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My Secret Life as a
Black Man

Anthony Walton
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or Sting; in their scenario, [ was to be a doctor or a pastor, the crown jewel of our
family’s long struggle up from slavery. At times my parents seemed heartbroken over
our lack of common ground. To their thinking, [ was courting disaster by turning my
back on the way that black people had done things for ages.

Finally, there were the momentary, or ongoing, scrapes with white strangers——
the wider world—those people too busy, fearful, or thoughtless to perceive others in
any fashion other than as stereotypes. When these people gazed upon me, they saw
only what their culture and society had constructed and coded as a “black man.”
And a six-foot, two-hundred-fifty pound one at that—a threat to doormen, security
guards, and cabdrivers; someone suspicious, dangerous, but irrelevant.

Black strangers, like the woman in Miami, were often just as troubling, expect-
ing me to conform completely to their ideological and cosmological positions, even
though we knew nothing about each other.

The problem of defining the self, of authenticity is a problem for every hu-
man. But, for better and worse, it is more sharply and starkly dramatized for blacks.
Walking down the street, [ can’t simply be lost in my thoughts, in my soul—in what
Pl have for dinner, a movie [ saw the night before, an essay I read about Flaubert—
because I'm constantly jolted and reminded, by the looks in strangers’ eyes, of my
body, and of the assumptions and expectations that go along with it. What I think
of as myself, my soul, is under crippling siege.

A black man . . . is still constantly being told—by society by the media, by
white behavior and stricture, by other blacks—what he should think, what his soul’s
affinities should be, whom he should love and be in love with, what his ultimate
loyalties are.

I have tried-to imagine what the black woman in Miami thought she saw that
evening and why she reacted the way she did. I can forgive her the rage, if not the bad
manners. It was almost as if two different zones of reality and history—with their
varied expectations of behavior and duty—had collided. To the woman, perhaps my
white friend was the symbol of everything that had oppressed her and her people
down through time. To me, she was someone I’d sat next to in class. suppose the
black woman and I each had to live up to, and
tions of the scene, but as blacks we have historica
other—which in this case was impossible.

The desires and intentions others have for me, however profound or superflu-
ous, usually conflict with my own. And so of necessity I devised a way of navigating
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PART HI  SOCIAL INFQUALITY

A black man, if he chooses to enter mainstream society, must manipulate many
contexts, must alter his appearance often and change his diction and demeanor as
circumstances require. Classically, this was known as “bowing and scraping,” but
today, with a wider range of possibilities in a society that is itself fragmenting, the
reality is far more c&mpésxe

A black man’s “identity” in the boardroom of a bank is different from his
“identity” as an anonymous black motorist stopped by the police, and both of
those are different from his “idenrity” as a husband and father, or with his friends,
be they black, white, or black and white. A day in Los é‘mg”éﬁg that might start
in South Central could finish %i‘i Orange County. How much skill and energy and
psychic strength is required to “pass” in these wildly different places? These (and
many more) fragments of identity are shifting and overlapping and contradicting
one another daily.

Other questions of identity underlie and plague this fluid, protean self. Am [ a
human first? A male? A Christian? A black? A black male? Or am L a Southerner? A
Midwesterner? A college graduate? A bourgeois? A writer?

I think it's safe to say that being black is not necessarily the irreducible fact
of black people’s lives. My parents, and millions of other blacks like them, think of
themselves as African-Americans. They could be fairly described as militantly proud
of that fact. But if vou said to them, or many other blacks, that they had to choose
berween their Christianity or blackness, they would happily choose Christianity even
if it meant they would be martyred.

My various modes of moving through and effacing a society, black aund
white, . . . were conceived as techniques for surviving the resulting fragmentation of
self. I now see, as [ get older, that the techniques themselves are something [ must
survive, as they pose a danger of leading me away from being true to myself (and
thus true to others).

The problem, put simply, is one of authenticity

v, 1 of preserving the capacity for
being whole in a specific moment and honest with one’s self, and with others.
I had %}széﬁ forced to consider if somehow [ owed it to the woman on the pier
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melanin content, and perhaps little else, or those v ?z@ share my obsessive interests in
Glenn Gould, Thelonious Monk, and string quartets? L%Vz [ my skin goiz}z’; my gender,
my family’s social position? Or instead, am I my | % };g alties, my pleasures, those people
and things I love? How do [ choose who I am? How ;nm%‘; is tei?‘“iili? choosing for
me, and how much am [ choosing for myself? Can I be, irreducibly. , anything chat [
do not choose to be?

There are, classically, three constituents of identity—biology, culture, and
belief~and the g};‘f}bztm in our society is that we are always turning the categorical
{abstractions humans invent in order to assign meaning and hierarchy) into the bio-
logical (descriptive facts that cannot be modified and that can have an irrevocable
impact on one’s fate). To describe someone as “black” or “Irish” or “Cuban” is to
say something very different about that person than to describe him as male or as
left-handed or as having heart disease, but we often invest the two kinds of descrip-
?‘”ii}ﬁ with equal am}*{mt@f As Ellison wrote in Invisible Man, however, blackness is

not exactly a matter of a biochemical accident [of] my epidermis. . . . [it] occurs
because of a peculiar disposition of the eyes of those with whom I come in contact.”
This “peculiar disposition,” I might add, occurs in the eyes of blacks as well as
whites,

It becomes tempting, taking into account the danwefs of imprecise descriptors,
to say that there is no za,zaﬁ‘z thing as a “black man,” or any of the other socially con-

ructed caregories we have become used to declaiming. But we kniow that this is not
qaa{z true, or I wouldn’t be writing this essay. . .

When, late at night, I get on the elevator in the library of the college where [
teach, the female student who reacts uncomfortably to my presence as we ride down
alone is not ?egsssaféy interested in the fact that 'm carrying books by Emerson,
Gordimer, and Rorty. On my good days, [ shrug and say to myself, it’s not me—not
a black man—that she finds so alarming, but the general category of “male.”

When I think of my lonely hours in the library, or in contemplation and in
prayer, [ don’t see W?‘;y my most personal affinities should be of interest, or meaning,
to af‘%y%ﬁsj but me and those few with whom I choose to open my self. Why must
the people I love, the things and p laces I treasure, my lifetime’s accumulation of an
interior life, become subject to other people’s ?f}&mg, shallow rhetoric, and public

scrutiny?
We live in a society that forces sincere and law- &%‘némg people to break them-
ves into little pieces in order to gézs%séae it, to inhabit the margins of the culture

rather ?hg n to embrace it whole. Democracy, in its pure, and even its corrupted
’ sho » choose a self freely. Instead, in its modern-day American
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It is almost structurally impossible for an American—and [ stress that P'm
speaking for more than black males here—simultaneously and openly to embrace
and enjoy all of the aspects of the culture for which he or she might feel an affinity.

Are we becoming a nation of Rineharts, with different personas at work, at
home, at play, at church? Is this the new human condition . . . Race, religion, gender,
sexual preference, social class, economic power, age—definitions of some aspect of
identity are always going to be at odds with others and preclude simple choices.

I am a black man, however, and I suspect that the question finally, is not “What
does it mean to be a black man?” but rather, “What is living as a black man in this
society doing to me, to my soul?” Is there a me aside from the black man? Am I
finally, and only, my body, or are the soul and body of a black man two different
things?

There is a Zen koan that says, “Show me your original face; show me the face
you had before you were born.” The question is, Can an American black man in the
late twentieth century find that original face under the noise and expectations that
surround and overwhelm him once he is in the world? Dare he show it? Can others
see it?




