. I don’t remember exactly what I said,
but it usually began with black prizefighter
Jack Johnson, America’s real life “baaad nig-
ger” of the early twentieth century, whose
head was always shaved and greased, and
ended with the hip-hop community’s embrace
of an outlaw status. Whatever it was, it made
sense at the time.

The publicity photo for my recent book,
Race Rebels, clearly generated the most con-
troversy among my colleagues. It diverged
dramatically from the photo on my first book,
where 1 look particularly innocent, almost
angelic. In that first photo I smiled just enough

to make my dimples visible; my eyes gazed

away from the camera in sort of a a_.mmsé
contemplative pose; my haircut was nop.
descript and the natural sunlight had 4 king

of halo effect. The Izod shirt was the icing op
the cake. By contrast, the photograph for Ry,
Rebels (which Diedra set up mp.ﬂa shot, by the
way) has me looking directly into the camers,
arms folded, bald head glistening from baby
oil and rear window light, with a grimace that
could give Snoop Doggy Dogg a run for hjs
money. The lens made my arms appear much
larger than they really are, creating a kind of
Popeye effect. Soon after the book came oyt,
I received several e-mail messages about the
photo. A particularly memorable one came
from a friend and fellow historian in Australia,
In the course of explaining to me how he haq
corrected one of his students who had read an
essay of mine and presumed I was a woman,
he wrote: “Mind you, the photo in your book
should make things clear—the angle and fore-
shortening of the arms, and the hairstyle make
it one of the meost masculine author photos
I've seen recently???22!11111”

My publisher really milked this photo,
which actually fit well with the book's title.
For the American Studies Association meeting
in Nashville, Tennessee, which took place the
week the book came out, my publisher bought
a full-page ad on the back cover of an ASA
handout, with my mug staring dead at vou.
Everywhere I turned—in hotel elevators, hall
ways, lobbies, meeting rooms—1 saw miyself,
and it was not exactly a pretty sight. The uality
of the reproduction (essentially a high-coutrast
xerox) made me appear harder, meanc. and
crazier than the original photograph.

The situation became even stranger since
I had decided to abandon the skinhead look
and grow my hair back. In fact, by the time
of the ASA Bmmgm | | was on the Toad {since
abandoned) toward a big Black Power Afro—?
wmc.o style that at the time seemed to be mak-
g a comeback. Worse still, I had come 0 pat-
ticipate in a round-table discussion on black
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hair! My paper, titled “ T L

the Afo," xplored the polites impheaion
of competing narratives of the .P?owumunmﬂo.nm
and meaning. Overall, it was a terrific mmnm._bm”
the room was packed and the &mnﬁmmwowmﬂo?
stimulating. But inevitably the i e
p ; question came

up: Although this isn't directly related t
his paper, I'd like to find out from Hunommmmow
Kelley why he shaved his head. Professor
Kelley, given the panel’s topic and in light of
the current ads floating about with your pic-
ture.on Embﬂ can you shed some light on what
is m#ﬂmn?\m to black men about baldness?” The
n,cmmso.z was posed by a very distinguished
and widely read African American literary
scholar. Hardly the naif, he knew the answers
as well as I did, but wanted to generate a public
discussion. And he succeeded. For ten minutes
the audience ran the gamut of issues revolv-
ing around race, gender, sexuality, and the
politics of style. Even the issue of bald heads as
phallic symbols came up. “It's probably true,”
I said, “but when I was cutting my hair at
three-o’clock in the morning I wasn’t thinking
‘penis”.” Eventually the discussion drifted from
black masculinity to the tremendous work-
loads of minority scholars, which, in all hon-
esty, was the source of my baldness in the first
place. Unlike the golden old days, when doing
hair was highly ritualized and completely inte-
grated into daily Jife, we're so busy mentoring
and publishing and speaking and fighting that
we have very little time to attend to our rmmﬁ.wm.
Beyond the session itself, that ad contin-
ued to haunt me during the entire conference.
Every ten minutes, Of so it seemed, some-
one came up to me and offered unsolicited
commentary on the photo. One wmamos.m_ﬁ%
suggested that in order to make Em picture
complete I should have wOmmm with an C.EW
When | approached a Very good friend ©
mine, a historian who is partly oy Jewish
mother and partly my confidante and always
looking out for my best interests, the first
words out of her mouth Were “Robin, I hate

that picture! It's the worst picture of you I've
ever seen. It doesn’t do you justice. Why did
you let them use it?”

“It's not that bad,” 1 replied. “Diedra likes
it—she took the picture. You just don't like my
bald head.”

“No, that's not it. I like the bald look on
some men, and you have a very nice head. The
problem is the photo and the fact that I know
what kind of person you are. None of your
gentleness and lovability comes out in that
picture. Now, don’t get a swelled head when
I say this, but you have a delightful face and
expression that makes people feel good, even
when you're talking about serious stuff. The
way you smile, there’s something unbeliev-
ably safe about you.”

[t was a painful compliment. And yet 1
knew deep down that she was telling the truth.
I've always been unbelievably safe, not just
because of my look but because of my actions.
Not that I consciously try to put people at ease,
to erase conflict and difference, to remain silent
on sensitive issues. I can’t quite puta finger on
it. Perhaps it's my mother’s politeness drills?
Perhaps it's a manifestation of my continuing
bout with shyness? Maybe it has something to
do with the sense of joy I get from stimulating
conversations? Or maybe it's linked to the fact
that my mom refused to raise me in a man-
ner boys are accustomed to? Most likely it is a
product of cultural capital>—the fact that 1 can

speak the language, (re)cite the texts, exhibit
the manners and mannerisms that are inherent
to bourgeois academic culture. My colleagues
identify with me because I can talk intelli-
gently about their scholarship on their terms,

*The concept of cultural capital has gained currency through
the work of Marxist sociologist Piesre Bourdieu, who uses the
term to refer to specific skills and competencies (for example,
the ability to use language and other socia) skills) that
middle- and upper-class parents are able to pass on to their
children. Ownership of cultural as well as economic capital
provides advantages to members of the middle and upper
classes and increases the probability of their success.—Ed.
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which iy anably has the etfect of creating an

Hlusion of brillance. As Frantz Fanon said in

Blick Sken, Winte Masks, the mere fact that he

Was an articulate black man who read a lot ren-

dered him a stunning specimen of erudition in
the eyes of his fellow intellectuals in Paris.
Whatever the source of my ineffable lov-
ability, I've learned that it's not entirely a bad
thing. In fact, if the rest of the world could look
a little deeper, beyond the hardcore exterior—
the wide bodies, the carefully constructed
grimaces, the performance of terror—they
would find many, many brothas much nicer
and smarter than myself. The problem lies in
a racist culture, a highly gendered racist cul-
ture, that is so deeply enmeshed in the fabric of
daily life that it's practically invisible. The very
existence of the “nice Negro,” like the model-
minority myth pinned on Asian Americans,
renders the war on those “other,” hardcore
niggas justifiable and even palatable. In a little-
known essay on the public image of world
champion boxer Joe Louis, the radical Trini-
dadian writer C. L. R. James put it best: “This
attempt to hold up Louis as a model Negro
has strong overtones of condescension and
race prejudice. It implies: ‘See! When a Negro
knows how to conduct himself, he gets on very
well and we all love him.” From there the next
step is: ‘If only all Negros behaved like Joe, the
race problem would be solved’” (1946).

Of course we all know this is a bunch of fic-
tion. Behaving “like Joe” was merely a code for
deference and patience, which is all the more
remarkable given his vocation. Unlike his
predecessor Jack Johnson—the bald-headed
prizefighter who transgressed racial boundar-
ies by sleeping with and even marrying white
women, who refused to apologize for his “out-
rageous” behavior, who boasted of his prow-
ess in every facet of life (he even wrapped

gauze around his penis to make it appear
bigger under his boxing shorts)—Joe Louis
was A;meric?’s hero. As James put it, he wag
a credit to his race, “I mean the human race.”

nted as a humble Alabama boy, G4
d devoid of hatred,lLouis Was con.
) -d in the press as a raceless man Whose
;:rat_:;‘c-tl(ijnlity waslsJ put to good, patriotic use, To
many of his white fans,bhe was a _I;\an In the
ring and a boy—a good OY—hOutSIb e of it. Tq
many black folks, he was a hero because he
had the license to klck' wlrute men'’s butts anq
yet maintain the a.dmL-rat-:lon. ?.nd' respect of 5
nation. Thus, despite similarities In race, class,
and vocation, and their common iconization,
Louis and Johnson exhibited public behavior
that reflected radically different masculinities

Here, then, is a lesson we cannot ignore,
There is some truth in the implication that race
(or gender) conflict is partly linked to behay-
ior and how certain behavior is perceived. If
our society, for example, could dispense with
rigid, archaic notions of appropriate mascu-
line and feminine behavior, perhaps we might
create a world that nurtures, encourages, and
even rewards nice guys. If vielence were not
so central to American culture—to the way
manhood is defined, to the way in which the
state keeps African American men in-check, to
the way men interact with women, to the way
oppressed peoples interact with one another—
perhaps we might see the withering away of
white fears of black men. Perhaps young black
men wouldn’t feel the need to adapt hard-
ened, threatening postures merely to survive
in a Doggy-Dogg world. Not that black men
ought to become colored equivalents of Alan
Alda. Rather, black men ought to be whom-
ever or whatever they want to be, without
unwarranted criticism or societal pressures to
conform to a particular definition of mantood.
They could finally dress down without suspi-
cion, talk loudly without surveillance, and love
each other without sanction. Fortunately, such
a transformation would also mean the long-
awaited death of the “nice Negro.”

Not in my lifetime. Any fool can look
around and see that the situation for race
and gender relationg in general, and for black

(Re)prese
fearing an




