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“We'll just have to get guns and be men”, such waspowerful rallying
cry uttered by Black Panther member (and laterdBalaine Brown in
her 1969 song “The End of Silence”. | take Browwards as the point
of departure for my article, since they seem taapsalate much of what
is at stake in relation to gender and the Black é&tawovement. Brown’s
call to arms in “The End of Silence” immediatelysps the question of
the significance as well as the function of masutyliin the movement.
It also highlights the link between masculinity aadned resistance.
However, the use of the verb “to be” signals thaeh” are the product
of an action—getting guns—rather than a pre-exgstisubject
performing the action, thus putting into questiohe tautomatic
correlation between masculinity and the male badfeeling reinforced
by the words being uttered by the female voice laiire Brown. The
contradictions and problematic aspects of the BRokwer movement’'s
invocation of black masculinity, as well as theensections of race,
gender and class, will be at the core of this disimn. In order to explore
these issues, | will focus on the autobiographyBlaick Panther leader
Huey NewtonRevolutionary Suicidewvhere | will examine the tensions
in this activist narrative’s construction of a mded, classed and
gendered self.

Historical background

As far as mainstream U.S. history goes, the Blamkd? movement has
characteristically been understood as a distinstohical phenomenon
following on, and breaking from the more widely epted Civil Rights
movement. According to the traditional periodizatiof the era, Black

! Lisbeth Lewander gave me the benefit of her expstical advice in the
process of writing this article. | will always cligr the memory of her support
and inspiration.
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Power spans the years between 3681 1975. 1966 corresponds to the
year in which Stokely Carmichael, leader of SNC@{®nt Non-Violent
Coordination Committee), brought the slogan of BIRower to national
attention during the March Against Féaby uttering the now famous
words: “This is the twenty-seventh time that I'veeln arrested. | ain’t
going to jail no more. The only way we gonna stognt white men from
whuppin’ us is to take over. What we gonna stayirganow is Black
Power!” (quoted in Joseph 2006: 2). 1975, the yearking the decline
of the movement, more diffusely stands for a tinfeew its ideological
fractures became overwhelming, as well as wherptpailar media lost
interest in Black Power and its leaders. In otherds, the movement
was eventually silenced (Van Deburg 1992: 15).

In dividing the Civil Rights era into two distingeriods, historians
of course have done more than simply impose a tdyer onto
politically tumultuous times and help clarify thevergent strategies
characteristic of both movements. They have alggiaily or explicitly
constructed a value-laden narrative in which BlIRokver often functions
as the constitutive Other of the Civil Rights mowa or even its “evil
twin”, to use the words of historian Peniel E. jiis€2001: 2). The
Black Power leaders’ advocacy of self-defense is tmade to contrast
neatly with the Civil Rights movement’s nonvioletance, while the call
for black nationalism offers a counterpoint to tl&vil Rights
movement’s path toward liberal integration.

Another aspect that has come to be more specifiaaBociated with
the Black Power movement, and which | hinted atthe opening
paragraph of this article, is its often narrow difon of black liberation
as the liberation of black men and its adoption aoftraditional
understanding of gender roles (Estes 2005: 2-8).r&hblaiming of black
men’s manhood occupied a central place in the BRamker movement'’s
rhetoric and activism, one that also necessitadtedstibsuming of the

2 1965, the year of the Watts riots in Los Angelesoften also given as the
starting point for the Black Power movement (JoS2QO6: xi).

% The March Against Fear was originally begun by difisippi University’s first
black student, James Meredith, who singly decidedwalk across what
remained the most dangerous state for black pgopiee in. After he was shot
on the second day of the March, however, Civil Rigbaders, such as Martin
Luther King Jr. and Stokely Carmichael, joined thge to support Meredith
and to finish what he had started (Joseph 2006: 1).



Race, gender and class in the autobiography of Hudyewton 7

interests of black women to those of black merhi political struggle.
Still today, the image of the (male) Black Pantlwamplete with leather
jacket, black beret and shotgun, remains powerfallgcative of this
period in history (Williams 2006: 90).

Moreover, in the black nationalist struggle to @ society free of
racism, blackness as an identity category tookrakstage and aimed to
transcend the differences within the group (be thfeglass or gender for
example). The subscription to the idea of blackenticity, as well as
the tendency to offer black masculinity as the size-fits-all model for
African American activist subjectivity has, howeybeen a problematic
aspect of the movement that continues to requitialr attention—as
part of the aim both to understand the past antheorize about the
future.

More recently, the last decade has seen a sigmificavival of
interest in the Black Power era, in particular ligtdrians interested in
offering new and more nuanced interpretations efghriod and of the
movement. This article thus inscribes itself within the giiag field of
research now known as Black Power Studies. Sincave chosen to
examine this movement through the lens of an aagvaphical text, |
also need to account for autobiographical studies field of research, as
well as for its relevance for exploring issuesaife, gender and class.

Autobiographical studies

The advent of autobiographical studies as a reeedriield of research
has gone hand in hand with the transformation @fitademic landscape
to include issues relevant to more than simply evhiiddle-class men.
As Kenneth Mostern has argued Autobiography and Black Identity
Politics, “the very development of autobiography as a f@dtudy has
depended on the entrance of African American as agebther minority

* Although black masculinity is central to how BlaBkwer is represented and
understood, many women were in fact involved in thevement and were
crucial to its organization. Women represented,efcemple, more than half of
the membership of the Black Panthers (Ogbar 2004).1

® See for example Nikhil Pal Sinddlack Is a Country2004); Peniel E. Joseph
Waiting 'Til the Midnight Hour(2006),The Black Power Movement: Rethinking
the Civil Rights — Black Power Eng006); Cedric JohnsoRevolutionaries to
Race Leader§2007) and Amy Abugo OngiBpectacular Blackne¢2010).
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and feminist literatures into academic study” (1999). Similarly,

Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson have claimed, inr timroduction to

Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Readrat “interest in women’s
autobiographical practices [...] was acknowledgedaafield around
1980” and was informed by a perception of this Bagh an articulation
of women'’s life experience and a source for aréitnf feminist theory”
(1998: 5). The correlation of these two phenomeree—emergence of
autobiographical studies as a field of research #ved process of
diversification of academia—suggests that, from thsset, this new
focus on the genre of autobiography has been fuadtatly interlinked

with different emancipatory political projects.

The genre has indeed been of particular signifiedananarginalized
groups, not least African Americans, in their sgleg for social
liberation. In fact, autobiography, in the form efave narratives,
constitutes the beginning of the whole African Aioan literary
tradition. It is therefore not accidental that sany African American
writers have used the genre to articulate bothr tloein personal
experience as well as a collective history of exatmn and resistance,
making African American autobiography, accordingP@aul Gilroy, the
most powerful expression of a “process of simultarseself-creation and
self-emancipation” (quoted in Mostern 1999: 11).

The significance of personal narratives to suchgmatized subjects
rests in part on the fact that it provides themhveitdecisive first step in
constituting oneself as a subject worthy of interesr even in
constituting oneself as a subject at all. Theseeva having previously
been socially marginalized and silenced, couldeast claim authority
over their own experience and, in this way, erftergublic debate. The
link that exists between personal experience atitigab consciousness
is therefore particularly relevant to scholars witthe field. To once
again cite Mostern: “the origins of revolt are ajwanecessarily in
people’s self-understanding of their lived condisp their
autobiographies” (Mostern 1999: 27). The naturahef articulation of
personal experience and politics is, however, atrowearsial subject
within autobiographical studies, something thatll kgturn to later.

The link between the personal and the politicalns that also points
to the fundamental nexus between the individual thedcollective. The
ways in which the individual “I” of the writer meethe collective “I” of
the group they are perceived to belong to, is shimgtthat scholars of
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the genre have been particularly concerned witles&marratives hold
therefore a potential of representativity. As Sm#éhd Watson for
example point out: “[W]omen reading other womentgohiographical
writings have experienced them as ‘mirrors’ of theivn unvoiced
aspirations” (1998: 5). In providing, in some serfseodels of heroic
identity” (1998: 5), autobiographies can thus perigolitical work in
themselves through helping other marginalized ped come to
consciousness and find a voice. bell hooks alsss#s the central role
that autobiographical writing, in particular by tkawomen activists, can
play in helping other black women develop a “rabisabjectivity”
(1992: 56). Thus, paradoxically perhaps, while bigigraphies by
marginalized groups put into question the univershhbracter of
privileged white men’s experience and subjectivibipgy also subvert the
individualist ideology often underpinning the getitreough their reliance
on the idea of a collective. The articulation oflective experience by
the autobiographical “I” also implies to a certartent the notion of
authenticity: the subject needs to show that heréiperiences are
representative of the community allowing her/hinspeak on its behalf.

As can be seen from the above, the autobiograpmealative
occupies a privileged position in relation to theleration of issues of
gender and race. The first problem that confrolstsnuour discussion,
however, is the question of definition. What is medéy these two
concepts? Even before asking ourselves what theanme represent,
one first needs to grapple with the ontologicatustaof such categories.
Is there for example such a thing as race or géniiethere in other
words any biological basis for these concepts, a®ften seem to infer
in our everyday use of them.

These questions have long exercised critics inyatitig these issues
in the wider context of emancipatory strategiese Téfusal to accept the
classification of black and female subjects assiebaman beings has led
inevitably in contradictory directions, where theed on the one hand for
positive re-evaluation and, on the other, for redign of a universally
accepted equal status has proven difficult to reit®h Activists and
scholars have thus in turn emphasized social agstatist and difference

® Nancy Fraser has for example shown the politiaaisequences of this
dilemma for feminist and anti-racist movementshas/tstruggle toward the twin
goals ofrecognitionandredistributionthat often seem to take them in opposite
directions (1995: 68-93).
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models of both race and gender. The former wouldersiand the
experience of being a woman and being black aseshap a specific
historical and social context rather than as thgression of a potential
inherent in the subjects themselves, while theedattould engage in a
project of valorization of black and female subgert their specificity
while interrogating the white male norm.

At the risk of being reductionist, one could exeifgpthis dilemma
as it pertains to the concept of sex/gender byrastihg Simone de
Beauvoir's most famous formulation about the caadibf womanhood:
“On ne nait pas femme : on le devient” (One is lmmth a woman but
rather becomes one) ([1949] 2002: 13), to Luceatdy’s dual project of
rejection of phallogocentrism and re-evaluationtloé experiences of
women and of their bodies. Beauvoir, through heavpcative claim,
seeks to challenge the biologically deterministation that being a
woman is reducible to the fact of being female 004-15). InThe
Second Sexshe thus emphasizes the significance of women’s
experiences in a patriarchal society as shapinig &xéstence. Irigaray,
for her part, takes the starting point in women@rphology in order to
define the female imaginary. Her claimTihis Sex Which Is not Omleat
“Without any intervention or manipulatiogpu are a woman alreatly
(85: 211, my emphasis) seems to be in completesifipo to Beauvoir
and has led many to criticize Irigaray for her esiséism. A third way
of looking at gender is through Judith Butler's cept of performativity.
To Butler, there is no essence to gender iderntisgead “the anticipation
of a gendered essence” is what in fact “produceswnich it posits as
outside itself” (2004: 94). Thus gender is not éxeression of biological
truth, but is instead “manufactured through a sosthset of acts” that
take on a ritualistic character (2004: 94).

The discussion of the concept of race has similadgn divided
along the lines of social construction, essencepanfibrmance. One way
the social constructionist stance can be expreisseylthe idea that race
or racialization is the product rather than theseaof racism. In this
respect it is significant to note that French ptolgher Jean-Louis Sagot-
Duvauroux has adapted Beauvoir's statement asittheof one of his

" See Diana J. Fuss for a reading of Irigaray tiiaresses and criticizes the
charges of essentialism directed at her (1989: 2-Bhe contrast between
Beauvoir and Irigaray is not unequivocal on thisnpsince Beauvoir never
denied the role of anatomy to the experience of a(2002: 22).



Race, gender and class in the autobiography of Hudyewton 11

works: On ne nait pas Noir, on le devie(®@ne is not born, but rather
becomes Black) (2004). The slogan of the Black FPosva “Black is
Beautiful” and James Brown’s invocation of blackdprin “Say it loud,
I'm Black and I'm proud” corresponded to a will define the content of
blackness in more positive terms, not least asra fif resistance to the
institutional racism of U.S. society. More recentButler's concept of
performativity has also found currency in the disse on blackness
(Johnson 2003), something | will explore in moréadéater.

While theories of gender have often taken womethas subject,
masculinity studies have developed in the lastde@cades to focus both
on the experience of men as gendered beings arntieomeaning of
masculinity. One aim of masculinity scholars hasrb® emphasize the
multiplicity of experience that the category of “mieencompasses,
where men from lower social backgrounds and whonatewhite are
very differently situated in relation to male s&fnd privilege (Connell
[1995] 2005: 36). Of particular interest to a UcBntext and to the Black
Power era in particular is the experience of biaehk, which needs to be
discussed both in relation to their often privildgmsition vis a vis black
women, as well as to the specifically gendered wayshich they have
been discriminated against in racist society (MostE999: 13; hooks
2004). In the context of Newton’s autobiographywill also seek to
show how the images of blackness and masculinityaiabe discussed
without taking into account the issue of class. &tiran just a category
that needs to be added to an analysis of genderasd class in fact
modifies the content of these other categoriespdags a central role in
how gender and race are both experienced and ezpees

I am inclined to agree with Kwame Anthony Appiahondtates inn
My Father’s House“The truth is that there are no races: thereothing
in the world that can do all we ask race to doust (1992: 45). The
same, | would argue, could be said about gendés, fibwever, is not to
minimize the significance of race and gender in phee lives.
Howsoever we might question the biological basighafse categories,
race and gender do matter in the sense that they $erious material
consequences. In line with Appiah’s claim, | wowddggest a more
revealing aspect to study is what uses are madeacé”, or “gender”
even in emancipatory discourses. In the contexthidf article, | will
therefore be interested in looking at the way ofeclB Power activist
makes use of and conceptualizes these categorggdén to make sense
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of himself and his community and as a way to prapag specific form

of politics. | believe that these questions ardipalarly interesting and

relevant to the study of Black Power texts, sirtoe 1960s and 1970s
corresponded to the heyday of both second-waveniesmiand the Civil

Rights movement, where issues of difference veesyslity and the

accompanying strategies of liberation increasitggito confrontation.

In my analysis, | will focus particularly on threeoncepts:
authenticity, performance and experience. Theseems are closely
linked to the three approaches | have discussedeal®ssentialism,
performativity, and social constructionism. Autheity, in relation to
race in a U.S. context, points to the belief inr¢hbeing a genuine and
agreed upon content to African American identitgyér 1999: 2-3). It is
linked to the concept of essence in that it presapp an original model
of identity against which each subject can be nreaksuPerformativity,
as | have already mentioned, undermines the ndtan there is an
essence to either gender or racial identity; gerahel race are instead
conceived as the product or effects of regulaterydgr and racial norms
rather than their origin. Finally, experience, seuoan Scott’'s words, is
usually defined as “an expression of an individsiabeing and
consciousness” or, at a more collective level, reef®® “influences
external to individuals—social conditions, instituts, forms of belief or
perception—'real’ things outside them that theyctda” (1998: 61). In
looking at Newton’s autobiography | will try to dpze his construction
of black masculinity with the help of these thremaepts, as well as see
how they are interlinked with one another.

As | have already pointed out, the text | have ehds analyze is the
autobiography written by Huey NewtomRevolutionary Suicide My
reasons for this choice are manifold: the firstamns Huey Newton's
status in the Black Power movement. Newton wascthi#ounder and
leader of the Black Panther Party, the organizatian remains the icon
of black militancy (James 2009: 140). Through thecessful “Free
Huey” campaign, Newton himself became for a whifoaverful symbol
of the struggle for black liberation. Moreover tB&ack Panther Party
appears as somewhat at odds with other Black Pgwarps. Unlike
most Black Power organizations, the Black PantratyPfor example
opposed a strict separatist stance and advocaliedcak with white
radicals. The party also supported, at least rleetily, the movements
for women’s and gay liberation (Newton [1970] 20057-59). This is
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why | believe issues relating to the constructidnrace and gender
would be particularly significant to examine inextt produced by the
leader of the organization.

The second point has to do with the autobiographya ayenre of
particular interest to African American and gendetudies.
Autobiographies also hold a privileged position African American
history and literature, allowing readers accesthéoweaving of subject,
collective identity and politics, aspects | wiltuen to later. In choosing
this text, | have also been sensitive to the datepuablication.
Revolutionary Suicidevas published in 1973 which makes the text
concomitant with the Black Power struggle. Most tife other
autobiographies written by members of the BlacktRemParty were
published some time after the event, between tR@s.and the 00s, and
therefore responded to very different contextgelation to gender, race
and politics in general. Moreover, relatively Btttritical work has been
done on Huey Newton’s autobiography, compared bheromembers of
the Panther party, such as Angela Davis and ERimogn. This might
be related to the less literary nature of Newtoess, but might also have
been due to the lack of availability of the textislnevertheless relevant
to note thatRevolutionary Suicidéhas recently been re-edited as a
Penguin classic (2009), a sign that Newton’s aotgisiphy now enjoys
Canonical status and is still considered politicaéind historically
significant. This new edition should also open op fore scholarly
work on the text. Finally, and most significantlyny claim is that
Newton’s text provides a particularly illuminatirgase study of how
gender, race and class are alternately articulatéerms of authenticity,
performance and experience. My aim therefore ignistigate the
significance of black masculinity to the constranti of Newton's
autobiographical self, as well as the function rolsity occupies in
relation to his overall political project. The majoestions | want to try
to answer are to what extent are gender and radenare specifically in
this study masculinity and blackness, understoddrms of authenticity,
performance or experience in Newton's autobiogr&hyhat is the
function of class in his construction of black masgty? And how does
Newton relate masculinity to political violence amegdistance?

In order to explore these particular critical gies, | intend to
implement an interpretative reading of Newton'sobiggraphy which,
in keeping with the modern trend in autobiographstadies, | will treat



14 Chloé Avril

as a literary text (Smith and Watson 1998: 7). Whaim therefore
interested in looking at in relation to Newton’st@hiography is not
whether the narrative provides an accurate poitrafytihe subject’s life
and of the social and political context it descsib&/hat matters more to
is to examine Newton’s text as a construction tbaeals much about the
contradictory discourses about black masculinigt tivere prevalent at
the time of its production.

In search of authentic black masculinity

As | have previously pointed out, the Black Powavement has often
been characterized as particularly masculinistefinchg the goal of the
black liberation struggle as giving black men theale pride back, not
least through their access to the same patrianotigleges they saw
white men enjoyed. Black men, it was argued, hauh lmastrated by 400
years of slavery and second-class citizenship amehs now time for

them to reclaim their manhood. The reference ttrasn was of course
metaphorical, but it also invoked the horrific labf lynching in the

U.S South where black men—often after being acco$édving preyed

on white women—were savagely beaten, dismemberddterir bodies

burned. It was not uncommon for these men to bdérated in the

process, a sign that reflected the intimate linkvimite people’s minds
between black masculinity and sexuality (Apel 2004).

Although revealing the specific ways in which blaglen were
victimized in white supremacist societies suchhas Wnited States, the
rhetoric of Black Power leaders in asserting blacsculinity also
played into the conservative discourse of the twwildch sought to
diagnose the breakdown of the black family as atitition. The most
prominent example of this was the government repoiplished in 1965
by Daniel Patrick Moynihan under the title: “The dde Family: The
Case for National Action”. Here, Moynihan descriltied black family in
pathological terms, not least because of what lemeld was its
matriarchal structure. Women had the authority av/filack men were
too weak psychologically as a result of the coneagas of slavery:
“[T]he establishment of a stable Negro family stawe” (n. pag.)—read
patriarchal structure—was the goal Moynihan adwtahe government
should adopt in relation to black families, beftwacks could gain full
citizenship within U.S. society.
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This promoting of traditional gender roles as dddi and ultimately
‘normal’ is something that is also apparent in Hublewton's
autobiography. By introducing the reader to hiddttiod background,
Newton claims in particular that his own familythadugh representative
in some ways, also distinguishes itself becausé@sohtypical power
structure. His father appears as special becaushisofpronounced
patriarchal role and his firm belief in the workiet as Newton explains:

My father was not typical of Southern Black menhe thirties and forties. Because
of his strong belief in the familyny mothemever worked at an outside job, despite
seven children and considerable economic hardg¥giter Newton is rightly proud
of his role as family protector. To this day, myther has never lefter home to
earn money. (2009: 9-10, my emphasis)

Newton’s father appears here as having escapedigbeder seemingly
afflicting other black men at the time in retainimig natural masculinity.
He asserts his masculine authority in such an td&® manner to the
point that Newton’s mother even becomes a subjébowt a will of her
own: “Because othis strong belief in the familymy mothernever
worked at an outside job.”

In the opening paragraphs of his narrative, Nevitars extols the
virtues and even naturalness of the nineteenttugebburgeois model
of the separate spheres that divided the publiddaafr work, reserved
for men, from the private domestic sphere, whicls tixe special domain
of women (‘her home”). Ironically, in doing so, Newton reprodudks
rhetoric and ideology of the Moynihan report. Hecequts both the
nuclear family and its traditional division of labas being necessary,
while also characterizing his own family as beimgs dysfunctional
insofar as it copied that traditional model.

One could say that Newton initially adheres to @deai of masculine
essence, one he sees his father possessing. Boa rehy black men in
general lacked this quality is seen as the reduttuadreds of years of
oppression that have conditioned them into unnbhsutamissiveness. In
fact, other black men are not viewed as being cetalyl devoid of
masculinity as much as purposefully restrainingrtbelves, hiding their
true nature, not least in their interaction withites: “Although many
other Black men in the South had a similar strentiiby never let it
show around whites” (20029).
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In terms once again reminiscent of the Moynihanorgpblack
mothers in Newton’s narrative also seem complicihis state of affairs
since they encourage their boys not to assert thlees

Traditionally, southern Black women have always tmbe careful about how they
bring up their sons. Through generations, Black mstthave tried taurb the
natural masculine aggressiveness their young male children, lest this quality
bring swift reprisal or even death, from the wititanmunity.

(2009: 29, my emphasis)

Although Newton also shows the good intentions fxHilack women’s
way of bringing their children up, as a way to paittheir sons, it was
one that had both negative and lasting consequdocdbe low self-
esteem of black meh.

Significantly, through his characterization of hiather as an
unapologetically masculine man and his emphasighenlessons his
father taught him, Newton posits himself from thé&set as a natural
inheritor of black masculinity. At this early stage the narrative,
Newton defines masculinity in line with bourgeogncepts of the family
provider and protector, as well as with more genateals of male
dignity and pride (2009: 29). Aggressiveness alsong another key
constitutive element of Newton’s understanding ofasoulinity.
Aggressiveness could also refer to entrepreneuestdpthe image of the
self-made man so central to mainstream Americarcatiagty (Kimmel
2002: 137), thus remaining consistent with whiteirlgeois norms. In
Newton’s case, however, it is more in line with #eo type of violence,
one that is more literal and physical.

In Revolutionary Suicidethe role of violence is significant in
forming the core of both a masculine and (male)kimg-class sense of
identity. In the same way that “aggressivenessfeiscribed as a natural
possession of boys and men (2009: 29), Newton derssifighting as
occupying a “big part in [...] the lives of most pgoeople” (2009: 22).
As such, a man’s readiness to use violence andhdidfimself becomes
the measure of his masculinity. It is also a ndtesd working-class

8 A similar diagnosis, couched in much more critimims, forms part of the
argument of another leading Panther figure, Gedaglson, iroledad Brother
(1970).
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life, both as a way to assert oneself against aggre and as a form of
bonding between male friends (2009: 23).

Fighting therefore takes on a very positive valte Newton's
narrative as a signifier of authenticity—both re@sculinity and as the
mark of a genuine experience of oppression. Inabi®biography, in
which he frames his own experience as being reptabee of blacks in
America—often moving from the “I” of the narratan the collective
“We” of the “race”, as exemplified by the title te epilogue, “I am
We” (2009: 359)—Newton privileges the experienceblaick working-
class males as being a more valid starting-poinp&ditical organization.
This is achieved not least through the binary ojjowos between the
campus and “the block”, which also resonates witheo sets of
binaries—between talk and action, words and guirs] mnd body. In an
episode that dramatizes a turning point in histjgali evolution, Newton
clearly emphasizes this class dichotomy:

Most of the people in the [Afro-American] Assoctati werecollege students and
very bourgeois butmy peoplevereoff the blocksome of them could not even read,
but they were angry and looking for a way to chatimeir feelings. [...] Sometimes
our street meetings ended in fights [...]. That wdsemv| began to see through
Warden [the founder of the Afro-American Associafid...]

My disillusionment began when | realized he wonlat stand his ground in a
fight. (2009: 63, my emphasis)

It is significant to note that the illiterate “sttebrothers”, whom Newton
also repeatedly characterizes as “righteous” (26Q967), are shown to
deserve more respect than intellectual leadergusecof their ability to
fight. Paradoxically, in a reversal of the traditéb nature-culture binary,
it is the bodies of men that form the constitutelement that defines
their status. More specifically, the masculinity [hck working-class
men, from being a stereotypical trait, is here prtad more positively as
part of their potential political identity.

Thus, working-class origins not only serve to lendhsculine
credibility but also political authenticity. Thiss iexemplified in a
humorous passage in which Newton derides anothempus
organization—the Revolutionary Action Movement (RpMfor their
lack of masculine political resolve:

They claimed to function as an underground moverhahtnstead of revolutionary
action they indulged in a lot of revolutionatalk, none of it underground. They
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were allcollege students, wittbourgeoisskills, whowrote a lot. Eventually, they
became so infiltrated with agents that when ansamas made, the police spent all
their time showing each other their badges. (2029my emphasis)

In contrasting the image of the active, righteond wdirile “brothers on

the block” to that of intellectualizing but inefte@l college students,
Newton suggests that their middle-class statudasna of emasculation.
Their capacity as revolutionary agents of changeldie®en compromised
and lost. To use a masculinist metaphor, one cetdte that Newton
portrays these self-appointed, middle-class leadefsthe black

community as ‘firing blanks’.

Significant to the way in which class, gender amdal identities are
intimately intertwined, working-class status in Newn’s autobiography
not only gives men privileged access to masculiratyd political
credibility, it also has the power to confer blaeks. This is apparent in
the comparison Newton makes between his own paudyyat another
political group engaged in the struggle for blabletation. This time the
group also shared the same name as Newton's piotymark the
fundamental difference between his own party amidsh Newton once
again has recourse to the word/action binary: thieerogroup is
nicknamed the “Paper Panthers” in reference to fue that “their
activity was confined to a steady production ofnfgd matter” (138).
Here again, the more privileged class backgroundthe “Paper
Panthers” makes them ideologically suspect: thes,group, according
to him, is all talk and no action (138). More retirmgly, however, their
lack of revolutionary activism and street credt@ilputs into question
their very blackness. As Newton informs the reatlda one was doing
very much, just lying around ‘becoming Black™ (138 his notion of
“becoming Black” is relevant in several ways. ByBng it to the black
intelligentsia, Newton opposes the authenticitytref working class to
the factitious existence of the middle class. Bheds is therefore not an
identity conferred automatically through skin colibiis a gauge of social
and political trustworthiness which Newton locaties the ‘natural
condition of underprivileged black men. As a resalass becomes not
only a gender but also a racial marker, which, ashs denotes the
“brother on the block” as the personification oftlentic black
masculinity.

By linking black authenticity to working-class siaf Newton in fact
follows the norm since, as E. Patrick Johnson xangple points out, the
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cultural forms “associated with the black workirlgss” have also often
been “viewed as more genuinely black” (Johnson 2083). The

discourse of authenticity that Newton relies upon his narrative

certainly offers a positive subject position to theothers on the block,”
one often denied them in their everyday life. Tiisvhat Johnson also
views as the positive potential of the recoursauthenticity, in that it
“enables marginalized people to counter oppressiesentations of
themselves” (Johnson 2003: 3).

However, inherently in this argument, there is Begt more
negative aspect as well. Because of the binary sippo between
civilization and nature, Black working-class mala® not free from
other stereotyped racial images. In fact, one cantple that they owe
their privileged access to authentic blacknesshéir tgreater exclusion
from mainstream society. In other words, the pesitie-evaluation of
marginalized black men in Newton’s autobiographyumable to fully
eliminate the link of *“racial authenticity with aexain kind of
primitivism and anti-intellectualism” (Johnson 20@3).

The discourse of authenticity is also problematioiher ways. As
Johnson has pointed out, “When black Americans hlavployed the
rhetoric of black authenticity, the outcome haswfbeen a political
agenda that has excluded more voices than it lehgded” (2003: 3).
However, and paradoxically perhaps, it also dea#nhgs and
destabilizes the link between body and identity asda result calls
attention to the performative nature of categasigsh as masculinity and
blackness. This ontological contradiction is whaill turn to next.

Performing race and gender

As | have pointed out above, the quest for authebtackness and
masculinity presupposes the idea of performanceoiifie black men’s
experiences are viewed as being more authentic,itineeans others’ are
not. Some are hopelessly trying to fake it, hogmgbecom[e] Black”.
So if neither the color of a black man’s skin n@ &natomy is able to
guarantee him unequivocal access to an authengick binasculine
identity, what will? It would seem that what malsmme subjects the
privileged repository of this identity is not thebiology but their
performance: how well they are able to embody tbfndion of black
masculinity that has gained currency at one pdaticuistorical moment.
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As Martin Favor argues in relation to blackness,tfeaning and content
of the concept fluctuates over time:

A cursory and anecdotal glance at the subject fewbat—even outside the rules
and strictures of the law—the definition of blackaes constantly being invented,
policed, transgressed and contested. When hip-higisaremind themselves and
their audiences to “stay black” or “keep it redtiey are implicitly suggesting that
there is a recognizable, repeatable, and agreed tiyiiog that we might call black
authenticity. (1999: 2)

Favor's use of the adjectives “recognizable” aneép&atable” here
echoes Butler's definition of performativity whickhe describes in
Bodies that Matters “a process of iterability, a regularized anast@ained
repetition of norms” (1993: 95). If repetition chaterizes performativity,
the other adjective “recognizable” articulates tk&ationship between
performance and authenticity in that what is regebain order to be
sanctioned by society or a specific group, mustespond to the norms
of acceptable behavior that are available to difiecategories of people.
The idea of performance or performativity reliessmme agreed upon,
or at least more hegemonic forms, of behavior atingrto which the
success of a performance can be recognized anduradasf there was
no notion of authenticity, performance would be nigliigible, so
performance and authenticity paradoxically pressppme another.

In a way, the Black Panther Party relied on thapacity to perform
an already established privileged black masculdentity—that of the
poor urban black male, which | discussed in theviptes section. But it
also provided underprivileged young African Amensawith a new
script in order to politicize their social positighrough popularizing and
embodying the notion of armed self-defense.

The spectacular and theatrical elements of thekBfamther Party’s
political strategy have recently been emphasized Bbgck Power
scholars such as Nikhil Pal Singh (2004), Jane Ba@A007) and Amy
Abugo Ongiri (2010). Ongiri's study for example aiin part to question
the commonplace idea that the Panthers “were dégtéhe mainstream
media” (2010: 19), thus showing that they were thelwres acutely
aware of the powerful impact of the media and weyimg consciously
to use it in a process of self-promotion and sedgtion. Ongiri argues
that the Panthers’ recourse to extremely visible sectacular political
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strategies is also characteristic of the changmegds within African
American culture in the postwar era (2010: 4-7).

This tendency towards the spectacular is also leidilb Newton's
autobiography and calls attention, | would argwethte performative
character of (black) masculinity that often occulsoughout the
narrative. After drafting their new party’s 10-pbiplatform and
program, Huey Newton and co-founder Bobby Seale dgample
consciously chose to emphasize point 7, which deewran end to
police brutality. Not only because of the urgenedeo stop the state
terrorization of the black community, but also hesmof the potential it
offered for \visibility: “Interested primarily in egtating and
revolutionizing the communityye needed to get their attentiand give
them something to identify with” (2009: 127, my dmgis). What better
way to attract attention than by “patrolling thelipe with arms.” As
Newton points out, this sent a powerful visual ragssto the police and
to the community: “With weapons in our hands, weemeo longer their
subjects but their equal” (2009: 127). Significantihis points to the
productive aspect of performativity in the sensa the subject does not
precede the performance, but is in fact produceough it, or, to use
Judith Butler’'s own words, performativity, that iee repetition of norms
“is not performedoy a subject” but is instead “what enables a subjedt a
constitutes the temporal condition for the subjg@utler 1993: 234).
Black men thus became the equals of white men giirdloeir delivering
a new kind of performance.

Contrary to the idea of emulating an already exgsauthentic black
manhood, something | discussed earlier, this pointse Panthers’ well-
scripted performance as the moment of productiosomhething new,
contingent on the specific social and political test of the mid 1960s.
At that juncture in history, a new model for blatlasculinity could be
enacted.

The change of trends in African American cultuenirthe textual to
the visual discussed by Ongiri and typical of tleatRers also had some
very significant ramifications for the issue of sda Because of the
theatrical nature of the party’s political stratedlye Panthers became
themselves powerful embodiments of their ideas &ad thus the
capacity to reach the illiterate brothers on treckiwho were their target
audience. In relation to their very dramatic pro@egion against a new
bill that would make carrying loaded weapons illegthus
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incapacitating the Panthers’ armed patrols—Newtotplagns for
instance: “Sacramento was certainly a success f. ajtracting national
attention; even those who did not hear the compistesage saw the
arms, and this conveyed enough to Black peopled)(1s other words,
the bodies of Panther members were effectivelyeiinto public signs
which the community could easily read and interpfteir bodies
became in effect their prime resource for politiedlication:

We were an unusual sight in Richmond, or any othacep dressed in our black
leather jackets, wearing black berets and gloved, @rrying shotguns over our
shoulders. [...] Walking armed through Richmond waspmropaganda. (2009: 151)

The use of uniforms in particular contributed te florceful visual
impact of the Panthers, both then and now. Unifooaked to mind
images of an army, a comparison Newton himself R€09: 148),
but one of a different kind. While black regimergarned a certain
amount of respect fighting to end slavery and presthe Union during
the Civil War, and then again fighting for the Ugdvernment in WW?2,
the Panther army was one that definitely did naester the service of
the nation.

In planning such spectacular shows of militant kfess, the
Panthers were consciously projecting an empoweideqgtity for the
black community. They used violence, or rather -defense as a
conscious tool to this end. The specific form ttiég performance often
took can be described in terms of what Douglas draylsing Malcolm
X—calls a “showdown”, that is, “a ritual performanm which two men
square off against one another before the gazetlofd party to assert
their manhood” (2007: 2). The fighting scenes in wim's
autobiography, which | discussed earlier, certaomalify as such, but
more politically significant in this respect aretbonfrontations between
the Panthers and the repressive white state apparat Taylor argues,
an important element of the “showdown” performaricerelation to
masculinity is that it points to “the intersubjeeti manner” in which this
gender identity is produced (2007: 2). The effettnmsculinity is
produced through a transaction: the transfer of theality from one
individual or group to another. The transactionalure of masculinity
through performance is also evident in Newton'stalg& descriptions
of the early confrontations between Panthers aagbditice:
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It was not all observation and penal code readingttmse patrols. The police,
invariably shocked to meet a cadre of disciplined armed Black men coming to
the support of the community, reacted in strangg @mpredictable ways. In their
fright, some of them became children, cursing ansulting us. [...] It was
sometimes hilarious to see their reaction; theydiaays been so cocky and sure of
themselves as long as they had weapons to intimittee unarmed community.
When we equalized the situation, their real cowadvas exposed. (2009: 129)

In this passage, the confrontation leads to thé&c@dbsing the stable
masculine authority they formerly possessed. Thegoime infantilized
and their masculinity is thus transferred to “tlaglre of disciplined and
armed Black men”. This can, however, only happerough the
spectatorship of a third party who needs to witrthestransaction. The
spectator in this case is the black community dwedt witnessing of the
performance also transforms them. They begin “se ltheir doubts and
fears”, something that will allow them “to move aud the oppressor”
(2009: 129). As Newton sums it up at the end of ghetion entitled
“Patrolling”: “We had provided a needed exampleswéngth and dignity
by showing people how to defend themselves” (2039).

The atmosphere that sustains the Panthers’ penfamgneould also
be described at times as carnivalesque in thablbke are reversed, for a
time at least, and ordinary people are given & taktiotous power. The
people, often pictured as looking in on police/Bantltercations, are for
example laughing at the cops (2009: 131). Newtataitdy emphasizes
the humorous character of such moments: “I igndéinedgun, got out of
the car, and asked the people to go into the Béiite. They had a right
to observe the police. Then | called the policeraanignorant Georgia
cracker who had come West to get away from shapeang” (2009:
130). While he tells the people they have the ‘trigh observe the
police”, Newton becomes in fact the real centeatbéntion, something
he evidently relishes as he is putting on a showibwn. Newton also
invites the reader of the autobiography to sharghm laughter, in
particular in prison scenes, where his usual awdieis missing.
Describing for example his ride outside of the gmiswith two
policemen, he tells the reader, in a one-man slye: s
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The two deputies got in front. While one of themsvegarting the engine, the other
one said, “Wait a minute, | have to get my equalizet of the trunk.” | glanced
back as he was coming around the car and saw hitingowhat looked like a snub-
nosed .38 revolver in his belt. With his gun andimehains | guess we were equal.
(2009: 296)

Through this joke, Newton again aims to revealtémious nature of the
policemen’s masculinity: how much of a man is a edw is afraid of a
prisoner, when the latter cannot defend himself.

The kind of showdown which Newton dramatizes inhspassages
differs somewhat from that which Douglas Taylor aidmes in the
autobiography of Malcolm X. As Taylor notes, showus in this
context are usually played out between two blackn.m&aylor's
argument is that the performance is intended falment third party: the
white man, as the ultimate authority in having goaver to confer on
black men their manhood (2007: 2). In Newton's cdke “squar[ing]
off” is between black men and the white establismm&his, however,
seems to strengthen rather than undermine the thttamasculinity
remains measured in relation to white men. Thisals what gave
Newton’s father, Walter, his masculine pride, sihee“never hesitated
to speak up to a white man” (2009: 29). Masculimgtyghus shown here
not to be an essence one possesses in virtue &f lwody, but a highly
conditional identity and one which, for black meepends on a relation
to the white other. As an assertion of what is éénihe Panthers’ show
of masculinity thus still remains the expressiom ddck.

Masculinity also appears to be a tenuous and dondlitidentity at a
more personal level in Newton’s autobiography. e beginning, he
recalls for example that when he was little, fannilgmbers used to tease
him, telling him that “[he] was too pretty to bebay, [and] that [he]
should have been a girl” (2009: 11). On his own iadian, this pretty
boy look was what started him fighting at schoal,aameans to prove
himself. Thus, violence and masculinity, insteadappearing as two
essential aspects of the experience of being rasddanstead shown to be
a question of performance. Violence is not an esgom of a true male
nature, but becomes the way to dispel doubts dtisudwn masculinity.
It is relevant to note here that this is one of tbe& passages where
masculinity is clearly described in a relationalmnmer to femininity.
Elsewhere, as | have pointed out, masculinity isaraearly portrayed
as a transfer from white to black bodies.
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One last aspect of the performative nature of mamcidentity in
Newton’s narrative can be located in the autobiolgiGal genre itself.
Indeed, as Kenneth Mostern has pointed out, swubject of
autobiography is after all a construction, in thlaé writer tries to
reconstruct the past in order “to fit a notion démtity consistent with a
particular narrative moment” (Mostern 1999: 140). the case of
Newton, one can claim that he is writing back apeacific image of
himself and of the Panthers, hoping to complichgedimplistic picture
of them in the media. It is thus remarkable thihoaigh the spectacular
performance of black masculinity plays a centrdé ri@ his narrative,
Newton in fact chooses to present the reader withrya different side of
himself, thereby providing an alternative imagebtzEck masculinity. In
contrast to the armed black working-class male hano stands as the
epitome of black authenticity, Newton the narratmpears at times
instead as the isolated intellectual. Especiallyhat beginning of the
autobiography, we can see clearly the effort of dewo disprove the
myth about the ignorant black man as he drops narhgeeat thinkers,
such as Plato, Durkheim, Nietzche, or Fanon, irotd show the reader
the range of his extensive knowledge. The openiranifasto and
especially the acknowledgements section also séovedissociate
Newton, as the aloof intellectual leader, from tmenediate, everyday
struggle. Indeed, not one Panther member or brathethe block is
mentioned or thanked, only the people who havedtlim with the
writing and publication of the book (2009: xix).

The contrastive personas of Newton as “street brbotand aloof
intellectual serve to complicate a one-dimensionatlerstanding of
black masculinity, opening up instead for the gufigi of alternative
performances and for the multiplicity of identit. critical look at the
book covers of the three different editionsRevolutionary Suicidean
be instructive in this respect. The two images aithgr the first edition
present the reader with exactly such a contrag.fidmt cover shows the
famous poster in which Newton, in his Panther unifois sitting down
in a high-backed, African wicker chair holding #8eriin one hand and a
spear in the other. The defiant pose of the militstivist emphasizes
the Panther’s program of self-defense, as wellbanates the politics of
cultural nationalism through its reference to triBdrica. The militant
stance is however complicated by the fact thaptiwograph of Newton
is on a window that has been shot through by atuthus underlining
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the immediate personal danger facing the activishé movement. The
back cover, however, presents Newton in a verye#fit light, one that
reminds one more of “The Thinker” of Rodin. | wouddgue that these
two illustrations emphasize the performative aspédilack masculinity
and Newton’s own awareness of the role-playing espé political
involvement. In other words, the image is in p&sbahe message.

In contrast, later editions exploit the stereotypethge of the
revolutionary guerilla activist. The second editfonexample makes use
of the same iconic figure of Newton in the wickdra, but this time
omitting the bullet hole. More significantly stithre the illustrations
chosen by Ho Che Anderson for the latest—Penguassiis Deluxe
Edition. The front cover shows an image of Newtorhis leather jacket
and black beret with a rifle pointed at his neckheTback cover shows
Newton aiming a gun—the same rifle that is in faminted at him on the
front cover, presumably to suggest the suicidalirgabf revolutionary
struggle, also foregrounded by Newton in the tdled introductory
manifesto of his autobiography. This re-cyclingtbé popular media
image of Newton as tragic hero reveals how endutveglink remains
between the Panthers and violence and how diffituis in fact to
change the stereotype, as Newton tries to do irahigbiography. This
can be seen as the double-bind of the theatridarenaf the Panthers’
political strategy and how much a specific perfonoe of black
masculinity can come to dominate the discourse.

Authentic experience

As | have tried to show, Newton’s invocation ofddamasculinity rests
at times on the notion of authenticity, on the ittt liberation for black
men in the U.S. relies in some way on them reclagnar affirming an

identity they in fact inherently possess, but hagen unable to display.
At other times, however, Newton also shows an ames® of the

performative aspect of both race and masculinitgkimg use of black
masculine performance in different ways to prontb&eparty’s political

agenda. However, | would nevertheless argue tleatdtiminant way in

which Newton conceives of black masculinity in hearative and uses it
in a project of liberation can best be discussedutih the concept of
experience.
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After the initial manifesto, “Revolutionary Suiciddhe Way of
Liberation” (2009: 1-6), Newton opens the narragpreper by situating
his own life within a much wider social and histaii context: “Life does
not always begin at birth. My life was forged iretlives of my parents
before | was born, and even earlier in the histdrgll Black people. It is
all of a piece” (2009: 9). Through this opening ggaaph, Newton
situates from the outset his own narrative as trgirguation of a much
older one, an inherited past. Consequently, Nevd®tenters himself
through the acknowledgement that his life stongasunique: “It is all of
a piece”. He also posits blackness as a specifleative identity, one
that has been shaped (“forged”) in significant wayghe experience of
structural racism in the U.S. and beyond that ke ¢blonial past of
Africa.

The beginning of Newton’'s autobiography relies om a
understanding of experience that makes manifesrtiwilation between
the individual and the collective. The narrativattwill follow will thus
be what Joan Scott has discussed elsewhere asdmo#ixpression of an
individual's being and consciousness” and, on aemwllective and
macro level, an exposure of the “influences extetaaindividuals—
social conditions, institutions, forms of belief @erception—'real’
things outside them that they react to” (Scott 1%39.

Newton’s reliance on collective identification atfie designation
“all Black people” can certainly appear problematia in fact seem to
be on a par with the concept of authenticity thdistussed earlier. The
notion that the history of “all Black people” care Wof a piece”
underplays the differences even among African Acaes (not least of
class and gender) and risks essentializing exparighrough the
promotion of one particular type of experience—tligemed most
authentic—as a way to define the collective consmess, thus
marginalizing other possibly divergent narrativéewton does not,
however, summon the specter of a collective paatway of accessing a
fixed black essence. The experience of blacknesstia product of skin
color per se, but acquires instead meaning thrahghexperience of
racism. Newton’s choice to focus both his persaratation of black
experience and the political efforts of the Blacknther Party on the
“brothers on the block” similarly arises from aibélthat their material
conditions and social position have the power tuvigie greater critical
insight into the inner workings of racist U.S. sigi What makes them
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central to the dual project of nhaming oppressiod aorking towards
liberation is their exacerbated marginalizationereirom the field of
politics:

None of the groups were able to recruit and invehe very people they professed
to represent—the poor people in the community whkewen went to college,
probably were not even able to finish high scho@t these were our people; they
were the vast majority of the Black population ie tirea. Any group talking about
Blacks was in fact talking about those low on trdgkr in terms of well-being, self-
respect, and the amount of concern the governmahtfdr them. All of us were
talking, and nobody was reaching them. (2009: 111)

The social position of the black working-class doessimply make
them the primary target for political organizingdatheorizing according
to Newton, but it also gives them a more direct aamgible
understanding of oppression:

The painful realities of their lives from childhoot reveals that the inequities they
encounter are not confined to a few institutiontie Teffects of injustice and
discrimination can be seen in the lives of neaxlgrgone around them. A brutal
system permeates every aspect of lifés in the air they breathe

(2009: 42, my emphasis)

As a result of their lived and felt experience, Nawadds that deprived
young blacks in particular adopt an attitude thatually takes the form
of resistance to all authority”—their material srihg thus potentially
leading them towards revolutionary consciousnessaTertain extent,
Newton here relies on a form of standpoint episteqas the basis for
his understanding of the link between experienassciousness and
politics, or, to use the Marxist formulation, oretidea that existence
determines consciousness. As Mostern explainsyrdietation does not
suggest that there is “some pure oppositional ¢consoess embedded in
an already defined aggregate called ‘the workiregs! but rather that
there is a relevant structur@ndencyfor certain objectively positioned
groups to articulate certain positions” (Moster®3.99).

Newton’s grounding of his own personal narrativeha “history of
all Black people,” and more particularly in that thie black working
class, rests therefore on an identification of kie@ss as not only the
product of oppression, but also as the source litiqad resistance. This
points to the link that Mostern has also made betweolitics and the
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autobiographical genre: “the origins of revolt aterays necessarily in
people’s self-understanding of their lived condigp their
autobiographies” (Mostern 1999: 27).

A similar point can also be raised in relation ke tconnection
Newton makes between violence and masculinity asgbee product of
experience rather than an inherent essence. Signily, the section of
the autobiography in which Newton makes this lit&fowing”, begins
with a quote by Frederick Douglass that also emphasviolence and
resistance: “He who would be free must strike trst blow” (2009: 21).
In this light, violence appears more as a socidlulitical necessity in a
specific context where freedom is denied and notaadiological
exigency. Since this form of oppression is alsorehaby African
American women, violence as a form of reactionaitigt experience can
also unite beyond gender boundaries. Newton giueb an example in
relation to the first efforts of the Panther Pattyorganize the black
community:

The community was a little timid but proud to sead& men take a stance in their
interests, and when we arrived, everybody was wegeptive. [...] Then a
remarkable thing happened. One by one, many ofttilfemunity members went
home and got their guns and came to joinEy&n one old sister of seventy years or
so was out there with her shotg2009: 148, my emphasis)

It is undeniable, however, that Newton's narratigeegrounds almost
exclusively black male experience. Passages likeatiove are rare and
become a tenuous alibi, first because of the sormeWwbhmorous tone
used to describe this “sister”, but also becausthefscarcity of other
examples of female activism in the autobiography.

The articulation of experience, both historical @emtemporary, on
which Newton bases his narrative has in fact matergial to bridge
other gaps—those of race and class. Poverty antesgipn are indeed
something that links poor whites and blacks toge#imel the sharing of
experience can undermine the divide-and-conquer atiracist society.
Solidarity and political alliance can also extersyénd class categories.
As Newton points out, the 1960s and 70s were awh®n an increasing
number of middle-class whites came to identify wikle black Civil
Rights and Black Power movements and to understdmough a
rational effort, “what Blacks knew in their bone@009: 183). While
experience understood in relation to authenticitan c appear
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exclusionary, as something to which only a spediioup can have
privileged access, here Newton also emphasizesinittusionary
potential.

This potential of experience to bridge gaps fornso,al would
claim, the whole rationale for the autobiographitaxkt itself. As |
pointed out earlier, in his capacity as narrataewbdn in fact performs
an alternative form of masculinity that deviatesnfrthe one he is using
as a model of black experience. Through emphastimmtellectual and
theoretical self, rather than the gun-toting onewbbn also acts as a
liminal figure who is positioned in between two Vasrand can therefore
reach beyond the black ghetto in order to mediatd generalize
experience. This becomes evident in passages \itnerdistance of the
assumed reader to black working-class experiencede manifest:

The Chamber of Commerce boasts about Oakland’'s besyosg, its museum,
professional baseball and football teams, and #eutiful sports coliseum. The
politicians speak of an efficient city governmentahe well-administered poverty
program. The poor know better, atieywill tell youa different story.

(2009: 12, my emphasis)

Because “they” are unlikely to have their storiestd by middle-class
Americans, Newton’s autobiographical narrative giva voice to

working-class black male experience for the berdfithe uninitiated.

Also evidenced in the above passage, howevereiglda that competing
truths are vying for ascendancy, something that catention to the
rhetorical nature of the autobiographical genre.Shdonie Smith and
Julia Watson have noted in this respect: “In autgi@phical narratives,
imaginative acts of remembering always intersed¢hsuch rhetorical

acts as assertion, justification, judgment, comwgtand interrogation.
That is, life narrators address readers whom thagptwo persuade of
their version of experience” (2010: 7). This isoalelevant to the
immediate context of Newton’s autobiography: hiserg release from
prison and acquittal for charges of murdering acgobfficer. The use of
his autobiography and the invocation of experiesa@ shaping force in
the lives of individuals and communities shouldréffiere be read in
relation to the need to convince a double audie@igary members and
readers as to the veracity of his version of rgaliit other words, beyond
its roots in material conditions, experience i@ alscursive, it cannot be
accessed by others outside of discourse. Thispiscedly the case with
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autobiographical narratives that try to reconstringt past in light of
what is known in the present. Collective experiemperhaps even more
so than individual experience, takes on the charafta construction.

The concept of experience is, however, problematicording to
Joan Scott, in that it often presupposes a staltigest who exists prior
to experience and who ‘owns’ her/his experiencstelad, Scott posits
experience as that which in fact produces the subjdt is not
individuals who have experience, but subjects wihe eonstituted
through experience” (Scott 1998: 59-60). This cemealization of
experience would thus tie in with Butler's notioh gerformativity in
that it destabilizes the subject by resisting theeatialization of being.

Nevertheless, as Patrick E. Johnson rightly arghesjestabilization
of the subject and of the materiality of experiefi®aenot an innocent
enterprise, but something we should be wary of imogect of collective
emancipation:

we nonetheless cultivate collective narrativesttives toward articulating the very
real pain and oppression that black bodies absorbrder to strategize political
efficacy. Thus, while we must acknowledge the sakeof construing ‘experience’
as discursively mediated, we must also recogniaettre radical destabilization of
experience simultaneously limits the ways in whielople of color may name their
oppression. (2003: 41)

Collective experience may well be a fiction, buedhat cannot yet be
done away with. Despite its problematic dramatiratf the experience
of black masculinity in the U.S., Newton’s autobimghical narrative
nevertheless represents a complex and challengemat to articulate a
sense of collective belonging that can be trandlatéo the praxis of
everyday political struggle. It remains a powerfthtement of black
consciousness that still demands our critical eegamt.

Conclusion

As | have tried to show in this article, the couostion of black
masculinity occupies a central role in Huey Newsoautobiography,
Revolutionary SuicideThe forms this takes are however varied and defy
a clear categorization of Newton’s understandingaufe and gender.
Newton, like other black writers before him, reliessignificant ways on
the idea that the experiences of some membersohfitican American
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community are more authentic than others. Newtdb@us on the
“brothers on the block” as the privileged repositof authentic black
experience, suggests that class and gender, penaes so than skin
color, are fundamental elements in defining ‘trulackness’. The
rehabilitation of the brother on the block as a gmof masculinity,
blackness and political militancy serves an impdrigurpose in that it
seeks to undo the harm of systemic racism throighggblack men—in
particular of the working class—the status, dignignd pride
fundamentally denied them.

Newton’'s reliance on working-class black mascuinis not
unequivocally essentialist and exclusionary, howe®&ince, in some
ways, authenticity presupposes inauthenticity—fgkit—there is no
tangible biological ‘truth’ (either their skin cal@r their genitalia) that
gualifies the “brothers on the block” as being mblack or more men,
except through their performance. As | have argilyton shows an
awareness of the performative nature of black mamcudentity and
performance in fact played a central role in thacklPanther's Party’s
political strategy.

More than as an inherent quality or a matter offgsarance,
blackness in general, and black masculinity in ipaldr, appear in
Newton’s narrative as the products of experienaarenspecifically that
of the brutal racist oppression suffered by Africamericans. Through
his autobiography, Newton tries to create a seffisltective identity
that transcends the individual and points inst@adrt awareness of the
need for political activism. While attempting toidge the racial and
class-based gaps between experience and actiontoiNewproject
remains a predominantly masculinist one. It is ¢hiégological tensions
between autobiographical subjectivity and the gesdieonsciousness of
the male political activist that | have tried tase out in this discussion.

The narrative contradictions in Newton’s text ieviurther critical
comparison with other autobiographies by Black Poativists, not
least those written by women leaders within the emoent, such as
Angela Davis and Elaine Brown. Because of theirresped awareness
of the gender issues related to Black Power, tfersale writers would
without doubt provide a more complicated and chalileg insight not
only into the politics of the Black Panther Paliyf also into the ways in
which gender, race and class interact in the fdomabf individual
activists and their political strategies.
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