
Summerinthecity, New

YorkCity,and theplace
smells.Hot times, an :
expected high of90today,
and more than the backof

my neck isdirtyand gritty.
The garbage is rotting, the
subway trainsare breaking
down.The sanity ofthe
citizens ofManhattanis
under strain; they grittheir
teethto stop turningintothe
Sonof Sam.

In TimesSquare, what you see is

whatyou get. If the old ladies lining
up forcheap Broadway tickets

looked a bit harder they could see

the drug supermarket in action just
across the street. Pause a second at

42nd and Broadway and the hustle

fortakeawayss slicker than

McDonald's: Smoke, smoke? Coke,
dope?Try beforeyou buy...".

Butthe B-Boys in their dayglo
sneakers and checkerboard flat-tops
don'ttake any noficeeither. Leather

medallions -- mapsofAfricaingreen,
yellow and red -- have replaced the

gold chains round their necks, and

determinationis on their faces.
Yo! Where you goin’ withthat

briefcase in your hand. Tothe ;
Marriot Hotel, fora summit meeting
on Afrocentricity. Say what?

Prize Fight
If'sthe 1989 New MusicSeminar’s

summit meeting on black

consciousness. The hitmen ofblack
culture are aboutto fight the power.

The conference roomis packed
withbusiness-like B-boys, and onthe

platform are their leaders: Chuck D
ofPublic Enemy,Vernon Reid from

Living Colour, black music journalists
Nelson Georgeand Harry Allen,
“Afrostyling entrepreneur”Bill

Lester,Lisa Williamson ofthe

Committee forRacial Equality (and
MCLyte’s manager), South African
promoterand activist Duma N'dlavy
Right Thing came out two weeks ago
and eclipsed the impact ofBatman.
The room is edgy with anticipation,
like Madison Square Garden before
aprize fight.

Nelson George, whosebook The
Death OfRhythm & Blues was

another significanteventinblack

culture this year, opens proceedings
witha quotefrom Sun Ra: “We've got
a White House -- there hastobea
Black House.” He then sets the

agenda. “All this talkabout
self-determination in Afro-American
music, the African medallions -- is this

justradical chic2 How do wekeep
the new consciousness?”

TheHustle
“Inthe 605," saysGeorge, “there

were the conflicting philosophiesof

Martin LutherKing and theBlack
Panthers. Now, people are more into

notidentifying withthe mainstream.
Inthe 70s, itwas just aboutthe Hustle
indisco -- South Africa handn't
emerged as an issue. Butnow -- Jesse
Jackson'scampaign wasimportant,
Louis Farrakhan isimportant, getting
paidisimportant. :

“Folks are now more aware of

economic realities. Now there must
be away to live and also to embody
blackconsciousness. Takewhat
Vernon and Spike are doing.Now,

TalkingLoud & Saying Something
The Electricity ofAfrocentricity

we must be more willing tobe critical
of the white mainstream
establishment andthe black

mainstream establishment.”

Georgeexplains“Afrocentricity”:
“Inthe 15thcentury peoplecouldn't

cease believingthe earth was the
centreofthe universe. Now people
findithard to get used tothe idea
that European culture isn't the centre

ofthe universe. Ourworld is just as
valid as anything putfoward by Time
orNewsweek.

“Ibelieve ininstitution building.
Let's say Spike Lee and [Def Jam

founder]Russell Simmonscame =~
together witha company for joint
ventures,a coalifion to take two

enterprises’ strengths. Butanyone
wanting to builda Motownnow
should wanttobe a Motownin 1971,
not 1961 -- a multi-media
organisation.”

StyleWar
BillLester, the “Afro styling '

entrepreneur,”exemplifiesthis ~ °

diversifiedapproach.He may have

started outas ahairdresser, buthe
takes his role in blackconsciousness

seriously. His hairsalon -- K'napps --

in Flatbush Avenue, Brooklyn, =~
pioneered the razorcut,angular
hairstyles popularised byrappers.
The cuts treated black hair as unique,
avoiding the inappropriate
Caucasian styling (straightening,
tinting) ofprevious generations,
K'nappsis now a chain of
*Afro-American conscious” clothing
and hairdressing shops, and the bold

styleshavebeen copied worldwide.
“Five yearsago we started as a

barbershop,” he says.“l'ma |
progressiveperson, and | found

there was no-one whocould deal

prgressivelywith my hair. So | saw

there was aneed there, did some

research, and started K'napps, kinky
and nappy. To enactmy vision|

worked 24 hours aday, seven daysa
week,for fiveyears. Now, we're the

mostvisible natural hair cutters in the

world-- and we're justfrom

Brooklyn.”
Lesteris nowa blackstyle gury;

cutting kinky hairin a funkyway is

only the startof hisvision. “The

importantthing is education,” he

says. “Or it will be justlike the 60s --

blackconsciousness won't last.”

Colour Fast ;

Vernon Reid ofLiving Colour

describes himselfas a“by-product”
of Bill Lester. His hairisshaved at the

sides, witha high flat-top, and

dreadlocksatthe back plaited with

coloured ribbons. “I could writea

bookabout the reactions to this

haircut.” ;

Living Colour’ssuccess, asthat -
rarity since Hendrix, a blackrock

group --and having a million-selling
LP with“no chemical peel, no gel” --

started fromcollege radio support
that grew to AOR (mainstream)
airplay. The videoswere thekey, he

says, ‘Cult Of Personality’ breaking
onMTV and Yo! MTV, the black music
show.

Buggin’Out
When MTV first started,black

music didn'tgeta lookin, and now,

says Lisa Williamson, acts can still be

“too black”. When she hears that
phrase she thinksofMalcolm X and

ChuckD. “Itcomes from

self-confidence, where your :
assuredness is offensivefo some

people. |
“Being ‘too black’ in this industry is

critical, because it becomes an

economicissue. Bringing black

peopleinto jobsistoo black’ -- itputs
awhite person outofajob.
Remember ourslavery background
-- using our own labour force ispart
offighting the power.

“Too black’attributes a psychotic
attitude, for example [the character]
Buggin’ Outin the Spike Lee film.If

you'retoo black, you're buggin’ out

insome eyes.”
Inthat case Public Enemy, with

Professor Griff'santi-semitic,
homophobic pronouncements, is the
definition ofbuggin’ outto many.
ChuckD's up against the wall
articulacy is that ofa soapbox orator.

Hetalks ofcontrolling the media, and
opening up thechannels to our

people, now. The schools are fullof

bullshit:“How can Columbus discover

land when there was a brother

waiting for him2
...

America isabout
business. Wouldn'tit make sense to

learn about business fromthe second

grade?”Aids and crack are an

anti-blackplot: “They thought, ‘this

will take the motherfuckerout’"

Rap .
Rapis the counter-attack, says

ChuckD. “How? Through media

control, so everyone hears the same

thingat the same time. Radio stations

come up with ‘more music, less talk'.

Why? Because rap gets directlyfo -
the point, and getsto the people who

should hearit. To 70percentof the

young, it's their thing. Not like

Motownor thissinging shit. A
“Now,a kid from LAknows how

kids from New York orPhilly are

thinking. Whites have to knowhow
‘we're thinking. When | wentto high
school, they thought I should act like

JJ or Sammy Davis Jnr.
"Myrevolutionis aboutintellectual

stick-ups, tocounter-attackthe white

world supremacy over our people.
White people are pissed --at Spike
Lee, atPublic Enemy. ‘Let's talk about

it,theysay, ‘the pen ismightier than

the sword.’ 'mintellectually smart, -
and| still want to butt the

motherfuckers. Everybodyshould

getinvolvedfillthis thingruns right.
Thenthat's it -- peace.”

Duma N'dlavu, who foughtred
tapeto bring the successful black
musical Serafinato the States,says
he feels like he's back on a panelin
South Africa. “The SpikeLeefilmis
the strongest thing | have seen come

outout ofthe US,” he says.“We've

gottokeep saying the same thingsfo

whites, to keep the momentum up.
There should be 10 movieslike Do

The Right Thing; weshould be able to

playPublic Enemy towhites. But how

far can you tella white person how

you feel when they pay yourwages?
“Butif theyfire us, Spike Lee can

hire us, orDef Jam
...

We've got to

gettothe pointwhere Eddie Murphy
orßichard Pryorcan hire us.”

VernonReid: “Blackpeople doing

well can help those that are starting
out. That's Afrocentricity.”

Slavery
Spike Lee then is the embodiment

ofthatconcept. His filmcompany is
called 40 AcresAnd A Mule -that's
whatblackswere to recieve toget
startedafterthe CivilWar,when

slaverywas outlawed. “I started the

business because black people are

the biggest consumers,buttheydon't
produce anything. And | wanted to

own my own stuff.My aim is fo own

my negatives.
“We wantto be here forthe long

run. This won'tbe afad, like the black

exploitation ofthe 70s. There hasto

be more than Eddie Murphyout

there. |was disappointed afterShe’s
GottaHave ltthatmore black movies

didn'temerge. Those that did,
sucked. Inthe 70s,when a film had

blacksinit, we'd go, no matter if it

wascrap.
“Even thoughwe getgreat press,

everything's a battle. We're fighting
Universal right now over budgets.”
Andthe apathyof some prominent
blacksis no help. Lee doesn’t mince

words. Janet Jackson,Michael
Jackson,Diana Ross -- whathave
theydoneforblacks?“Eddie Murphy
has made a million dollarsfor

Paramount. Butvirtually no blacks are

working there. Andthen you have
these Uncle Tom negroes like

ArsenioHall.."

UncleTom Hall
The room erupts withapproval.

Arsenio Hall, a mateof Murphy's, is
the hot newchat show host- a
smarmy young black Johnny Carson

who virtually droolsat his white

bimbo guests, but attacksLuther

Vandross, Holmes-style, for his

weightproblems. Lee was only
invited on the show when a Rolling
Stone reporterrang Hall to askwhy
Leewas being cold-shouldered.

Then, on air, Halltold Lee off for

criticising Murphy to “Caucasian

journalists.” Lee didn'trespond. “On
TVisn'tthe place fortwo black

people to have afight,” he said at the

NMS.

(But Hall certainly took the “Uncle

Tom" bait. “Maybe a ghetto ass

whipping will teach [Lee]notto talk
that stuff.”Butlater Hall said he

regretted his “immaturity”. ‘|

responded like akid froma ghetto in

Cleveland, instead ofthe executive

producerof the Arsenio Hall Show.")
Blacks don't exercisethe clout they

needto, says Lee. “We've got fo get
outof the wholeslave mentality. Use

black doctors,dentists, accountants. |
use myfather Bill to write my
soundtracks, Jesse Jackson asked me

to do hiscommercials.We've gotto
break downthese imaginary
barriers.” -

Hidden Racism

Some ofthe barriersaren’t so

imaginary, though. Lee argues that

the fundamentalist group PRMC has

anunderlying racist attitude,
connecting black people and the

devil'smusic.To ChuckD, more

dangerousisthe “hidden racism”of

the conservative New York Times,
the leftist Village Voice, even the

black familyglossy, Ebony.
Lisa Williamson takes the point

further:“If'simportant forwhite
liberals to realise theycan't organise
blackpeople to help themselves.”

Even Arsenio Hall agreeswith

that, going by a later comment(that
could have been scripted by Winston

Peters): “There's asub-conscious

racismthat'sbeen drivenon blacks so

hard that it has become partof their

attitudeabout everything. But you
cannotbecome part ofthe

oppression.|wantto hear black

peoplesay, | can doanything!"
- Coming outof the Afrocentricity
session,ablackmusicjournalist
describedwhat wentdown as

“rhetoric”.But outside the luxury
hotel, ablock away from Times

Square. the frenzied dealing and

consumption ofcrackconfirms that

Spike Lee and Chuck D are closerto

reality that Arsenio Hall, BillCosby,
Diana Ross orEddie Murphy --and

are doing something about t.

CHRIS BOURKE

SpikeLee, film maker. Vernon Reid, Living Colour.
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