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| almost never describe myself asawriter. | don't have that luxury. Some statistics seemto
sugges that Americars, gererally, are readng less literature thes days anyhow; ard | have no
doubt thatthe sameistrue, perhaps to agreakr extert, in the AfricanrAmericancommunity. In
2004 the call for high stardards of achievement amang blackyouth hasbeenechoedby everyone,
from Serator-elect Barack Obamato Bill Cosby. They have both quite candidly referredto the
regponsibility we must shoulder to reinvigorate literacy But | know many of the youth they are
talking about, becaise | have taught them. And perhaps before my experienceteaching and doing
youth advocacyin urban communitiesacrass the United States | could have held some black
utopianinvegmert in colored children, from Weg Oakland to Bed-Stuy, holding literarycircles
and reciting the works from the great black caron: Toni Morrison, JamesBaldwin, Jean Toomer,
Rardall Keeman, Langston Hughes Zora Neale Hurston, Alice Walker, June Jordan- the list
would be almost infinite. Black Americans have an extraardinary literarylegacy, evenif only a
few of our texts qualify asAmericanclassicsand areconsidered"the bomb" by the scholars
shooting the caron.

I, for one, amfascinated by the energetic movemert black youth put into that Harlem shake dance
they do while being Usheredto Confessions. | think there's something brilliart in the way popular
music can make youth feel so high evenwhenthe martrais Lil Jon's "Get Low"; evenif |
consider much of the music garbage that is saturated with misogynist, captalist, homophobic
"bling bling." | honegly don't believe blackyouth will readanything more thanthey areforce-fed
until the caloredfolk critiguing their seemngly senseless attactmentsto this "hip-pop-crazy' -
and the serseless violence ard negativity that, unfortunately, seem to complemert it - find ways
of making it morerelevart to their experience. The inspiration to value literacywould needto be
asseductive asan Outkag hook.

| also believe that"Tim'm Wedg" will never be asfamaus asKarnye or Cornell Wed. I'll likely
remain some medating fi xture betweenthe two that people will someday referercewhen
discussing the Hip-Hop Literati of which | ama part | amnot unlike alarge number of others
who aredescerndarts of the likesof Paud Robeson or Ntozake Shange. We aremulti-disciplinary
blackwriterswho do more thanjust write, namely because most of usfound our voicesard our
pensin the overarching cultural renaissance called hip-hop. As hip-hop hasbecane a dominart
agectof culture atthe turn of the 21st certury, it hasnecesarily changedthe faceof literaure.
Still, for all the recaynition mary of us have receivedin the critical meda, the average black
Americankid probably does't know what Carl Hancock-Rux, Lynne Johnson, Greg Tate, Toure,
JessicaCareMoore, Verus Opal Reeg, Sad Williams Tricia Rose or Aya de Leon does But
they should! Slam culture and Def Poetry may provide some connection, but they cagure neither
all wedo nor all of us.

We are the vital gereration of black writerswho camot afford to be all write. We find our way
collaborating with everyone from Urban Bush Womento Gearge Clinton. We creat budding
movements like hip-hop theatr or "Rapivism." Our performance spacesare likely to integrate
visual art, film, poetry, a DJ, political commentary and dance. Most of us don't evenhave the
dedreto just write; we undergand that in a culture so heanily inundated with Internettechnology
and caletelevision, public interes in literaure will continue to be less seductive thanthe quick f
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fixesprovidedby MTV or Instant Messerger. Therefore, mary blackwriterstoday aremulti-
disciplinary in away thatis not unigue to this generation but that connotesdifferert maotivations
thanour predecesors. The writerswhom | know and appreciate do not seetheir product asart
for the sake of art. Not that those before us necesarily believedary differertly, but the Hip-Hop
Literat area community of writersvagly interesedin affecting change and uplifting black
pele, evenwhentheir subject mater is not saturated with overt political contert. Thereisa
constant needto reinvent our notions of whatit mears to be a black writer, and much of thisis
beyond the scaope of whatis tradtionally thought to be write. Dig?

Considerthe Harlem Reraissance and, particularly, the work of Pau Robeson. Athlete, singer,
actor and civil rights advocate, he is a quintessertial multidisciplinary figure in Americanhistory.
Motivatedlargely by theracist segregation of the United States and affordedthe privilegeto
attend several predigious universties Robeson wasah e to effect social change in away that
may have beenunavailab e to those of his time who were just writersor athletesor politiciars.
But it wasthis same mativation that evertually ledto his being "blackmaled' by a white public
threaknedby his political convictions. While Robeson is someimesnot mertioned alongside
Harlem Renaissance figuresknown principally for their writing or art, it is certain thathe had as
profound animpacton the social consciousness of our peaple.

Consider also the Black Arts Movemert and the work of Ntozake Shange. While she commanly
thinks of herself asa poetfirst and playwright second, it iswell known that she is also a darcer,
acbor, auhor, direcor and blackfeminist. Represerted by her adopted name, Ntozake, which
signifies"she who comesinto her own things," Shange is quotedin a 1990 interview with Neal
A. Leger assaying, "I'm afirm believer that language and how we use language determineshow
we act, and how we act thendeterminesour livesand other pegple'slives" Consider that Sharge,
one of mary multidisciplinarians of the Black Arts Movemern of the late 1960s ard '70s, is
defining what Robeson knew aswell: The connection betweenwhat we write and the reaulting
(re)actions have the ahility to affectlives Burdenedby both raceand gender oppression, Shange's
ideaof writing for social change extends the very legacy of Robesn and those beforehim. It is
this legacythat membersof the Hip-Hop Literai honor through our work.

In 1990 | left Taylor, Ark., for Duke University without any knowledge of Robeson or Sharge,
but having alread; participatedin theater, dance, athletics, writing and leacership asa high school
student. My multidisciplinary atachmenrt wasfuelednot by any sincere connecion to alegacy
but merely asanescape from the harsh realtiesof growing up black, poor and queerin rural
Arkansas When| discoveredthere were somerewards associated with good grades | knew
emough to use it asanescape from whatever limitations Arkarsashad placed on black boys like
me.| wasregarded asan exceptional anomaly who quoted Langston Hughesand Walt Whitman
and who asked strange quedions. | developeda love for house music, British soul and reggae
becatse no one elsein Arkarsasseemedto be listening to them.| wrote poetry on front porches
and at ponds where others there relaxed or killedtime. | warted moretime. | warteda different
kind of world. And similarto Robeson and Shange, my own personal struggleswith various
"isms' becamne the impetus for the fight for social justice,not necesarily "by any mears
necesary," but through every talent besowed upon me.

Coallegein the early 1990s wasatime when cultural studies feminism and sexual idertity created
a sometimescontertious battleground at universtieslike Duke. From affirmative action debates
to Anita Hill or Magc Johnson and HIV, those of us who werethe generaion of writers
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following the legaciesof the Harlem Rernissance or Black Arts Movemert werecompelledto
engage multiple strugglesthrough multiple mears. |, not unlike mary writersof the Hip-Hop
Literat, would indulge this philosophy with greatoptimism. At Duke, | would become presdent
of Black Student Alliance, alead actor of the black theater troupe Karamuand aleadvocalist in
the Modern Black Mass Choir. | would also declarea philosophy major; if KRS One, the emcee
who inspired my own raplyricism, called himself "the Philosopher," thenwhy couldn't 1?

Sameyeas later, the high ideasand language | would develop while a graduate studert at New
School Univerdty in New York City gave me anew language for describing things I'd known ard
felt sincel wasakid: intersectionality, subjecivity, nihilism, deterritorializaion, interpellation
and otherthearetical words that don't regsterin spell check Thes becaneinternalizedmader
tools for anew way of not just seeing the world but describing it. But at some point on New
York's A train, somewhere betweenthe Wed 4th Street station in Greerwich Village and the
Utica Averue station in Bed-Stuy, it became painfully apparert that the audienceslauding my
theareticalintervertions would largely be white audienceswho, sometimeswith the beg
intertions, had never gone hungry or beenevictedlike | hadasa child.

It wasin 1997, after my first yearin New York City, that| would look to the blackarts scerein
New York for something more rootedin the strugglesof my peagples Brooklyn Moon, Sunday T
dancesatthe Y, shows at Nuyorican somebody's Sunday brunch. The sceresl| found were
bohemian circlesthat seemedto recycle the same artists; and with relative consistency, most of
the blackfolk in atendance had beento grad school. Becaning ablackintellecual - trying to
medate a hip-hop, theatr and bluescrooning pag with scholadic pretense gained by too many
thearetical decanstructions - | felt | would have something unique to add to the mix. Though | had
writtenfor years | didn't perform until | wasread to leave New York in 1998 for gradschool at
Stanford. An amazing presence by the name of Carl Hancock-Rux befriended me and hintedthat
| lackedthe courage to fill whatever voids | believed werealsert in a scere thriving off its self-
defeatng obsession with originality. Carl quickly becamethe first examgde of awriter whom |
wartedto be (something) like. Not becaise we both had no problemswith talking about Jear
Pad Sartre and Busta Rhymesin the same context. Not becatse we both engaged multiple arts.
Carlwasrealin that he comfortally embraced all the ways in which he had maragedbecanming,
and doing all the things he hadn't yettried. He had one of the most voracious curiosities| had
experiencedfor someme so accanplished

In 1994, Hancock-Rux wasnamed"One of the Thirty Artists Under the Age of Thirty Most
Likely to Influence Culture Overthe Next Thirty Yeas' by The New York TimesMagazine, ard
in 1998, The Village Voicefeatured him on its cover asone of "Eight Writerson the Verge of
Impacting the LiteraryLandscape." But whenwe met| wasnot awarethat he wasamag the
maost critically acclaimed embodimernts of poetry, theaker, music ard literaryfiction of my
gereraton. Our meetng wasmedatedthrough peaple who felt that he wasdoing what | asired
to do, and who sought to provide meaguide. We evertually metwithout their help whenhis
feature in VIBE magpzine's Next secion prompted meto introduce myself to himin 1997. But
not long after | metand got to know Carl, | left New Y ork, concerredthat the weight of my
admiration for him ard othersl'd watched develop, would prevent mefrom doing anything more
with writing and theariesthan maping trajecioriesof power. | wartedto seize power, dance with
it, form it into poetry and have peagple experience the windedvulnerablity of my breats. Sol
took the chance of seekng the only kind of newness that some who feelstuck in New York slip
into. The SanFrarcisco Bay Areabecanea placel imaginedwould beg nurture the impact |
wartedto have on the world - and particularly on black folk.
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In 1998, | arrivedin Pab Alto ard Stanford Univerdty, aplacedecidedy more scriptedthan San
Frarcisco or Oakland, and anertirely differert universe from Bed-Stuy, wherel'd livedwhilein
New York. Thatlagedfor just afew months before | visitedthe Ashby FleaMarket, metsome
writers went to slamsat the Justice Leagle, and mack a substartial enough impression that |
would openfor poets like Ursula Rucker and secure regular featuresat the Spoken Word hot
spots. | movedto Oaklard. It wascool for the momernt, but | wasstill working towarda
dissertation down at Starford, so | became abit torn about what | hadcometo Bayto do. | came
to Californiato get a doctorate and discovered something wrong inside of me, someting so
threaening thatonly it would give me courage to do what| felt would be the balance betweenmy
mamabackhome ard the scholars|'d hopedto impress with my work. | finally found myself
through the dis’ea® so crudely marifeging in my body.

Writing beganto represent something different for me. It wasall the more importart thatit have
aneffectin the world. And what better a placeto discover such a path thanthrough living through
dis’ea®inthe Bay Area This acivist terran, the political left of the Weg Coag, the home of
beatpoets, Black Parthers and Queer Nation, represertedthe confluence of movemertsthat|
believed would nurture my writing. | cameto the Bay with athess on black masculine hip-hop
performarce asalens through which to examine black subjectvity in gereral But my "Gaze on
Mandingo" quickly becanea critical look at myself - an artist who found thatit waseaserto
critigue black male performersthanbecamethe very subjectof critique. The literaryand arts
scere| discoveredin the Bay Area, both its legacy and its presert musings, would evertually take
preceaknceover re-reads of Foucadt, Lyotardor Marcuse. It's diffi cult to focus on subjectivity
whenthe staring homicide ratesin Oakland strees represent the deah of so many of the
subjects. Sowords became action. And in just afew years | had formedthe notorious hip-hop
group DeepDickollectve, publishedthe critically reviewed memar "RedDirt Revival," ard
completedits musical complemert, "Songs from RedDirt" (Cellular Recads). In 2002, | left
Starford with atemminal mager's degree,in part because of what| consideredaterminal illness. |
discoveredthat| had AIDS. Still, through the writing creaedand inspiredby me, from
collaborations with Y outh Spealks to directing an English department atthe Oakland School for
the Arts, | discoveredthat| not only had powerto help heal others but myself aswell.

In 2004, shortly after my 32nd birthday, | preparedto healone such writer with my words. She, a
celebrated cultural warrior, poet, actvist, mother and playwright, would call meto schedule a
timeto meet asif | wassomeme eecially significart. | became excited about the possibility of
sharing acress gereratons with such anicon. My "RedDirt Revival" apparertly made adeep
enough impression on SanFrarcisco avart-garde poet Nicole Heraresthat she would tell this
woman whose work |'d admiredfor half of my life, that | wassomemein the Bay Areashe
should know. We would propose atrip from Oakland, where | lived and where she had returned,
acress the bridge to SanFrarciscoto join a celebration of Neruda at 100. But she, who is known
to carrythe storiesof mary women wastoo tiredto manage the trip acrass the bridge on that
day. While sheisthe referenial index for postmodern coloredboys and girls, sheisreliant on my
presrceto off er a source of support beyond what she hasalready writtenor read

| humbly exterdedthe invitation to close friends and colleagiesto off er gifts and alteritemsand
welcome home thisicon who hadreturnedto the Bay Areafor care and heaing: the FiveHeadEP
from Hanfah Walidah, a world-renowned social performarce artist and actvist who is known for
herwork with Brooklyn Funk Essertials and her one-womanshow, "Black Folks Guide to Black
Folks;" something from Juba Kalamka, the self-proclaimedbisexual, polyamaous, lyricist,
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playwright and essayist of DeepDickollecive; Marvin White, the author of "Lag Rights' and
"Nothing Ugly Fly," ard the co-founder of Black Gay Lettersand Arts Movemert; and Bamtihi,
National Poetry Slam champon, Broadway veteran Def Poet, dancerand educatbr. There would
be gifts from others feminist scholar Bahiyyih Watson, eclectic soul newcomer Valerie Troutt,
documertary maker Ayama U'Dongo and graphic desgnerand DJ Mai-Lei Pecorari. | would
offer their tokens of friendship, and my own, humbly to my new friend: Ntozake Shange. Sharing
this introduction to Shange with friends and colleagiesis tantamaunt to underganding the power
vegedin the Hip-Hop Literati | had connectedwith in the Bay Area.We are change-makers even
if the popular meda doesn't change to better acknowledgeit.

What would explain my awe that Ntozake Shange would have aninteres in my work if not some
disingenuous gedure of modegy? It is the see-saw betweenhumility and excegionality that those
of us who arechosento |eadthe write way often struggle with. Once Du Boisianand now Henry
Louis Gatesn-em’, | have always found something terribly wrong with the notion of atalerted
10th leadng a poor, oblivious 90 percert of blacks out of their misery. Still the Hip-Hop Literati
is by no mears your run of the mill collecive. We were all moversand shakers despite our
dedresto remain rootedand connectedto the communitiesfrom which we came.

In New York, we were coloredkids sitting in a Brooklyn loft admiring graffiti on awall outside
while listening to Bjork and talking about the most recent Angela Davis speech We would have
theseridiculously circular conversations bridging Nasand Judith ButlerasGil Scdt Heron
agerds through Tricky's Trip Hop bluesto seduce amorerac(e)y dialogue. We would discuss
the pedagogical black hole of making a change in society through studying performativity at
NY U or History of Consciousness atthe University of California at Sarta Cruz. We egecially
ignored our own small fames making no mertion that we are not only eachother's greaed fans,
but also that the inceguous recycling of our cultural products is asdiscomfitedasabady
matched orgy. And still, we areall awaiting our big break, aware that our momerts of arrival and
of relative fame, will be consideredl ess noble thanthe self-sacrifi cing, underground life we
romarticizein the shadows of the very pop-culture movemers keeping usin the dark.

In Oakland 2004 and about to emhbark on the next phase of my journeyin Washington, D.C,, | try
to considerthat| wascalledto walk with "Zake" atthis momert in my journey for area®n. |
struggle with thoughts that, given my reaity of living with AIDS, that| might be beg
rememkbered posthumously - a breah that at some point or another shared space with better
known literat of my generation. And then| remember, asNtozake offersmea Diet Pepsi fresh
out of the fridge, that ain't nothing egecially special about the degreesof separation betweenthe
blackintelligentsia. A subway caron the A train to Clinton-Washington or atwo-minutesdelayed
arrival at Oakland's Jahva House canmeasire the distance betweenright place and right time. But
more thanthis, | hadto believe thatthere is no coincidencein arty black boys and girls hustling
for next dreamsard finding one another. It just takesit happenng afew timesover before you
realzethata Tim'm and Ntozake, while more than a generaton apart, are cut from the same
country cloth. The wisdom and experience she will imparton meis the deliberate work of the
arncegors. | am still convincing myself that | am worthy of the friendship she so graciously offers

And who else will write of these bizarre, multidisciplinary existencesif not we?Who will keep
alive the index marking the remarkable impress of Lorde, Riggs, Kauman, Faron, Baldwin ard
so mary more, if not we? We arethe children of the black literat who camot return hometo the
ghettoesfrom which we came - if we, indeed camefrom them atall. Homeis the foreclosed
longing of poet-politicians like Cesire, not these spaces wherethe nerdy jazz "cats" collectvely
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relish the smells and sounds of home-cooked meals or blacklaughter. Whenwe reaize that we
camot return home after the academy, after the dive into the seasof Bagjuiat, Bearden, Baraka
and bell hooks, thatis whenthe write way canilluminate our path.

Homede<ribesthe spaceswe creak whenwe leave home and are forcedto accep that we don't
quitefit in with mary of those we wish to save - evenwith our referercesto Mary J. or Tupac-
and that we are forging someting with greater magnitude thanwe are able to grag in the now.
Chicagp-raised rapper Common said, "Somedhy it'll all make sense.” And at 32, thinking about
my moments with Ntozake, hoping that my off ering of friendship will nurture not just the healing
of our community but our bodiesaswell, | amthinking that| mayjust be on track for doing
someting the write way... and thensome.



