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Let America Be America Again by La.njs+0n Hujhes (1902 - {76’9

. - . . : ' Yet I'm the one who dreamt our basic dream
{JJZ: ﬁrg:rtl}?: Efe?;n?; f:ejlgtil 111).& In that Old World while still a serf of kings,
Let it be the pioneer on the plain "~ Who dreamt a.drea.m s0 strong, so brave, so true,
Seeking a home where he himself is free. That even yet its mighty c!anng Sings

S In every brick and stone, in every furrow turned

That's made America the land it has become.
O, I'm the man who sailed those early seas
In search of what I meant to be my home—

(America never was America to me.)

t be the dream the dreamers dreamed—
EZt ﬁrlg]: l:l'(x::lt gieatestrong land of love For I'm the one who left dark Ireland's shore,

Where never kings connive nor tyrants scheme And Poland’s plain, and England's grassy lea,
That any mian be crushed by one above. And torn from Black Africa’s strand I came
To build a “homeland of the free.”-

(It never was America to me.) T

' , The free?
.0, let my land be a land where Liberty

. Is crowned with no false patriotic wreath,

But opportunity is real, and life is free,

Equality is in the air we breathe.

Who said the free? Not me?

Surely not me? The millions on relief today?
The millions shot down when we strike?
‘The millions who have nothing for our pay?
For all the dreams we've dreamed

And all the songs we've sung

And all the hopes we've held

And all the flags we’ve hung, .

The millions who have nothing for our pay—
Except the dream that's almost dead today.

(There’s never been equality for me,
Nor freedom in this “homeland of the free.”)

Say, who are you that mumbles in the dark?
And who are you that draws your veil across the stars?

I am the poor white, fooled and pushed apart,

I am the Negro bearing slavery’s scars:

I am the red man driven from the land,

[ am the immigrant clutching the hope I seek—
And finding only the same old stupid plan

Of dog eat dog, of mighty crush the weak.

O, let America be America again—
The land that never has been yet—
And yet must be—the land where every man is free.
The land that’s mine —the poor man’s, Indian’s, Negro 5, ME—
Who made America,
£ Whose sweat and blood whose faith and pam
- Whose hand at the foundry, whose plow in the rain,

full of strength and hope,
}am the young man, full ofstrength and hope Must bring back our mighty dream again.

Tangled in that ancient endless chain

Of profit, power, gain, of grab the land!

Of grab the gold! Of grab the ways of satisfying need!
Of work the men! Of take the pay! -

Of owning everything for one’s own greed!

Sure, call me any ugly name you choose—

The steel of freedom does not stain. -

From those who live like leeches on the people’s lives,
We must take back our land again,

Americal

I am the farmer, bondsman to the soil.

[ am the worker sold to the machine.

[ am the Negro, servant to you all.

I am the people, humble, hungry, mean— -
Hungry yet today despite the dream.

‘Beaten yet today— O, Pioneers!

I am the man who never got ahead,

The poorest worker bartered through the years.

0O, yes,

I say it plain,

America never was America to me,
And yet I swear this oath—
America will bel

Out of the rack and ruin of our gangster death,
The rape and rot of graft, and stealth, and lies,
‘We, the people, must redeem

The land, the mines, the plants, the rivers.
“The mountains and the endless plain—

All, all the stretch of these great green states —
And make America again!
/138
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Dear John Wayne
Lovise Erdich (195 -

August and the drive-in picture is packed. .

We lounge on the hood of the Pontiac

Surrcunded by the slow-burning spirals they sell

At the window, to vanquish the hordes of mosquitoes.

Nothing works. They break through the smoke screen for blood.

Always the lookout spots the Indians first,
Spread north to south, barring progress.
The Sioux or some othér Plains bunch
In spectacular columns, ICBM missiles,
Feathers bristling in the meaningful sunset..
The drum breaks. There will be no parlance,
Only the arrows whining, a death-cloud of nerves
Swarming down on the settlers
Who die beautifully, tumbling like dust weeds
Into the history that brought us all here
-~ together: this wide screen beneath the sign of the bear.

' The sky fills, acres of blue squint and eye
that the crowd cheers. His face moves over us,
 a thick cloud of vengeance, pitted
like the land that was once flesh. Each rut,
 each scar makes a promise: Jt is _
not over, this fight, not as long as you resist.

Everything we see belongs to us.

A few laughing Indians fall over the hood
slipping in the hot spilled butter.

The eye sees a lot, John, but the heart is so biind.
Death makes us owners of nothing.

He smiles, a horizon of teeth

the credits reel over, and. then the white fields
again blowing in the true-to -life dark.

The dark films over everything. -

We get into the car o ‘
scratching our mosquito bites, speechless and smill
as people are when the movie is done.

We are back in our skins.

How can we help but keep hearing his vaice,

the flip side of the sound track, still playing:

‘Come on, boys, we got them e

where we want them, drunt, running.

They'll give us what we want, what we need.

Even his disease was the idea of taking everything.
Those cells, burning; doubling, splitting out of their skins.

)(/e/Sam., Cm7 (et@. /fn%o/o% qﬂ ///p/em— th ?%a’r% .

Mo Yokt Oxford um-y%? Press, 2000



CHITRA BANERJEE DIVAKARUNI (B. 1956)
Indian Movie, New Jersey (144 9); - ‘ 1990

Nort like the white filmstars, all #ib
and gaunt cheekbone, the Indian sex-goddess
smiles plumply from behmd a flowery
branch. Below her brief red skirt, her thighs -
are satisfying-solid, redeeming , s
as tree trunks. She swings her hips :
and the men-viewers whistle. The lover-hero
dances in to a song, his lip-sync
a little off, but no matter, we ‘
know the words already and smg along. ' 10
It is safe here, the day
golden and cool so no one sweats,
roses on every bush and the Dal Lake
clean again.
The sex-goddess switches 15
to thickened English to emphasize: ’
a joke. We laugh and clap. Here
we need not be embarrassed by words
dropping like lead pellets into foreign ears.
The flickering movie-light - © 20
wipes from our faces years of America, sons
who want mohawks and refuse to run
the family store, daughters who dare
on the sly. '
When at the end the hero 25
dies for his friend who also
 loves the sex-goddess and now can marry her
- we weep, understanding. Even the men ,
clear their throats to say, “What qurbani! ° sacrifice
What dosti!”° After, we mill around ' friendship 30
unwilling to leave, exchange greetmgs v
and good news: a new gold chain, a trip
to India. We do not speak
of motel raids, canceled permits, stones :
. thrown through glass w1ndows daughters and sons 35
raped by Dotbusters. ®
In this dim foyer
we can pull'around us the faint, comforting smell
of incense and pakoms cam arrange fried appetizers
_our children’s marriages with hometown boys and girls, 40
open a franchise, win a million : '
in the mail. We can retire
in India, a yellow two-storied house
with wrought-iron gates, our own
Ambassador car. Or ar least . 45
tmove to a rich white suburb, Summerfield
or Fort Lee, with neighbors that will
talk to us. Here while the film-songs still echo
in the corridors and restrooms, we can trust
" in movie truths: sacrifice, success, love and luck, . 50
the America that was supposed to be.

36 Dotbusters: N ew Jersey gangs that attack Indians,

htty Yinstrochonadd1. C«/s-/nfe./m eaﬁu/mr’mmﬁ/'r
fng/ZSD/d/ vakarvnialvere s, 4+



“Queens, 1963” (1995) by Julia Alvarez (1950- )

Everyone seemed more American

than we, newly arrived,

foreign dirt still on our soles.

By year’s end, a sprinkler waving

like a flag, on our mowed lawn,

we were melted into the block,

owned our own mock Tudor house.

Then the house across the street

sold to a black family.

Cop cars patrolled our block

from the Castellucci’s at one end

to the Balakian's on the other.

We heard rumors of bomb threats,

a burning cross on their lawn.

(It turned out to be a sprinkler.)

Still the neighborhood buzzed.

The barber’s family, Haralambides,

our left side neighbors, didn’t want
trouble.

They’d come a long way to be free!

Mr. Scott, the retired plumber,

and his plump midwestern wife,

considered moving back home

where white and black got along

by staying where they belonged.

They had cultivated our street

like the garden she’d given up

on account of her ailing back,

bad knees, poor eyes, arthritic hands.

She went through her litany daily.

Politely, my mother listened—

Ay, Mrs. Scott, que pena!

--her Dominican good manners

still running on automatic.

The Jewish counselor next door,

had a practice in her house;

clients hurried up the walk

ashamed to be seen needing.

(I watched from my upstairs window,

gloomy with adolescence,

and guessed how they too must have
hypocritical old world parents.)
Mrs. Bernstein said it was time

the neighborhood opened up.

As the first Jew on the block,

she remembered the snubbing she got
a few years back from Mrs. Scott.
But real estate worried her,

our houses’ plummeting value.

She shook her head as she might

at a client’s grim disclosures.

Too bad the world works this way.
The German girl playing the piano
down the street abruptly stopped
in the middle of a note.

I completed the tune in my head

as | watched their front door open.
A dark man in a suit

with a girl about my age

walked quickly into a car.

My hand lifted but fell

before I made a welcoming gesture.
On her face I had seen a look

from the days before we had melted
into the United States of America.
[t was hardness mixed with hurt.

It was knowing she never could be
the right kind of American.

A police car followed their car.
Down the street, curtains fell back.
Mrs. Scott swept her walk

as if it had just been dirtied.

Then the German piano commenced
downward scales as if tracking

the plummeting real estate.

One by one I imagined the houses
sinking into their lawns,

the grass grown wild and tail

in the past tense of this continent
before the first foreigners owned
any of this free country.

http://instructionall.calstatela.edu/mkarafi/Engl250/divakarunialvarez.htm



I Hear America Singing (1867)
by Walt Whitman (1819-1892)

[ hear America singing, the varied carols I hear,

Those of mechanics, each one singing his as it should be blithe and strong,

The carpenter singing his as he measures his plank or beam,

The mason singing his as he makes ready for work, or leaves off work,

The boatman singing what belongs to him in his boat, the deckhand
singing on the steamboat deck,

The shoemaker singing as he sits on his bench, the hatter singing as he stands,

The wood-cutter's song, the ploughboy's on his way in the morning, or
at noon intermission or at sundown,

The delicious singing of the mother, or of the young wife at work, or of
the girl sewing or washing,

Each singing what belongs to him or her and to none else,

The day what belongs to the day—at night the party of young fellows,
robust, friendly,

Singing with open mouths their strong melodious songs.

http://www.poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID /15752



For A New Citizen Of These United States
Li-Young Lee (]q5%- \ortschf)

Forgive me for thinking I saw
the irregular postage stamp of death;
a black moth the size of my left

thumbnail is all ['ve trapped in the damask.

There is no need for alarm. And

there is no need for sadness, if

the rain at the window now reminds you

of nothing; not even of that

parlor, long like a nave, where cloud-shadow,
wing-shadow, where father-shadow
continually confused the light. In flight,
leaf-throng and, later, soldiers and

flags deepened those windows to submarine.

But you don't remember, I know,

so ] won't mention that house where Chung hid,
Lin wizened, you languished, and Ming-
Ming hush-hushed us with small song. And since you

don't recall the missionary

bells chiming the hour, or those words whose sounds

alone exhaust the heart--garden,
heaven, amen-I'll mention none of it.

After all, it was just our life, .
merely years in a book of years. It was

o 1960, and we stood with

www.

the other families on a.crowded . .
railroad platform. The trains came, then
the rains, and then we got separated.

And in the interval bétween
familiar faces, events occurred, which
one of us faithfully pencilled

-in a day-book bound by a rubber band.

But birds, as you say, fly forward.

So I won't show you letters and the shawl
I've so meaninglessly preserved.

And I won't hum along, if you'don't, when
our mothers sing Nights in Shanghai.

I won't, each Spring, each time I smell lilac,
recall my mother, patiently

stitching money inside my coat lining,

if you don't remember your mother
preparing for your own escape.

After all, it was only our
life, out life and its forgetting. 1990
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* Prospective Inmigrants Please Note

Adrienne Rich (929 - ‘Wesewf)

Either you will
go through this door
or you will not go through.

_If you go through
there is always the risk
of remembering your name."

Things look at you doubly
- and you must look back
and let them happen.

If you do not go through
itis possible
to live worthily

to maintain your attitudes

to hold your position
to die bravely

but much will blind you,
much will evade you,
at what cost who knows?

The door itself
makes no promises.

It is only a door.
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"next to of course god america i

iove you land of the pilgrims' and so forth oh

say can you see by the dawn's early my

country tis of centuries come and go

and are no more what of it we should worry
~ in every language even deafanddumb

thy sons acclaim your glorious name by gorry

by jingo by gee by gosh by gum
why talk of beauty what could be more beaut-
iful than these heroic happy dead

who rushed like lions to the roaring slaughter

they did not stop to think they died instead
then shall the voice of liberty be mute?"

He spoke. And drank rapidly a glass of water

1926

e.e. cummings
Liga4-(962)
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The New Colossus
Emma Lazarus

I, Too :
Langston Hughes
4 moz—l%4§

- I, too, sing America.

I am the darker brother. ,
They send me to eat in the kitchen
When company comes, _
But I laugh,

And eat well,

- And grow strong.

Tomorrow, v

I'll be at the table
When company comes.
Nobody’ll dare

Say to me,

“Eat in the kitchen,”
Then. !

Besides, \ :
They’ll see how beautiful I am
And be ashamed—

I, too, am America."

925
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Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,

- With conquering limbs astride from land to land;
Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand
A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame
Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name
Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand .

- Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command
- The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame.
“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she
With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

Ilift my lamp beside the golden door!”
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American Identity: Ideas, Not Ethnicity

By Michael Jay Friedman

Since the United States was founded in the 18th
century, Americans have defined themselves not by
their racial, religious, and ethnic identity but by their
common values and belief in individual freedom.

: ! i Michael Jay Friedman is a historian and writer in the
Immigrants sworn in as citizens in H . .

Phoenix, Arizona, in 2007 (© AP ; Bureau of International Information Programs of the
Images) ! U.S. Department of State.

“I‘m in @ New York state of mind.”
—- Billy Joel

In 2000 28.2 percent of people living in the New York metropolitan area were foreign
born.
-- U.5. Census Bureau

In 1782, barely six years after the United States of America declared its nationhood,
Benjamin Franklin offered certain “Information to Those Who Would Remove to
America.” Among the constellation of outsized historical actors Americans came to
know as their “founding fathers,” Franklin was in many ways the most typically
American: If George Washington was inapproachably august, Thomas Jefferson
bookish, and John Adams dour, it was Franklin — that practical inventor, resourceful
businessman, and ever-busy civic catalyst — who best understood that his countrymen
were, as the historian Walter McDougall would later call them, a nation of hustlers. In
such a land, Franklin instructed the would-be immigrant:

People do not inquire concerning a Stranger, What is he? but, What can he do? If he
has any useful Art, he is welcome; and if he exercises it, and behaves well, he will be
respected by all that know him.

Franklin's remark was grounded in first-hand observation: As early as 1750, German
immigrants outnumbered English stock in his home colony of Pennsylvania. The
newcomers were perceived as industrious and law-abiding. Skillful farmers, they
improved the land and stimulated economic growth. In 1790, when Congress set the
first national standard for naturalized citizenship, it required no ethnic or religious test,
no literacy test, no property requirement — just two years residence, good character,
and an oath to uphold the Constitution. Because American identity is, as Franklin
understood, grounded in actions and attitudes rather than racial, religious, or ethnic
identity, Americans differ from many other peoples both in how they define themselves
and in the kinds of lives they choose to lead. Membership in the national community,
as cultural scholar Marc Pachter has written, “"demands only the decision to become
American.”

This communal American identity embraces a pluralism that spans racial, religious, and
ethnic divides. It also encompasses a strong civic commitment to individual freedom
and to a representative government of limited and clearly defined powers that respects
that freedom.

Melting Pot or Salad BowlI?

The American self-image has always harnessed a
creative tension between pluralism and assimilation.
On the one hand, immigrants traditionally have been
expected to immerse themselves in the American
“melting pot,” a metaphor popularized by the
playwright Israel Zangwill's 1908 drama The Melting
Pot, in which one character declares:

Understand that America is God's Crucible, the great
Melting-Pot where all the races of Europe are melting
and reforming! A fig for your feuds and vendettas!
Germans and Frenchmen, Irishmen and Englishmen,
Jews and Russians — into the Crucible with you alll
God is making the American.

SN Ly
Tradltionally dressed immigrants join
together in 1259 in front of the Statue of
Liberty. (® Bettrmann/Corbis)

Nor were Zangwill's sentiments new ones. As far back as 1782, J. Hector St. John de
Crévecoeur, a French immigrant and keen observer of American life, described his new
compatriots as:

-.. @ mixture of English, Scotch, Irish, French, Dutch, Germans, and Swedes ... . What,
then, is the American, this new man? He is neither an Furopean nor the descendant of
an European; hence that strange mixture of blood, which you will find in no other
country. I could point out to you a family whose grandfather was an Englishman,
whose wife was Dutch, whose son married a French woman, and whose present four
sons have now four wives of different nations. He is an American... leaving behind him
all his ancient prejudices and manners ... .

\



The melting pot, however, has always existed alongside a competing model, in which

each successive immigrant group retains a measure of its distinctiveness and enriches

the American whole. In 1918 the public intellectual Randolph Bourne called for a .
“trans-national America.” The original English colonists, Bourne argued, “did not come

to be assimilated in an American melting pot ... . They came to get freedom to live as
they wanted to ... to make their fortune in a new land.” Later immigrants, he

continued, had not been melted down into some kind of “tasteless, colorless”
homogeneous Americanism but rather added their distinct contributions to the greater
whole. ’

The balance between the melting pot and transnational ideals varies with time and
circumstance, with neither model achieving complete dominance. Unquestionably,
though, Americans have internalized a self-portrait that spans a spectrum of races,
creeds, and colors. Consider the popular motion pictures depicting American troops in
action during the Second World War. It became a Holiywood cliché that every platoon
included a farm boy from Iowa, a Brooklyn Jew, a Polish millworker from Chicago, an
Appalachian woodsman, and other diverse examples of mid-20th century American
manhood. They strain at first to overcome their differences, but by film’s end all have
bonded — as Americans. Real life could be more complicated, and not least because
the African-American soldier would have served in a segregated unit. Regardless, these
films depict an American identity that Americans believed in — or wanted to.

Individualism and Tolerance

If American identity embraces all kinds of people, it also affords them a vast menu of
opportunities to make and remake themselves. Americans historically have scorned
efforts to trade on “accidents of birth,” such as great inherited wealth or social status.
Article I of the U.S. Constitution bars the government from granting any title of
nobility, and those who cultivate an air of superiority toward their fellow Americans are
commonly disparaged for “putting on airs,” or worse.

Americans instead respect the “self-made” man or woman, especially where he or she
has overcome great obstacles to success. The late 19th-century American writer
Horatio Alger, deemed by the Encyclopedia Britannica perhaps the most socially
influential American writer of his generation, captured this ethos in his many rags-to-
riches stories, in which poor shoeshine boys or other street urchins would rise, by dint
of their ambition, talent, and fortitude, to wealth and fame.

In the United States, individuals craft their own definitions of success. It might be
financial wealth — and many are the college dropouts working in their parents” garage
in hopes of creating the next Google, Microsoft, or Apple Computer. Others might prize
the joys of the sporting arena, of creating fine music or art, or of raising a loving
family at home. Because Americans spurn limits, their national identity is not -- cannot
be -- bounded by the color of one's skin, by one’s parentage, by which house of
worship one attends.

Americans hold differing political beliefs, embrace (often wildly) divergent lifestyles,
and insist upon broad individual freedoms, but they do so with a remarkable degree of
mutual tolerance. One key is their representative form of government: No citizen
agrees with every U.S. government decision; all know they can reverse those policies
by persuading their fellow citizens to vote for change at the next election.

Another key is the powerful guarantees that protect the rights of all Americans from
government overreaching. No sooner was the U.S. Constitution ratified than Americans
demanded and received the Bill of Rights: 10 constitutional amendments that
safeqguard basic rights.

There simply is no one picture of a “typical” American. From the powdered-wigged
Founding Fathers to the multiracial golf champion Tiger Woods, Americans share a
common identity grounded in the freedom — consistent always with respecting the
freedom of others — to live as they choose. The results can bemuse, intrigue, and
inspire. Cambodia‘s biggest hip-hop star, born on a Cambodian farm, lives in southern
California. (He goes by the name “praCh.”) Walt Whitman, the closest Americans have
produced to a national poet, would not have been surprised. “1 am large,” Whitman
wrote of his nation, “I contain multitudes.”
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Bernice Johnson ileagon
Nurturing Resistance

There is money going overseas

To buy changes that will never come
. Dollar-backed contras spill the blood of the people

In smoll nations we won't leave alone

There was a life inside the boundaries. There were ways of being fed
and centered on a worldview that made us know somewhere deep inside

 that life based on racism was wrong. That white people were not supe-

rior. We knew this best because we cleaned their homes, we took care of

. their children, we knew how [héy treated each other, we knew how they
- treated us. We knew they were not superior. Everywhere—in church, in
. school—we were drawn into powerful creative experiences that said

that we were worthwhile, that there waia;easOMOLusfbeingfal,ivéTand——

There are contras in Nicaragua

U.S. trained death squads in El Salvador

I hear Jonas Savimbe holding hands with apartheid
Is being led to drink at the trough )

U.S.A. sponsored-violence

- Creates refugees all over the world
They pour into LA, DC, and Arizona
Secking Sanctuary from our guns

Meanwhile in the corporate board rooms
They talk about the debt as if it could be paid
But money borrowed and loaned for:

Guns you can'’t eat

And buildings you can’t live

And trinkets you can't wear
1t is a debt not owed by the peaple

There is money going overseas. . . .

To buy changes that will never come
Dollar-backed contras spill the blood of the people
In small nations we won't leave alone

—"Ode to the International Debt”

“Ode to the International Deht” is one of a group of songs I wrote |
when I spent a year at the Institute for Policy Studies. When I was asked
to present something for their annual winter festival, I asked several of
the research fellows to give me some of their latest papers on the state of

the world from their particular area of research and analysis. I wanted

to see if I could sing progressive contempdraryl analysis. I'did a suite of
six pieces; Sweet Honey in the Rock (the vocal group I work with),
moved two of those works .to performance level one year later. We'

continue to work on several others.

CULTURE OF STRUGGLE

I grew “P.;.-.i“ a culture of struggle where, without any specific
spoken warning, I received clear messages of boundaries in all aspects
of my life that were not to be crossed, rules that were not to'be broken. 1
imemaliz:d these messages, thus setting up a control mechanism to
protect myself against acting freely. I went around in life with this inner
warning light or buzzer that would be triggered if I considered any
action that was.considered inappropriate behavior. There was a.tape in

- my head that chanted, “If you do that you are going to be killed.” This
warning system worked to control my actions at home, in school, in
" church, and in the larger society. I am not here talking about a physical
murder. I am talking about a fear of being shut out, cut off if you
behaved in unacceptable ways. Within the home, the school, and the
church, you had a sense that this structure of boundaries was set up by
- people who cared about you and wanted you to do well. They organized
community sthuctures so that all pressures would be applied to make
" you make the right choices. In the larger society, with its blatant racism, -
there were clearly marked places for you to live and function. When one
. considered challenging those narrow, twisted spaces, the inner buzzer
;7 "vem went crazy. You felt inside that you would be inviting total
ruction if you considered behavior that was outside the parameters
wmawn by whites who controlled your community.

. it was not to serve white men and women. I had teachers who talked to
: us. between the prescribed lessons to tell us in a hundred ways that

things could change. I heard old men and women sing in church, “I'm
so glad trouble don't last always.” I thus also internalized the perspec-
tive that we as a people were living through a time that had to change,
and we had to be prepared for functioning and living productive,
respectable lives. ’ o

It was the Civil Rights Movement that taught me that one did not .
always get killed for goipg up against the pawers that controlled your :

- life. The movement taught me that if you went across the line, you were

offering your life, but it was not always taken. The space between being

. alive and becoming conscious of my own beliefs and being killed

belonged to me. I could, once I put my life where my beliefs were, really
stand for what I felt deeply about. It was the first time my life really

" made sense as an empowered person. It was the first time I felt what I

said and did made a difference. I could affect the space I operated in if

" 1 offered my life to back up my actions.

The relationship between singing and that struggle was crucial for
me. The training for being a singing fighter had begun with learning
about the role of music in African-American culture and the role of the
artist in the leadership of the community. =

Growing up in a traditionally based home and community, I had
seen that it was important for leaders to also be cultural artists of great
power. Contept went beyond text; the virwosity of delivery of a talk,
sermon, or speech included both what was said and whether the speaker
could tune her or his words with feelings. Information passed within the
wraditional forms of the African-American culture is concrete reality. It
helps if one lives “the life one sings about,” but the singing itself is a
concrete offering that can be and is used by those gathered within the
-sound of the expression. Our people respond when information is
heard and felt. We are culturally socialized to test experiences by how
we feel when we sit under the power of someone’s voice. This is talk that
goes far beyond an aural experience. Exchanges between leaders and

+ their constituents had to be transforming experiences where a bonding

was created by all gathered, a community was formed in the process of

' giving and receiving through talk and song,

My central training was as a singer. I learned very early that [ had to

- affect the space I sang in. The air that people breathed carried the

sound of my voice as songleader joined by their own. I am now describ-
ing a feast of song, where that which is consumed is also created by the
consumers, and what you take in is more than you give out because
when you put it out, it is enlarged by the sounds of others who commit
‘themselves to participate in the creation. Creating a congregational
song means creating sound images that so affect the environment that
people walk into you several blocks before they get to you as a source of
the sound. Black people singing together is a pulling sound; when you
hear it you want to go to it and to get in it. You want to belong to that
group that is being born in that singing.

Having been trained in African-American southern communities to
sing, I then was charged to go to schools to learn the way of the larger
society. [ trained in Western-structured institutions run by my people to
be a scholar and scientist in the ‘history of this nation. It was my

ot



‘xperience in the Civil Rights Movement coming in the middle of these ' '

wo learning systems that made me reshape how I would try to operate
n the world. )

As a scholar at the Smithsonian Institution, I have made every
ffort to do work that validates the presence of my people in this world
s a vital and central part of who this country is. I have produced
wograms that through research, analysis, and public presentations
nake clear that African Americans belong to a world family of culture

, 1ased in Africa and that the most prolific sacred music form created in
. he twentieth century in the United States of America is the gospel
nusic of the urban Black church. :

“AMERICA”

I operate .out of the assumption that I am the United States of .
America and that I am central to anything that is really happening in
his country that is worthwhile. I recognize that I am a secret. I also |
‘ecognize that among the people who do pay attention to the fact of my
:xistence and the existence of my people—our history, our contribu-

; -ions, and our culture—we are presented as being subcultural, as if we .

ire outside, the other—a tangent, a limb or something that if lost by the
nain body, life would not be threatened. The inference is that if you, the
. Jnited States of America, lose us, you would still be. This is a lie, I know
‘hat without me, there would not be a United States of America to talk
ibout, My people are central to what is the main cultural power ami ‘
fabric of this society. The distortion and outright denial of that fact are
* zentral to the lie perpetuated as myth that the culture of this countrys
t not African-American at her core. )
It is the same kind of mythology that is wrapped up in the owner-
ship of terms like “America.” Most of us say the word and we only see i
the United States of America. We do not see the Americas and all of its
- peoples and their cultures-and their histories. The collective pysche of
this society is based on denying the existence of a saciety that is multi-
cultural and composed of many peoples and classes, existing in a world .
that is very small and dominated by women, children, and pc_soples.-of
color. We steal the identity of being American from millions of others
throughout the hemisphere who should share that identity equally in
our minds and thus in our daily practice. When we use the term-
America as a synonym for the United States of America, we are denying.
other peoples their space, reality, hope, and territory. - )
Re-imagining America for me is smashing the mythology, and end:
ing the robbery that is so basic to the general collective consciousness;
Re-imaging America is to émbrace the reality of the human community:
and life on the planet and to try to understand partnering with respon-
sibility and love for all that makes up our universe as we understand it.”
as well as that which is still beyond our knowing.

CULTURALLY GROUNDED INTERNATIONALISM

All of my work has to do with my sense of being very central and -
being part of a larger constituency that is the heart of what this society
can be. When I think of the future, I think of myself as being a part of -
laying the foundation for the evolution of a society where many peoples

. can live and share the same world without killing, exploiting, and ruling
each other. Whenever I offer an image as a singer, as a scholar, it is that
vision that drives my efforts. I also make clear that in this living and
sharing the world with many peoples and cultures, I will always be an
African American woman, and all my offerings will come from that
base. That being in the world as a daughter of daughters of daughters of
African parents is not a contradiction to being able to live in a multi-
cultural society. o : _ [

5%

In the context of the Aﬁicén American cominunit& exp e,

. .there are all of these songs that are about church or praywug—
- information that says that black people are very conscious of what is,

going on in thellarger world we live in and how it impacts on us. We are
nat a cocoon people. Our culture is constructed with internal bound-
aries; there are always ways to enter and leave. In doing my work, I have

_ continued to operate from that perspective. You don't have to move

from your base in order to participate in the larger world; you don't
have to obscure or go beyond your cultural soundings in order for
peoples of other soundings to make use of your offerings.

The community I celebrate is that universe of progressive peoples
who share with others a loose collection of values and ideals about
human and environmental society. In my mind most of these people are
culturally united. They do not in local communities always work to-

- gether. They m'ziy_no.tw_really' like each other. However, they do share a

vision of a less oppressive society. They dream of a less violent world;
they care iptgp_siv_ely a_lbout whether there will be a tormmorrow. When 1
speak through my singing and my research, it is that constituency I try
to nurture and v_alidat_g. ‘ .
We come tq you .
- You.in every color of the rainbow
“With your - freedom and struggle stances
In every position of the moon and sun
We come to you o
Offering our songs .and the sounds of our mothers’ mothers
In libation.
o everyone of us’
There really is a community
We have seen and felt and been held by you these ten years
There is a community we belong to without geographical boundaries
D.C., Atlanta, Berea, Chicago, East St. Louis, L.A., Toronto, Chiba, the Bay
area, Newark, Seattle, Chdeel Hill, Boston, Franhfurt, London, Richmond, Li. _
‘Rack, NYC, Denver, Albugquerque, Nashuville, Brixton, New Orleans, Vancouver,
Portland, Berlin, Albany, Durham, Tokyo, St. Louis, Detroit, St. Paul, Dallas, Peoria,
Jamaica . . .
There really is a community
Lovers
Searchers
Movers into life
Fighters and builders ' .
Of a place where military machines, hatred of women, abuse of children, hnmaph?bza!
societal male suicide, racial bigotry, starvation, work that kills and cripples, social
orders driven by greed, the U.S.A. invading whoever . . . this week.
Where this dying and acting out of fear, anger, and tervor
will find'no feeding ground
Twanna be there.
(written July 1983 for the tenth anniversary album release

of Sweet Honey in the Rock, “We All . . . Everyone of Us.™") )

This community is everywhere . .. in order to do the nurturing,
sthers like me must share in the ownership of the airwaves so that the
‘ood we offer can be received from those who would eat from m-_“.',‘
salettes. Our visions of the world, the universe, and the future ha.v(:
:very right to ride the waves and be accessiblg to all who would choose. ,

COMMUNITY OF ORGANIZERS

I sing to those who will listen. It is important to talk to r.h.e con;

‘rinced. I am often asked if when Sweet Honey sings, “Aren’t you singing

o yourself?” The progressive community of this country _is one of Lhet i

nost fragile in the world. We suffer from illusions of being in I.JettEiE .
‘hape than we are because we think it follows that if we are Amerj” ",

ve must be great! We are in great need of understan(.i}ng oy g

1erability, our need for validation, maintenance, nurturing, and vcie-

wation. We need to learn how to be longtimers and not be ft?r.ever
* imited by operating ahistorically and responding to crisis after crisis.

¢
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i hated tonto (still do)

by Sherman Alexie
Los Angeles Times, June 28 1998

Commentary: Sherman Alexie recalls growing up with stereotype movie Indians — and loving
them, wanting to_be them. (Well, most of them.)

| was a little Spokane Indian boy who read every book and saw every movie about Indians, no
matter how terrible. I'd read those historical romance novels about the stereotypical Indian warrior
ravaging the virginal white schoolteacher.

| can still see the cover art.

The handsome, blue-eyed warrior (the Indians in romance novels are always blue-eyed because
half-breeds are somehow sexier than full-blooded Indians) would be nuzzling (the Indians in
romance novels are always performing acts that are described in animalistic terms) the
impossibly pale neck of a white woman as she reared her head back in primitive ecstasy (the
Indians in romance novels always inspire white women to commit acts of primitive ecstasy).

Of course, after reading such novels, | imagined myself to be a blue-eyed warrior nuzzling the
necks of various random, primitive and ecstatic white women.

And | just as often imagined myself to be a cinematic Indian, splattered with Day-Glo Hollywood
war paint as | rode off into yet another battle against the latest actor to portray Gen. George
Armstrong Custer.

But | never, not once, imagined myself to be Tonto.

| hated Tonto then and | hate him now.

However, despite my hatred of Tonto, | loved movies about Indians, loved them beyond all
reasoning and saw no fault with any of them.

| loved John Ford's "The Searchers."

I rooted for John Wayne as he searched for his niece for years and yéars. | rooted for John
Wayne even though | knew he was going to Kill his niece because she had been "soiled" by the
Indians. Hell, | rooted for John Wayne because | understood why he wanted to kill his niece.

| hated those savage Indians just as much as John Wayne did.

I mean, jeez, they had kidnapped Natalie Wood, transcendent white beauty who certainly didn't
deserve to be nuzzled, nibbled, or nipped by some Indian warrior, especially an Indian warrior
who only spoke in monosyllables and whose every movement was accompanied by ominous
music.

In the movies, Indians are always accompanied by ominous music. And I've seen so many Indian
movies that | feel like I'm constantly accompanied by ominous music. | always feel that something
bad is about to happen.

al
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| am always aware of how my whole life is shaped by my hatred of Tonto. Whenever 1 think of
Tonto, | hear ominous music.

| walk into shopping malls or family restaurants, as the ominous music drops a few octaves, and
imagine that | am Billy Jack, the half-breed Indian and Vietnam vet turned flower-power pacifist
(now there's a combination) who loses his temper now and again, takes off his shoes (while his
opponents patiently wait for him to do so), and then kicks the red out of the necks of a few dozen
racist white extras.

You have to remember Billy Jack, right?

Every Indian remembers Billy Jack. | mean, back in the day, Indians worshipped Billy Jack.
Whenever a new Billy Jack movie opened in Spokane, my entire tribe would climb into two or
three vans like so many circus clowns and drive to the East Trent Drive-In for a long evening of
greasy popcorn, flat soda pop, fossilized licorice rope and interracial violence.

We Indians cheered as Billy Jack fought for us, for every single Indian.

Of course, we conveniently ignored the fact that Tom Laughlin, the actor who played Billy Jack,
was definitely not Indian.

After all, such luminary white actors as Charles Bronson, Chuck Connors, Burt Reynolds, Burt
Lancaster, Sal Mineo, Anthony Quinn and Charlton Heston had already portrayed Indians, so
who were we to argue?

I mean, Tom Laughlin did have a nice tan and he spoke in monosyliables and wore cowboy boots
and a jean jacket just like Indians. And he did have a Cherokee grandmother or grandfather or
butcher, so he was Indian by proximity, and that was good enough in 1972, when disco music
was about to rear its ugly head and bell-bottom pants were just beginning to change the shape of
our legs.

When it came to the movies, Indians had learned to be happy with less.

We didn't mind that cinematic Indians never had jobs.

We didn't mind that cinematic Indians were deadly serious.

We didn't mind that cinematic Indians were rarely played by Indian actors.

We made up excuses.

"Well, that Tom Laughlin may not be Indian, but he sure should be."

"Well, that movie wasn't so good, but Sal Mineo looked sort of like Uncle Stubby when he was still
living out on the reservation.”

"Well, | hear Burt Reynolds is a little bit Cherokee. Look at his cheekbones. He's got them Indian
cheekbones." -

"Well, it's better than nothing."
Yes, that became our battle cry.

"Sometimes, it's a good day to die. Sometimes, it's better than nothing."



We Indians became so numb to the possibility of dissent, 50 accepting of our own lowered
expectations, that we canonized a film like "Powwow Highway."

When it was first released, | loved "Powwow Highway." | cried when | first saw it in the theater,
then cried again when | stayed and watched it again a second time.

I mean, | loved that movie. | memorized whole passages of dialogue. But recently, | watched the
film for the first time in many years and cringed in shame and embarrassment with every
stereotypical scene.

| cringed when Philbert Bono climbed to the top of a sacred mountain and left a Hershey
chocolate bar as an offering.

I cringed when Philbert and Buddy Red Bow waded into a stream and sang Indian songs to the
moon.

| cringed when Buddy had a vision of himself as an Indian warrior throwing a tomahawk through
the window of a police cruiser.

I mean, | don't know a single Indian who would leave a chocolate bar as an offering. | don't know
any Indians who have ever climbed to the top of any mountain. | don't know any Indians who

wade into streams and sing to the moon. | don't know of any Indians who imagine themselves to
be Indian warriors.

Wait -

| was wrong. | know of at least one Indian boy who always imagined himself to be a cinematic
Indian warrior.

Me.

| watched the movies and saw the kind of Indian | was supposed to be.

A cinematic Indian is supposed to climb mountains.

| am afraid of heights.

A cinematic Indian is supposed to wade into streams and sing songs.

I don't know how to swim.

A cinematic Indian is supposed to be a warrior.

I haven't been in a fistfight since sixth grade and she beat the crap out of me.

I mean, | knew | could never be as brave, as strong, as wiser as visionary, as white as the Indians
in the movies.

| was just one little Indian boy who hated Tonto because Tonto was the only cinematic Indian who
looked like me.
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ereignty, forever admiring S6th its moral oneen

and majestic intonation. Opposition.to. 0ppres- :

sion in all its forms, defense. of all human liber-
ties, celebration of what i§ right in’social’

" intercourse: All this and much more is: m that

text, which today has speaal meamng

RANTED U S. HISTORY
has gone through severe trals,

_of which anti- black racism-
-was the most scandalous a.nd
" depressing. I happened to wit:
‘ness it in the late Fifties, as I
“traveled through the South. What did I feel? "
Shame. Yes, shame for being white. What made it
worse was the realization thac at that time,

racism was the law, thus making the law icself

. 'immoral and unjust.

Sdll, my generation was lucky to see the down-
fall of prejudice in many of its forms True, it took
much pain and protest for that law o be changed,
but it was. Today, while fanatically stubborn.;’

racists are still around, some of them vocal, racism

as such has vanished from the American scene.
"That is true of anti-Semitism too Jew-haters still
exist here and there, but orga.mzed anti- Semmsm

W

hkev 'Imyself WhOj

- mighit read as follows: For an individual, as for a

ain; and'ABel Il: takes v1-_ v
d co rige to’ Lmdergo

found in Amerlca: t
strength to overcom
cynicism and despalr

-does not—unliké in Europe, where it ha.s been
growmg with disturbing speed..”

As a.great power, America has. always seerned
concemed with other people’s welfare, especially .
in Europe. Twice in the 20th century, it saved the
“Old World” from dictatorship and tyranny.

America understands that a nation is great not .
because its economy is flourishing or its army in- .
vincible but because its ideals are loftier. Hence
America’s desire to help those who have lost their
freedom to conquer it again. America’s credo

se¢'in newspapets and ' magazines a.nd on:
television screens the mass’ ‘graves and rortute"
chambers imposed by Saddarn Hussein and his -
accomphces One cannot but feel grateful to the .
'yourig Americans who leave theit families, somie
' to lose their lives, ini order to bring to Iraq the first
rays.of hope—without which no-people can imag-
ine the happiness of welcom.mg freedom.

OPE IS A KEY WORD IN
the vocabulary of men and.
women like myself and so
‘many athers who discovered in. -
" America the strength to aver-
come cynicism and despair.
Remember the legendary Pandora’s box? It is - |
nation, to be free is an admirable duty—but to  filled with implacable, terrifying curses. But under-
“help others become. free is even more admirable. neath, at the very bottom, there is hope. Now as

Some skeprics may Object But what about  before, now more than ever, it is waiting forus. .
Vietnam? And Cambodia ? And the support some |
administrations. gave to corrupt regimes in Africa
or the Middle East? And the occupauon of Iraq?




