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and. comrade must promote the development of a counter-hegemonic
films, talks, and political writings that will centralize and sust}("n a
focus om his political contribution to black liberation struggle,/to the

Malcolm’s concern for the collective well-being of black people, a concern
r

that transcended kis personal circumstance, his personal‘history. Yet the

film shows no con

compassionate devotiyn to alleviating the suffering;f of all black people.

ction between his personal rage 4t racism and his
Significantly, Spike Lee’s\Malcolm X does not compél audiences to experi-
ence empathetically the pal
supremacist, patriarchal cultixe. Nothing in thie ilm conveys an anguish

, sorrow, and suffering of black life in white

and grief so intense as to overwh¥m emotionally. And nothing that would
help folks understand the necessiti of that rage and resistance. Nothing
that would Jet them see why, after wogking all day, Malcolm would walk
the streets for hours, thinking “about /vfr t terrible things have been done
to our people here in the United States” While the footage of the brutal
beating of Rodney King shown a,r‘fthe beginning of the film is a graphic
reminder of “the terrible thingél,” the pathos“that this image evokes is
quickly displaced by the neomiastrel show that entertains and titillates.
As sentimental, romar}ticized drama, Malcolrky X seduces by encour-
aging us to forget the brutal reality that created black rage and militancy.
The film does not compél viewers to confront, challeyge, and change. [t
embraces and reward/s/passive response—inaction. It'encourages us to
weep, but not to ﬁgi;rt/. In his powerful essay “Everybody’s Protest Novel,”

James Baldwin rer}ﬂnds readers that
/

4
sentimentality, the ostentatious parading of excessive and s

emotion, is the mark of dishonesty, the inzbility to feel; the wet\eyes
of the yntimentalist betray his aversion to experience, his fear of Iife,
his arid heart; and it is always, therefore, the signal of secret and vio
lentinhumanity, the mask of cruelty.

As Wallace warns, there is no place in Hollywood movies for the “seri-

oushess of black liberation.” Spike Lee’s film is no exception. To take lib-

eyation seriously we must take seriously the reality of black suffering.
ltimately, it is this reality the film denies.
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SEEING AND MAKING CULTURE

Representing the Poor

CULTURAL critics rarely talk about the poor. Most of us use words such as
“underclass” or “economically disenfranchised” when we speak about
being poor. Poverty has not become one of the new kot topics of radical
discourse. When contemporary Left intellectuals talk about capitalism,
few if any attempts are made to relate that discourse to the reality of being
poor in America. In his collection of essays Prophetic Thought in Post-
modern Times, black philosopher Cornel West includes a piece entitled
“The Black Underclass and Black Philosophers” wherein he suggests that
black intellectuals within the “professional-manageriaf class in U.S.
advanced capitalist society” must “engage in a kind of critical self-inven-
tory, a historical situating and positioning of ourselves as persons who
reflect on the situation of those more disadvantaged than us even though
we may have relatives and friends in the black underclass” West does not
speak of poverty or being poor in his essay. And | can remember once in
conversation with him referring to my having come from a “poor” back-
ground; he corrected me and stated that my family was “working class” I
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told him that technically we were working class, because my father worked
as a janitor at the post office, however the fact that there were seven chil-
dren in our family meant that we often faced economic hardship in ways
that made us children at least think of ourselves as poor. Indeed, in the
segregated world of our small Kentucky town, we were all raised to think
in terms of the haves and the have-nots, rather than in terms of class. We
acknowledged the existence of four groups: the poor, who were destitute;
the working folks, who were poor because they made just enough to make
ends meet; those who worked and had extra money; and the rich. Even
though our family was among the working folks, the economic struggle to
make ends meet for such a large family always gave us a sense that there
was not enough morney to take care of the basics. In our house, water was 2
luxury and using too much could be a cause for punishment. We never
talked about being poor. As children we knew we were not supposed to see
ourselves as poor but we felt poor.

I began to see myself as poor when I went away to college. [ never
had any money. When I told my parents that I had scholarships and loans
to attend Stanford University, they wanted to know how 1 would pay for
getting there, for buying books, for emergencies. We were 1ot poor, but
there was no money for what was perceived to be an individualistic
induigent desire; there were cheaper colleges closer to family. When I
went to college and could not afford to come home during breaks, 1 fre-
quently spent my holidays with the black women who ¢leaned in the doz-
mitories. Their world was my world. They, more than other folks at
Stanford, knew where I was coming from. They supported and affirmed
my efforts to be educated, to move past and beyond the world they lived
in, the world [ was coming from.

To this day, even though I am a well-paid member of what West calls
the academic “professional-managerial class,” in everyday life, outside
the classroom, I rarely think of myseif in relation to class. [ mainly think
about the world in terms of who has money to spend and who does not.
Like many technically middle-class folks who are connected in economic
responsibility to kinship structures where they provide varying material
support for others, the issue is always one of money. Many middle-class
black folks have no money because they regularly distribute their earn-
ings among a larger kinship group where folks are poor and destitute,
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where elder parents and relatives who once were working class have
retired and fallen into poverty.

Poverty was no disgrace in our household. We were socialized early
on, by grandparents and parents, to assume that nobody’s value could be
measured by material standards. Value was connected to integrity, to being
honest and hardworking. One could be hardworking and still be poor. My
mother’s mother Baba, who did not read or write, taught us--against the
wishes of our parents—that it was better to be poor than to compromise
one’s dignity, that it was better to be poor than to allow another person to
assert power over you in ways that were dehumanizing or cruel.

[ went to college believing there was no connection between poverty
and personal integrity. Entering a world of class privilege which com-
pelled me to think critically about my economic background, I was
shocked by representations of the poor learned in classrooms, as well as
by the comments of professors and peers that painted an entirely differ-
ent picture. They were almost always portrayed the poor as shiftless,
mindless, lazy, dishonest, and unworthy. Students in the dormitory were
quick to assame that anything missing had been taken by the black and
Filipina women who worked there. Although I went through many peri-
ods of shame about my economic background, even before I educated
myself for critical consciousness about class by reading and studying
Marx, Gramsci, Memmi, and the like), I contested stereotypical negative
representations of poverty. I was especially disturbed by the assumption
that the poor were without values. Indeed one crucial value that I had
learned from Baba, my grandmother, and other family members was not
to believe that “schooling made you smart.” One could have degrees and
still not be intelligent or honest. I had been taught in a culture of poverty
to be intelligent, honest, to work hard, and always to be a person of my
word. I had been taught to stend up for what I believed was right, to be
brave and courageous. These lessons were the foundation that made it
possible for me to succeed, to become the writer I always wanted to be,
and to make a living in my job as an academic. They were taught to me by
the poor, the disenfranchised, the underclass.

Those lessons were reinforced by liberatory religious traditions that
affirmed identification with the poor. Taught to believe that poverty
could be the breeding ground of moral integrity, of a recognition of the
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significance of communion, of sharing resources with others in the black
church, I was prepared to embrace the teachings of liberatory theology,
which emphasized solidarity with the poor. That solidarity was meant to
be expressed not simply through charity, the sharing of privilege, but in
the assertion of one’s power to change the world so that the poor would
have their needs met, would have access to resources, would have justice
and beauty in their lives.

Contemporary popular culture in the United States rarely repre-
sents the poor in ways that display integrity and dignity. Instead, the
poor are portrayed through negative stereotypes. When they are lazy and
dishonest, they are consumed with longing to be rich, a longing so
intense that it renders them dysfunctional. Willing to commit all manner
of dehumanizing and brutal acts in the namne of material gain, the poor
are portrayed as seeing themselves as always and only worthless. Worth is
gained only by means of material success.

Television shows and films bring the message home that no one can
truly feel good about themselves if they are poor. In television sitcoms
the working poor are shown to have a healthy measure of self-contempt;
they dish it out to one another with a wit and humor that we can all
enjoy, irrespective of our class. Yet it is clear that humor masks the long-
ing to change their lot, the desire to “move on up” expressed in the
theme song of the sitcom The Jeffersons. Films which portray the rags-to-
riches tale continue to have major box-office appeal. Most contemporary
films portraying black folks—Harlemn Nights, Boomerang, Menace II
Society, to name only a few—have as their primary theme the lust of the
poor for material plenty and their willingness to do anything to satisfy
that lust. Pretty Woman is a perfect example of a film that made huge
sums of money portraying the poor in this light. Consumed and enjoyed
by andiences of ali races and classes, it highlights the drama of the benev-
olent, ruling-class person (in this case a white man, played by Richard
Gere) willingly sharing his resources with a poor white prostitute
(played by julia Roberts). Indeed, many films and television shows
portray the ruling class as generous, eager to share, as unattached to
their wealth in their interactions with folks who are not materially privi-
leged. These images contrast with the opportunistic avaricious longings
of the poor.

Socialized by film and television to identify with the attitudes and
values of privileged classes in this society, many people who are poor, or a
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few paychecks away from poverty, internalize fear and contempt for those
who are poor. When materially deprived teenagers kill for tennis shoes or
jackets they are not doing so just because they like these items so much.
They also hope to escape the stigma of their class by appearing to have the
trappings of more privileged classes. Poverty, in their minds and in our
society as a whole, is seen as synonymous with depravity, lack, and worth-
lessness. No one wants to be identified as poor. Teaching literature by
African American women writers at a major urban state university to pre-
dominantly black students from poor and working-class families, I was
bombarded by their questioning as to why the poor black women who
were abused in families in the novels we read did not “just leave.” It was
amazing to me that these students, many of whom were from materially
disadvantaged backgrounds, had no realistic sense about the economics of
housing or jobs in this society. When I asked that we identify our class
backgrounds, only one student—a young single parent--was willing to
identify herself as poor. We talked later about the reality that although she
was not the only poor person in the class, no one else wanted to identify
with being poor for fear this stigma would mark them, shame them in
ways that would go beyond our class. Fear of shame-based humiliation is a
primary factor leading no one to want to identify themselves as poor. |
tatked with young black women receiving state aid, who have not worked
in years, about the issue of representation. They all agree that they do not
want to be identified as poor. In their apartments they have the material
possessions that indicate success (a VCR, a color television), even if it
means that they do without necessities and plunge into debt to buy these
items. Their self-esteemn is linked to not being seen as poor.

If to be poor in this society is everywhere represented in the lan-
guage we use to talk about the poor, in the mass media, as synonymous
with being nothing, then it is understandable that the poox learn to be
nihilistic. Society is telling them that poverty and nihilism are one and
the same. If they cannot escape poverty, then they have no choice but to
drown in the image of a life that is valueless. When intellectuals, journal-
ists, or politicians speak about nihilism and the despair of the underclass,
they do not link those states to representations of poverty in the mass
media. And rarely do they suggest by their rhetoric that one can lead a
meaningful, contented, and fulfilled life if one is poor. No one talks about
our individual and collective accountability to the poor, a responsibility
that begins with the politics of representation.
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When white female anthropologist Carol Stack looked critically at
the lives of black poor people more than twenty years ago and wrote her
book The Culture of Poverty, she found a value system among them which
emphasized the sharing of resources. That value system has long been
eroded in most communities by an ethic of liberal individualism, which
affirms that it is morally acceptable not to share. The mass media has
been the primary teacher bringing into our lives and our homes the logic
of liberal individualism, the idea that you make it by the privatized
hoarding of resources, not by sharing them. Of course, liberal individual-
ism works best for the privileged classes. But it has worsened the lot of
the poor who once depended on an ethic of communalism to provide
affirmation, aid, and support.

To change the devastating impact of poverty on the lives of masses
of folks in our society we must change the way resources and weaith are
distributed. But we must also change the way the poar aye represented.
Since many folks will be poor for a long time before those changes are put
in place that address their economic needs, it is crucial to construct
habits of seeing and being that restore an oppositional vahie system
affirming that one can live a life of dignity and integrity in the midst of
poverty. It is precisely this dignity Jonathan Freedman seeks to convey in
his book From Cradle to Grave: The Human Face of Poverty in America,
even though he does not critique capitalism or call for major changes in
the distribution of wealth and resources. Yet any efforts to change the
face of poverty in the United Statest must lizk a shift in representation to
a demand for the redistribution of wealth and resources.

Progressive intellectuals from privileged classes who are themselves
obsessed with gaining material wealth are uncomfortable with the insis-
tence that one can be poor, yet lead a rich and meaningful life. They fear
that any suggestion that poverty is acceptable may lead those who have to
feel no accountability towards those who have not, even though it is
unclear how they reconcile their pursuit with concern for and account-
ability towards the poor. Their conservative counterparts, who did much
to put in place a system of representation that dehumanized the poor,
fear that if poverty is seen as having no relation to value, the poor will not

passively assume their role as exploited workers. That fear is masked by
their insistence that the poor will not seek to work if poverty is deemed
acceptable, and that the rest of us will have to support them. (Note the
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embedded assumption that to be poor means that one is not hardwo‘rk»
ing.) Of course, there are many more poor women and n_rlen refusing
menial labor in low-paid jobs than ever before. This refusal is not rooted
in laziness but in the assumption that it is not worth it to work a job
where one is systematically dehumanized or exploited only to remain
poor. Despite these individuals, the vast majority of poor peoptle in our
society want to work, even when jobs do not mean that they leave the
ranks of the poor.

Witnessing that individuals can be poor and lead meaningful lives, I
understand intimately the damage that has been done to the poor by a
dehumanizing system of representation. I see the difference in self-
esteern between my grandparents’ and parents’ generations and that of
my siblings, relatives, friends and acquaintances who are poor, who S!.Tf—
fer from a deep-seated, crippling lack of self-esteem. Ironically, despite
the presence of more opportunity than that available to an older ge.neraw
tion, low self-esteem makes it impossible for this younger generation to
move forward even as it also makes their lives psychically unbearable.
That psychic pain is most often relieved by some form of subst:'mce
abuse. But to change the face of poverty so that it becomes, once again, a
site for the formation of values, of dignity and integrity, as any other class
positionality in this society, we would need to intervene in existing sys-
tems of representation. _

Linking this progressive change to radical/revolutionary political
movements (such as eco-ferninism, for example) that urge all of us to live
simply could also establish a point of conaection and constructive inter-
action. The poor have many resources and skills for living. Those folks
who are interested in sharing individual plenty as well as working politi-
cally for redistribution of wealth can work in conjunction with individu-
als who are materially disadvantaged fo achieve this end. Material plenty
is only one resource. Literacy skills are another. It would be exciting to
see unemployed folks who lack reading and writing skills have available
to them community-based literacy programs. Progressive literacy pro-
grams connected to education for critical consciousness could use popu-
lar movies as a base to begin learning and discussion. Theaters all across
the United States that are not used in the day could be sites for this kind
of program where coilege students and professors could share skills.
Since many individuals who are poor, disadvantaged or destitute are
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already literate, reading groups could be formed to educate for critical
consciousness, to help folks rethink how they can organize life both to
live well in poverty and to move out of such circumstances. Many of the
young women I encounter—black and white—who are poor and receiv-
ing state aid (and some of whom are students or would-be students) are
intetligent, critical thinkers struggling to transform their circumstances.
They are eager to work with folks who can offer guidance, know-how,
concrete strategies. Freedman concludes his book with the reminder that

it takes money, organization, and iaws to maintain a social struccure
but none of it works if there are not opportunities for people to meet
and help each other along the way. Social responsibility comes down
te something simple—the ability to respond.

Constructively changing ways the poor are represented in every aspect of
life is one progressive intervention that can challenge everyone to look at
the face of poverty and not turn away.

BACK/TO BLACK
Ending Inte/r alized Racism

Vs

s

NO social movement to end White suptemacy addressed the issue of inter-
nalized racism in relation to eau”fy as intensely as did the Black Power
revolution of the sixties. For a'tige, at least, this movement challenged
black folks to examine the/p/sychic impact of white supremacy. Reading
Frantz Fanon and Albert Nemmi, ouhleaders begin to speak of coloniza-
tion and the need to decolonize our minds and imaginations. Exposing
the myriad ways whité supremacy had asshylted our self-concept and our
self-esteern, militgnt leaders of black liberation struggle demanded that
black folks see purselves differently—see selfMove as a radical political
agenda. That ﬁeant establishing a politics of repregentation which would
both critiq,u{z and integrate ideals of personal behuty and desirability
inforrned/i)y racist standards, and put in place progressive standards, a
systenybf valuation that would embrace a diversity of black looks.
y{lronicaﬂy, as black leaders called into question racist defined no-
t

iphs of beauty, many white folks expressed awe and wonder that there
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