sapphire” trope. In Kantor’s biographical account, the oversimplified prism through

which the first family is viewed remains firmly fixed within a heteronormative paradigm.

Figure 3.3 - Official White House Portrait of Michelle Obama

Due to the unexamined biases Kantor holds as an upper-class white woman, there are few
accurate mechanisms through which the motivations and frustrations of a self-made
African American woman like Michelle Obama can be fully understood. Perhaps such
assumptions about the first lady, for Kantor and others, is the ultimate acknowledgment
of white guilt — as it takes for granted that black people should be angry, given the
appalling history of white supremacy in America. If the only comparisons by which

Kantor can view Michelle are all locked within the extremely narrow racial framework of
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all the previously white first ladies, exactly how the president’s wife could be
restrictively defined becomes rather evident.

Closely related to my discussion about the performative elements of racial
cuteness are the spatial implications of proportion and proximity — especially in regards
to gendered divisions of labor and body size. Through the visual representations of
Michelle Obama’s anti-obesity campaign and White House victory garden, the discussion
surrounding the expectations of femininity related to issues of weight and body image
yields fascinating insights. Whereas African American women with ample curves have
been both celebrated and chastised, thinking about what a bodily rhetoric of thinness
means in the public sphere when it comes to the subject of cute race is useful. Public
debates about the appropriateness of Michelle Obama donning a sleeveless dress for her
official White House portrait reveals the persistence of racist opinions regarding the fit
black female body as inherently deviant emerges precisely because of the burden African
American women have had to bear historically in terms of issues of hyper-sexuality and
indiscriminate sexual availability. It should be noted, of course, that Jacqueline Kennedy
frequently wore sleeveless dresses and never received any such criticisms of impropriety
or bad taste. The sight of Michelle’s biceps apparently raised white fears about black
bodies being seen as overpowering. Certain totalizing stereotypes about black women’s
sizes and bodily proportions can actually foreclose upon the potential for transcending
race in America. In other words, the notion of “CYA” (covering your ass) is more than a
catchy acronym meant to indicate the extraordinary precautions necessary for citizens

and workers to protect themselves in an overly policed, litigious, and generally penalizing
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society. This racial rhetoric of cute could also mean an acknowledgement among black
women that the need to cover one’s ass is an imperative to be applied quite literally. The
failure to appear as cute, or to conform to an explicit and intentional social performance
of diminutive pleasing proportions, is more dire in cases where gender and race overlap.
The hyper-vigilance needed to fend off microaggressions might actually perpetuate and
reproduce the many deleterious health issues we see plaguing so many American women
of color. Part of my assertion about racial cuteness is that the implications of certain
social expectations are heightened in terms of the politically motivated racial
realignments presently occurring and evidenced by the presidential election of 2008. The
unfolding implications of this black White House, especially in regards to Michelle
Obama (not to mention Sasha and Malia) as a/cutely gendered subjects, will more than
certainly call for further rhetorical unpacking. Surely, the first lady’s concerns about the
American obesity epidemic are also a story about the histories and memories of black

women’s bodies in the United States.

Tastes Like Chocolate

Nell Irvin Painter in The History of White People tracks the judgment of taste as it relates
to race, wherein she demonstrates these racial tropes and commonplaces as being based
on a history of Kantian discourses, which have been thoroughly entangled with what it
means to be associated with the human categories of “white” and “nonwhite.” Predicated
on an Enlightenment doxa that racializes the word “black” by changing it from an
adjective to a noun that is synonymous with “slave,” Painter argues that an understanding

of world history can be derived from identifying the process of white racialization in
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which the contemporary moment is built on the “equally confused and flexible
discourses” (viv) regarding the “now familiar equation that converts race to black and
black to slave” (42). According to Painter, Kant is at least partly responsible for what
remains of this unfortunate patrimony, for he believed beauty ideals to be universally
derived (49). Kant, Painter writes, spent a good bit of his intellectual energy attacking the
idea that ideal beauty could differ by culture, as he helped popularize the concept of a
singular standard for all humanity under the ethnocentric umbrella of his Germanic
cultural background (50). Indeed, compounded by a popular and longstanding
misunderstanding of Darwinian evolution rooted in nineteenth-century pseudoscience, a
dialectic of race has emerged which holds the view that blackness equals ugliness and
stupidity. Because of this combination of white western thinking that equates racist
stereotypes of blackness with the primitive and uncouth, a hegemonic discourse
continues. The dominance of European aesthetic values conceptualizes whiteness as
signifying purity and neutrality while blackness has come to represent stigma and
provocation.

The question of cuteness as a judgment of taste implicates an emotive connection
to the notion of palatability as a sensory mode that determines the inclination or aversion
to consume. The spectrum about responses implied by tastes, as ranging from intense
craving to profound revulsion, speaks volumes to Barack Obama’s judgment of tastes
regarding blackness as a legitimate quality of feminine beauty and desirability. Thus,
when Barack Obama describes his and Michelle’s first kiss as having “tasted like

chocolate,” a literal taste concept is captured through a commodified habitus of sensual
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perceptions, feelings, and emotions. Returning to the linguistic binary set forth by
Barthes in Camera Lucida, “I like / I don’t like” lends itself to a “secret chart of tastes,
distastes, [and] indifferences” (18). The correctness of Barthes’s assertions regarding the
explosion of the private into the public through the signs of tastes for the creation of new
social values becomes clearer.

The rhetoric of cuteness in serving as a popular appraisal of presidential
administrations that are not from the traditional American power elite by attenuating
domestic concerns about class and power in regards to the high office. Spurred on by one
pundit dubbing him the first female president because of Obama’s interpersonal
disarming mechanisms, the popular media decries his “beta male” tendencies.’ His cute
diplomacy compliments the depreciation of power now attributed the office through the
geo-political leveling of American power relations presently occurring. Obama’s less
aggrandized image supports the receding influence of American foreign policy and is
more acceptable to other countries. In light of the Great Recession and right wing
opposition to the current economic policies of this black White House, Obama’s capacity
to leave a lasting cultural legacy continues to be challenged on these longstanding turfs.
The lasting endowment of the Obama presidency could prove to be the ultimate
constriction of American militarism and the audacity to hope for the eventual elimination

of racial aggression in the United States and western imperialism on the global stage.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
AFRO AND AURA

“I watched the basketball game last night between — a little bit of Rutgers and Tennessee, the
women’s final... some rough girls from Rutgers. Man, they got tattoos and — that’s some nappy-
headed ho’es there. I'm gonna tell you that now, man, that’s some — woo!

And the girls from Tennessee, they all look cute....” Don Imus

Breakage and Rupture: Black Hair Care Politics

Shifting from the visual politics of Michelle Obama, this chapter pursues the persistent
legacy and pervasive impact of black hair care/politics as a spatial-racial rhetoric of
cuteness. It is not the intention of this chapter to recite a complete anthropological,
historical, and scientific account of black hair. Hair has significant implications for
people’s sense of identity (at a very basic level) whatever the person’s racial
identification. A curious person might wonder why much of the English, French, and
German speaking worlds have assigned the prefix “Afro” to describe the sense of
placeness associated with global populations of black people. Whether it serves as the
hyphenated first half of one’s ethnic identity, an anthropological classification for
language, or a catch-all term used to describe the super curly-coily quality of many black
people’s hair, the word “afro” functions as much more than a prefix and has come to
signify a phenomenology of blackness. Our language situates “afro” as the derivative root
for the continent of Africa itself. Nowadays, one is more likely to hear the word used to
designate what happens if you are black and grow your hair out, keeping it unprocessed
and unbraided. The word can also be included in the popular YouTube acronym, “twa,”

which stands for “teenie-weenie afro” and is the slang used to describe any black
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woman’s hairstyle that is closely cropped. What is commonly called “the afro” is a
common and highly recommended style for “anyone who has the genetic ability to rock
it,” (Malone).” The etymology is taken from the name of the Greek goddess of beauty,
love and sex, Aphrodite, who is the Roman equivalent of Venus. According to Michael
Bernale, Aphroditopolis was the geographic name the Greeks gave to Upper Egypt
toward the interior South, which was occupied by the Nubians (65). It is not exactly clear
why ancient Greeks named this population of darkly pigmented people after the
venerated love deity, but the name stuck and its meaning expanded.

In the American popular imagination, the word “afro” is associated with the
hairstyle popularized in the late 1960s and early 70s. In the early 1960s figures associated
with the Black Arts Movement such as the jazz and folk artists Abby Lincoln, Miriam
Makeba, and Odetta are generally considered to be the first public personalities to have
worn the style in the trendsetting bohemian enclave of Greenwich Village in New York
City. However, the hairdo soon took on more explicit political meaning, as afros became
increasingly associated with the social activism of the Black Power movement. They
signified a certain visuality of politics, as the media assigned them to black militant
figures such as Angela Davis, Stokely Carmichael, and Huey P. Newton. The style
choices of these black freedom fighters were presented to the mainstream as both
glamorous and edgy. In the wake of the disillusionment following the non-violent protest
politics of the Civil Rights and Anti-War Movements and the assassinations of Malcolm
X, Medgar Evers, Martin Luther King, Fred Hampton, Patrice Lumumba, and others,

images of black people wearing afros became an easily identifiable emblem of blackness
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and the frequent subject of media broadcasts around the globe. The afro had become an
iconic fashion symbol and was emulated by entertainers in the music, television, and film
industries. By the mid to late 1970s, however, the afro was less about blackness and was

more about a popular technique for contouring a mass of thick, curly hair into a pleasing

Figure 4.1 - This 1975 paperback cover design of Black No More
by George S. Schuyler makes use of the “afro” hairstyle
image as a racial play on iconic American imagery.

shape, which could be achieved by anyone with enough hair and the desire to affect the
fashionable look. Even if one was not blessed with abundant hair, a wig could and would
be easily purchased. Whether through the application in a beauty salon of a permanent
wave or through one’s ethnically inherited phenotypic attributes, as in the case of the so-
called “jew-fro,” the afro had become a permanent fixture in American popular culture.
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The mass commercialization of this black-oriented hairstyle soon overtook its
political and cultural origins and became a source for profit, as a number of large
corporations began selling petroleum and mineral oil based beauty products formulated
for the specific needs of afro hair grooming. Black folk, and black women in particular,
proved to be eager consumers for this booming sector of the profit-driven hair care
industry, which was owned and financed by mostly white people. The precedent for this
niche in the American beauty market had been established as early as 1914 by Sarah
“Madame CJ” Walker, the first self-made American woman millionaire of any race. By
the time the Civil-rights-era had drawn to a close, products like “Afrosheen” were being
heavily advertized on nationally syndicated television shows and hit primetime sitcoms
such as Soul Train, Good Times, and The Jeffersons. No longer called “colored” or
“Negro,” “Black™ with a capital “B” became the preferred term of self-identification and
racial pride for intellectual communities of African Americans. Through the institutional
proliferation of cultural and ethnic studies in the American academy, “afro” with its
associations to myriad people, places, and things has given way to an elongated, more
formal sounding “African American” in the present. The self-determining signifier
“Afro-American” fell out of favor in the late 1970s and early 1980s, as did the coiffure
with which it shared a name. The Reagan years that followed functioned largely as a
repudiation of the Civil Rights, Black Power, and black pride movements. Many of the
gains made by black folk during that time were rolled back by neo-conservative
libertarian activists, in partnership with a silent, “moral majority” of middle and working-

class whites, who sensed the cultural milieu as having been besieged by the excesses of
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cultural factionalism and political radicalism.’

Mainstream attitudes about blacks representing some sort of internal national
threat, however, coexisted with the pop cultural successes of crossover black super stars
like Michael Jackson and Prince, as well as (rap acts emerging from the increasingly
popular new hip-hop genre. These performers made the “jheri-curl” just one among the
great variety of publicly visible black hairstyles (including braids, cornrows, dreads,
symmetrical and asymmetrical bobs and shags, high and low-cut fades, tall and spiked, or
long and flowing whether weaved or natural). Even as affirmative action was hotly
debated in America’s courts and on the airwaves, an updated market of slightly less
caustic lye and no-lye based hair relaxer treatments than had previously been available
became more affordable and were adopted as the preferred style option, particularly by
upwardly mobile black urban professional women. At this point, the afro was considered
hopelessly out of style and anyone caught wearing such an “old-fashioned” style was
viewed as out of touch with modern African American aspirations. The afro had become
a sight gag, an accessory meant only for the socially eccentric or as part of Halloween
attire when deployed as part of a basketball player costume.

For many generations of post-Civil Rights African Americans, aside from the
loose associations with racial consciousness, the naturally occurring growth of their own
hair is only a faint memory from childhood or a mystery they have yet to explore. This
cultural estrangement from natural black hair is largely due to the gender-norming
practice among men to keep their hair closely cropped and, for women, to habitually

maintain a regimen of chemical relaxers or thermal straightening. Not surprisingly, quite
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a few black people are just as intrigued by the physics, mechanics, and chemistry of
caring for naturally occurring black hair as are many white folk. This aura of mystery,
however, is not so much intrinsic as imposed by economic and political factors. The
attitudes of shame and anger experienced by many black people when it comes to their
hair can be attributed to the many centuries of forced migration and slavery that preceded
African American emancipation. Before European colonization and slavery, the members
of African societies saw hair as a sort of “media” which could be used for carrying social
messages about marital status, community rank, ethnic and clan identities, as well as
wealth and religion. During the colonial and antebellum periods, it was not unusual for
white slave holders to mark disobedient slaves with a mangled haircut as a way to punish
and demoralize their human chattel. This strategy was especially employed on rebellious
female slaves as a means of white supremacist control over black bodies that would
reinforce the sense of racial and gender inferiority.

This is all to say that, before arriving on American shores, the black descendants
of West Africa did not have a stigmatized view of their hair. This is why the legal
scholar, D. Wendy Greene, contends:

Black women'’s deliberations over their hair may be shared to a certain extent by

all women; however, the extent to which these decisions are emotional, personal,

political, and professional (and often driven by fears of the resulting
consequences) are unique to the Black women’s experience — historically and
contemporarily. This experience is deeply rooted in American constructs of race,

racism, and racial hierarchy out of which a particular negative stigmatization of
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Black women'’s hair and resulting separation, discrimination, and marginalization

manifested in both private and public spheres. (406-407)
Greene makes this statement by taking into account the appellate court case of Rogers v.
American Airlines, which upheld the right of employers to reject the right of employees
to wear braided hairstyles in places of work. Renee Rogers, the black woman who was
the plaintiff in the case, challenged American Airline’s decision to deny her promotions
based on her chosen hairstyle when she argued that the airline was discriminating against
her specifically as a black woman. According to legal scholar, Paulette M. Caldwell,
Rogers lost the case because of her claim about the interactive effects of racial and
gender discrimination (365). The court, however, chose to deny her claim based on legal
distinctions between biological and cultural conceptions of race. Most significantly, the
court treated the plaintiff’s claims of race and gender discrimination as issues which are
somehow mutually exclusive and independent from one another, and denied Rogers’s
argument that one thing (being female) had anything to do with the other (being black).
Caldwell concludes, “Although Rogers is the only reported decision that upholds the
categorical exclusion of braided hairstyles, the prohibition of such styles in the workforce

is both widespread and longstanding” (366).

Our 4Cs Ain’t Your CCCC

The Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) is the abbreviated
acronym that identifies America’s national professionalizing body of composition,
rhetoric, and writing studies. When orally represented, CCCC is pronounced “four-Cs.”

However, in the parlance of the YouTube natural hair community, whenever vloggers,
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lurkers, and channel subscribers refer to “four-Cs” it is meant as the common designation
for afro-textured hair types and constitutes one of the many categories of hair types
devised by Andre Walker (celebrity stylist and personal hairdresser to Oprah Winfrey). In
his book Andre Talks Hair, Walker charts his highly influential taxonomy of hair types.
The straightest of these types is type 1, with type 4 being the least straight (Walker 30).
These four types are broken down into subcategories (a, b, and c¢) in order to reflect the
spectrum of curl patterns (or lack thereof) within each type.

* Type 1 hair is straight and reflects the most sheen and is the most robust of all of
the hair types. It is difficult to damage and nearly impossible to curl. Because the
natural oil produced in the sebaceous glands of the scalp works its way from the
scalp to the ends without the interference of curls or kinks, it is the most oily hair
texture of all.

* Type 2 hair is wavy hair and lies somewhere between straight and curly hair,
imparts more sheen than curly hair, though not as much as straight hair. Wavy
hair is more prone to frizz. While type 2A wavy hair can easily alternate between
straight and curly styles, 2B and 2C wavy hair is more resistant to styling.

* Type 3 hair is curly hair and has a definite “S” shape. Depending on whether or
not a person has 3a, 3b, or 3¢ hair the “S” shaper may be more of a lower case “s”
rather than an upper case. Type 3 hair types are full bodied, become more humid
according to climate, and are more damage-prone than type 1 and type 2 hair
textures; improper care may result in lackluster curls.

* Type 4 hair is usually referred to as “nappy” or “kinky” hair, is actually the finest
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of the hair types. Despite what many people may think, this tightly coiled hair is
extremely fine and fragile. It is delicate by nature. In the absence of conditioning
products and moisture sealants, each strand usually has a zigzag pattern. Kinky
hair is prone to dryness and requires a gentle touch with minimal combing, and
then only after the hair is detangled, thoroughly coated to promote slippage, and
dripping wet. For the 4c type, regular combing under any other circumstances is
like giving a coily-haired individual a daily, mini haircut. This is why such huge
misconceptions exist about this hair type not growing at the same rate as other
textures. However, it is more wiry and breaks much more readily than other
textures if not intensively conditioned and treated to increase pliability and
softness. This hair type must be treated tenderly, to avoiding harsh tools,

chemicals, or styling techniques.

Depending on whatever environmental pressures and genetic permutations present

themselves, people of African descent have hair that varies across a wide spectrum of

textures, from coily to curly and wavy to straight. The phenotypic expressions for these

varying hair textures appear in the package of amino acids that form the keratin proteins

in hair. In most African Americans, this gene package for hair is genetically coded for

tightly curled, super coily strands. James C. King details the generally held scientific

knowledge of racial phenotypes in The Biology of Race. Hair phenotypes in African-

descended populations vary widely, as the evolutionary reasons behind hair texture have

been determined by the selection pressures needed for human adaptation to the earth’s

tremendous geographical expanse across climates and environments (King 148). The
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coily, springy quality of afro-textured hair is believed by evolutionary biologists to have
been initiated due to an adaptive need for protection against the intense ultraviolet
radiation of Africa. Because of and in addition to this adaptive need, afro-textured hair is
relatively sparse and, combined with its springy coil structure, results in an airy, almost
sponge-like appearance and feel, resulting in the increased circulation of cool air onto the
scalp. Modern day human beings’ hominid ancestors, who once lived across the open
savannah, are believed to have developed this trait in order to regulate body-temperature.
For these reasons, afro-textured hair does not respond as easily to moisture and sweat as
straight hair does and, rather than sticking to the neck and scalp when wet, tends to retain
its basic springy puffiness, except when it is completely saturated. The smaller the curl
pattern and more porous the hair shaft, the more quickly and efficiently the hair helps
dissipate heat from the scalp, thereby keeping the body cool in extremely hot conditions.
These coily strands tend to curl in on themselves when they are not spiraling up and out,
and are more architectural and less flowing than other types of hair. Obviously this trait
becomes less common as geographic adaptation occurs. Also, human curl patterns loosen
and become less pronounced as genetic hybridization takes place. The trait may have also
been kept in certain gene pools and favored for sexual selection based on visual and
tactile attraction, which may have further contributed to coily hair’s ubiquity in certain
regions.

Given the social and environmental influences on human cultures, along with the
attendant desire to develop technologies intended to manipulate and maneuver around

“nature,” hair no longer serves an immediate need for evolutionary adaptation and
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survival in a modern world. Dick Hebdige shows in his seminal work Subculture: The
Meaning of Style that the semiotics of people’s fashion choices allows us to recognize
hair’s ability to convey specific social messages (117). Yet, despite the complications of
history, there are those who think some black people’s preoccupation with the politics of
hair should not be a subject for serious inquiry, as hair is only for ornamental or
decorative purposes. This preoccupation has developed out of issues stemming from
Eurocentric framings of the racialized other, which have been reinforced and

reinterpreted through the lens of film culture.

Refraction/Reflection: Film Techne and Black Aura

When conducting a Google search for the terms “African,” “American.” and “cute”
(without quotation marks), over a million hits are produced. The first hits are associated
with black women’s hairstyles, followed by hits for baby names. As mentioned earlier,
objects valued for their cottony soft, fuzzy, round, pufty, or open qualities are visual
indicators of cuteness. Well cared for afro hair that is allowed to grow out evenly and
untangled possess these qualities — as if resembling the shape of a halo. This type of
visuality has an aural quality that, when apprehended for view by the refraction of light,
transmits a hazy, luminous, glowing presence. The critical theory associated with this
variation on cuteness as a visual and spatial rhetoric can be explicated through Walter
Benjamin’s theory of aura, which may serve to de-delineate present understandings of
black hair politics. In “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,”
Benjamin argues that the authenticity and uniqueness of images, over time, become

compromised as a result of their reproducibility. This reproduction gives off an aural
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quality, which becomes attached to the perceived authenticity or cultural value of objects
through the external attributes of proprietorship and public exposure. Benjamin makes
clear that a thing’s authenticity
is the essence of all that is transmissible from its beginning, ranging from its
substantive duration to its testimony to the history which it has experienced. Since
the historical testimony rests on the authenticity, the former, too, is jeopardized by
reproduction when substantive duration ceases to matter. And what is really
jeopardized when the historical testimony is affected is the authority of the object.
One might subsume the eliminated element in the term “aura” and go on to say:
that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work
of art.... One might generalize by saying: the technique of reproduction detaches
the reproduced object from the domain of tradition. (221).
For Benjamin, as in the case of the photographic portrait of the dearly departed, aura is
not only connected to the blurrings resulting from the close proximity of reproducible
objects, but is defined as a “phenomenon of a distance, however close it may be” (222).
Benjamin shows aura as a basic affective sense. Here is where the stylistic form of
cuteness converges with the affective pathos of empathetic content and is received as
sentiment. If what Benjamin reveals about objects is in any way valid, we would have to
accept the category of “afro” within this constellation of cultural artifacts regarded as
authentic. In effect, the afro has come full circle (all puns intended) as an object taken at
face value, meaning nothing in particular, other than a mundane sign of everydayness.

Since the afro’s initial appearance and subsequent overexposure from sensational media
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framings of political radicalism and racial conflict, not to mention countless
appropriations in the form of blacksploitation movies and television presentations
featuring popular soul music icons, the mainstream might finally have become more
accustomed to seeing black people appear in the public sphere. Currently, the affective
display of afros are now judged almost as much for their kitsch appeal, as they are seen to
convey a perfectly contemporary image of model minority representation that is
altogether different from the stereotypes of militancy and social defiance once associated
with the black people (especially black women) wearing their hair naturally.

Afro aurality, then, can be understood as an “eliminated element” (Benjamin 221)
in American cinema culture. In American film, the classic Hollywood grammar of light
and color mimics that of the continental European value system that is based on hoarding
relics for their supposed intrinsic worth because the tarnish-resistant luster of gold is
thought to maintain an everlasting good and is supposedly reflective of the unique quality
of the sun that shines from the heavens. Through the repetition of material and political
actions aimed at securing this end, we accept as natural and innate what has been
histrionically injected into the culture. Perhaps once it was true, under the dominion of
the Roman Catholic Church, that “art” could only be seen as the western representation
of the Christian God, Himself. The orthodoxy of Christian icon making created a
tradition in which all crafted images had to be “in the image of God” or, otherwise, an
inspiration for the singular goal of attaining heaven. For an “art” object to be ordained as
such, it either had to be covered, framed, stitched, woven, soldered, or forged with some

measure of gold. This was considered the “essence” by which the work of “art” was
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invested with value. In order for film to achieve the rank of “art,” the idea of “beauty
itself had to designate a cinematic sign system of images in keeping with this western
belief system. The Old World cultural heritage of European Empire outlines these
contours of cultural ideals associated with the Christian tradition. The framing and
overlaying of religious icons with gold serves as a reflection of the western history of
iconoclastic wars and the hoarding of relics for their divine properties prototypically
produced presupposes the institution of worldly materiality that is free from blemish.
Today, the gold standard as a system of universal exchange has largely disappeared
alongside the orthodoxy of beliefs that once glorified the “nature” of currency exchange
systems according to occidental predilections. World capitalism yet remains within the
horizon of western metaphysics through the ceaseless commodification of all sign
systems of knowledge transmission always remaining inside our perceptions even as we
are beginning to realize the finite nature of what was once thought to have eternal worth.
As aresult, Hollywood techne mimics the previous role of the church and has
subsequently installed its own pantheon of constellations in its place. In order to invent a
cinema world with aura and myth, the “light” of the absolute partly returns to us through
Hollywood’s racialized imagery of earthly desire.

In Film Form: Essays in Film Theory and The Film Sense, Sergei Eisenstein
discusses the meaning of light and color at great length, especially as it pertains to
yellow. Yellow took on special significance in western culture through the Christian
tradition. It was the color associated with wanton love. Yellow was the color that Judas

was often depicted in. According to Eisenstein, our present ideas of yellow connect to the
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attitudes about gold, as a symbol of “highest value” and reveals the presence of a belief
system that places its faith in a “higher,” supposedly eternal reality of heaven, where life
after death ultimately serves the Christian principles of worldly transcendence (127). The
notion of a golden horizon serves as a popular metaphor that signifies formalist
associations with the sun and the stars (Eisenstein 127). Eisenstein expounds:

However, the most interesting light cast on these “symbolic meanings” of

yellow comes from the fact that, essentially it was not yellow, as a colour

that determined them. We have shown that in antiquity this interpretation

arose as an automatic antipode to the sun-motivated positive tone of

yellow. (134)

The above passage explains the value historically assigned to the blonde Hollywood
starlet as emblematic of the “desired.” Few cinematic tropes are more recognized than the
beautiful female protagonist played by the Hollywood starlet illuminated by the glow of
radiant blonde hair.

Eisenstein, of course, is not only speaking of gold, but is also speaking in terms of
other representations of yellow. He also recognizes the slippage of these positive
connotations of yellow into that of decay when he argues, “on the other hand, [yellow is]
extremely liable to contamination, and produces a very disagreeable effect if it is sullied.
[...] Thus, the colour of sulphur, which inclines to green, has something unpleasant in it”
(136). Here is where yellow makes the turn to its more decadent spectral neighbor,
green. This is where associations with the self-evident effect of bodily decay appear, such

as in the case of jaundice, pus, mucous, bile, urine. At this point on the color scale,
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Eisenstein demonstrates, correlations to the blonde body fade and are devalued as a
representation of the abject, as in the case of the counterfeit peroxide blonde. These
semiotic connotations of formal film culture continue on the digital screen, but cannot
beimposed on everyone because there is always a level of social agency, allowing for
resistance and innovation. Which is why cute black hair care/politics does not necessarily
equate successful performances of feminine beauty with whoever has longest, blondest,
swingiest, sun-shiniest hairstyle.

As discussed earlier, the appearance of black hairstyles are more or less mediated
through traditional, hegemonic gender norms. (Though in the case of black hair care,
there are always some black men who wear long, flowing styles on occasion, just as there
are always a number of black women who sport closely-cropped or even shaved styles.)
Baldness is a very popular style for many black women, whether lesbian or straight, and
is considered an attractive look by a great deal of heterosexual African American men.
Judith Butler also contributes a useful theory to map out cuteness as a performative
phenomenon through her articulations of the “real.” According to Butler’s discussion of
the late 1980s and early 1990s social phenomenon of black gay drag balls, in which a
variety of queer black men compete in gender-bending competitions (as depicted by
documentarian Jenny Livingston in Paris is Burning), what is defined as “realness”

is not exactly a category in which one competes; it is a standard that is used to

judge any given performance within the established categories. And yet what

determines the effect of realness is the ability to compel belief, to produce the

naturalized effect. This effect is itself the result of and embodiment of norms, a
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reiteration of norms, and impersonation of racial and class norms, a norm which is

at once a figure, a figure of a body, which is no particular body but a

morphological ideal that remains the standard which regulates the performance,

but which no performance fully approximates. (129)

This passage above speaks to descriptive gender categories that exceed the male/female
binary in the context of transgender performances, thus making the case that long flowing
hair has no essential quality that makes it inherently more feminine than any other kind of
hair.

Among the most popular vlog topics on YouTube at present are the discussions of
African American women who have embarked upon their very own “natural hair
journey” or have discovered some new miracle product that has finally knocked their
kinky curls into place. In these scenarios there are already a number of recurrent tropes,
often bordering on cliché. Many posts in this genre of video blogs are structured
according to the following narrative arc: “Hey Guys! It’s me and blah, blah, blah. My
hair is blah, blah, blah. And it won’t ever blah, blah, blah no matter how much I try to
blah, blah, blah. Bye Guys!” Usually, though, the vlog channels engaging this particular
genre of African American digital rhetoric include a musical video montage of a black
woman’s hair growing cycle, beginning with her longest relaxed hair length, and
continuing through the growing out of her non-chemicalized, natural hair. Usually
featuring an event known as “the big chop” (which appears to the uninitiated as a sudden,
radically close cropped haircut), the “hair journey” is often framed by these “natural

community” hair bloggers as the culmination of some sort of trauma resulting in
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meaningful transformation. Whether it is cosmetic (severe hair damage from chemicals,
health, or environmental factors), social (new career, geographical relocation, or
professional change), or personal (romantic transition or new baby), this narrative arc
within the black hair tutorial vlog genre has become a staple. Through the reinvention of
social networking options available through YouTube channel subscriptions, the
fundamentally human desire to see people on screen who resemble the self is fulfilled,
becoming its own genre.
According to Carolyn R. Miller, YouTube natural hair tutorials constitute a genre.
For Miller, “genres serve as keys to understanding how to participate in the actions of a
community” (165). Genres emerge from social contexts that are interpretable through
meaningful rules along a continuum of formalist concerns of “higher” and “lower”
substances. Genre is always mediating private intentions and social exigence. Genre,
Miller writes, “motivates by connecting the private with the public, the singular and
recurrent” (163) and is mediated by culture. In light of Miller’s notions about genre, these
“natural YouTubers” are creating a framework for social action through their own video
channels in order to challenge the assumptions about naturally occurring black hair
growth, texture, and beauty. The cultural anthropologist Ginetta Condelario explains:
The importance of hair as a defining race marker highlights the centrality of
beauty practices. Hair, after all, is an alterable sign. Hair that is racially
compromising can be mitigated with care and styling. Skin color and facial
features, conversely, are less pliant or not as easily altered” (129, emphasis

added).
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This racial “compromising” Condelario speaks of in the case of hair, has to do with a
type of “trade-off” or socially agreed upon mode of exchange in which some elements are
lost so that others can be gained. In the commercial beauty industry, from the training of
beauticians to the development, marketing, and packaging of products, black hair care
proficiency and the awareness of the mechanical techniques and application of tools and
substances that bring out the optimal physical properties of the range of black hair types
have been largely neglected. This should come as no surprise since the technologies of
hair “artifice and alteration... are mediated by racial, sexual, class, political, and
geographic cultures and locations” (Condelario 128). Thus, beauty shops function as sites
of both cultural and identity production. This is especially the case for salons targeted
toward black women. This racialization of the community institutions that are hair salons
should be taken into account whenever we consider the centuries of global colonialism,
slavery, imperialism, and neocolonialism, which paradoxically label African bodies as
unsightly and undesirable while simultaneously also marking them as hypersexualized,
exotic, and titillating.

The videos posted by natural hair YouTubers are aimed at reversing this negative
stigma and giving fellow site users the tools for effecting the most natural, least
chemically altered, aesthetically (both visually and tactilely) pleasing hair by imparting
the tools and techniques found to be most effective and conducive to this goal. By and
large, in the world of the YouTube natural hair care community, black women are not
there to give each other grief. A good ethos is essential to contributing. What is most

interesting about this is the discursive ethics of theYouTube natural hair care community,
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as evidenced by the natural YouTubers’ comment threads. Invariably defying the hipster-
cool cynicism, random lack of civility, and generally vitriolic commentary for which
YouTube is so infamous, the etiquette of the black hair care community expresses
simply, if you cannot say anything nice, say nothing at all. Of course, this is not to say
that the conversation is comprised of banalities and bland pleasantries. In fact, the videos
presented through the natural YouTube community work to implicitly and explicitly
critique the dominant cultural discourses of white capitalist, hetero-normative, patriarchal
culture and are dedicated to the circulation of technical, practical, and philosophical
knowledge production. Otherwise known as phronesis, the practical wisdom of black hair
care/politics are re/searched, re/covered, tested, exchanged, and evaluated in the public
plural space of YouTube, thus ending the longstanding history of black women’s hair
care as only occupying the quarters of homo-socially gendered, all-black zones of privacy
and defying the politics that once assigned only stigma and shame.

In this genre of vlogging, anonymity is difficult if one wishes to productively
contribute to the conversation. It is interesting to point out that this mode of discourse is
the opposite of the general level of discourse comprising much of YouTube. Absent from
the plural public sphere of YouTube natural hair vlogging are the usual blatant attacks on
subscribers’ individual identities. No matter what kind of hair situation is presented,
homophobic, sexist, or racist rants are summarily deleted. There exists a community
consensus that trolling is not to be tolerated, though critical feedback is fine as long as it
is couched within a constructive framework. Inquiry is welcome and participants are

invited to offer analysis and critique that continually problematizes materials presented to
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and by others. This community of black women makes possible a context where civility
rules, even in a media format that is notorious for virulent sarcasm and a rancor. These
black female YouTubers uphold the basic foundational decorum that all speech is not
equal, nor does every opinion deserve to be espoused or promoted. If a constructive
solution is not the intent of one’s comments, one is banned from participating.
Establishing identification with resemblance to oneself among other natural bloggers is
an initial step in the process of participation in this hair community. In fact, for coilier
hair-types (such as 3a-c and 4a-c hair categories), healthy hair can only be evaluated after
first locating a “hair twin” or vlogger whose hair length and texture most closely
resembles one’s own. Needless to say, hate speech is strongly discouraged and monitored
in favor of supportive, affirming feedback, which is a fundamental logos of this genre.
The genre of natural black hair care tutorial vlogs fulfill a similar role of social
action as the American Negro Exhibit, “Types of American Negroes, Georgia” was
displayed at the 1900 Paris Exhibition and was assembled by none other than the seminal
scholar and author of The Souls of Black Folks himself, WEB Du Bois. The art historian
and cultural critic Shawn Michelle Smith traces the historical and visual legacy of this
exhibition of photographs, which featured individual and group portraits of middle-class
Georgia blacks commissioned by Du Bois and captured by the African American
photographer Thomas E. Askew of Atlanta (Smith 13). Smith claims that Du Bois made a
special point to showcasing Askew’s race in tandem with his technical craft through the
inclusion of the photographer’s own self-portrait. By doing this, Du Bois made a point

regarding African American capability, beauty, and cultural refinement as a central focus
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in the photographic representations of race (Smith 5). Also according to Smith, Du Bois
sought to structure a new process of racial identification, aimed at productively resisting
the hegemonic materiality of the “color line as the marker of social and economic divides
engendered by slavery, segregation, colonialism, and imperialism” (Smith 1). Throughout
this exhibition, the project of showing a wide range of physical types of black subjects
was central to providing what Smith describes as “a counterarchive that challenges a long
legacy of racist taxonomy, intervening in turn of the century ‘race science’ by offering
competing evidence” (Smith 2).

In his essay “The Body and the Archive,” Allan Sekula examines photography’s
effects of upholding notions of the private individual. Sekula’s reference to the honorific
functions of photography makes clear distinctions between the bureaucratizing effects of
photographic subjects from individuals into types through the repressive effects of
criminal mugshots, licensure photos, and clinical profiles. According to Shawn Michelle
Smith, it is this split between the private/public, type/individual dichotomies that marks
the color-line politics of the American photographic archives and thus delineates and
translates the cultural expectations associated with categories of class, color, and gender.
Indeed a direct and linear line from the technology of photography as a #yping mechanism
exists. In “The Ethic of the Spectator: The Citizenry of Photography” Ariella Azoulay
explains that signs and disputes over their meanings attest to the fact that a photograph
can never speak for itself. Moreover, what is seen in the photograph is never an
immediate given, as meaning must be constructed and agreed upon (as in the case of

racial meaning).
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As these varying theoretical ideas would have it, it is chiefly through
photography’s function as a main tool of scientific inquiry that we accept socially
constructed agreements about race. As Smith notes, it was not enough for Du Bois to
merely frame the “American Negro” as a range of types, but specifically, he sought to
mediate the image of black people against racial typing or stereotypes. As the
pseudoscientific discourses of Du Bois’s day held it, blacks were seen as inherently
criminal, biologically predisposed to theft, sexually loose, and incapable of fidelity. What
should be clearer to us today is the idea that this obsession with the racist trope of black
criminality was merely presented as a type of decoy in service to the extreme poverty
afflicting African Americans’ material circumstances and used to justify Jim Crow and
lynching — not to mention as a cover-up to downplay centuries of miscegenation initiated
by upper-class, white male slave owners. Dubois enlisted photography to dispute these
racist canards by presenting historical and sociological evidence countering such claims.
Aware of the persuasive power of the photographic imagery made available through
Frances Galton’s series of composite mugshots portraying the facial traits of the innately
criminal as well as the ever expanding gallery of mugshots featuring black faces, Du Bois
sought to intervene. In the initial selection of African Americans were those who DuBois
believed could be framed most flatteringly and persuasively against the prevailing visual
tropes of the day. In this first round of photographs, Askew shot his tightly framed,
expressionless photographic subjects from the shoulders up, both frontally and in profile,
against a plain backdrop. By posing his subjects against a plain gray background, lacking

visual amenities or set decor, DuBois and Askew repeated the very same repressive
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effects produced by the types of images taken for prison record mugshots.

Eventually, however, Du Bois adds significant changes to his counterarchive. He
did this by incorporating elements like lacework table coverings, heavy damask
draperies, signature stained glass fixtures, and other fashionable embellishments and
furnishings typical of the late Victorian period most. To signify individual class
propriety, dignity, and social decorum, Askew eventually developed more elaborate shots
featuring the accoutrements of modern, middle-class commodity culture. Little by little,
the subjects’ bodies are represented in greater quantity and detail and are surrounded by
overstuffed furniture, floral carpets, and leather-bound tomes. Elegant sconces and heavy
draperies become more prominently displayed. The repressive mugshot gradually gives
way to the honorific portrait. His use of the aural quality of portrait photography
suggests that Du Bois believed class was more important than race and that white middle-
class viewing audiences could in some way self-identify with blacks on the legal basis of
social relations mediated by the possession of private property.

This objectification of racial and class status as based on the ownership of
property stands in contradiction to the stereotype of black women as being framed as
either the completely domesticated and sexually neutered mammy) or the
hypersexualized, wantonly available prostitute. This is a much less examined issue that
speaks to Du Bois’s selection of the type of figure models he sought out and relates to the
Negro Exhibit’s legacy of idealized black beauty and by extension the values associated
with black womanhood in general. The examples of “typical” African Americans chosen

by Du Bois were all rather exceptionally attractive. However, this framing of
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attractiveness is rather narrowly defined, as most of the African Americans featured were
extremely light skinned, with loosely curled to wavy hair. For instance, the women’s
massive tresses are piled high atop their heads in the fashionable “Gibson” style buns
with curls and tendrils prettily arranged while, in the case of many of the little girls, coifs
are hanging past shoulder length and tied in long ponytails with expensive ribbons. The
hair of the men and boys, meanwhile, is neatly parted and slicked down to a glossy shine.
It makes sense that Du Bois would want to depict exceptionally attractive models
in order to display the “American Negro” in the most flattering and appealing manner,
but it is also interesting to consider the fact that his models are so light with hair so
straight that a great many of them could pass for “white” individuals. As Smith points
out, Du Bois’s photographic assemblage of mixed-race individuals contests visual codes
of his day, thereby revealing a racial taxonomy based in a fiction of images upholding the
idea that “black” people and “white” people are easily distinguished and visually
apprehended as separate categories (62). Since blacks and whites could be shown as not
necessarily distinguishable, Du Bois employs the visuality of photographic evidence to
undermine the color-coded politics of American culture. In fact, were it not for the title of
the exhibit proclaiming the “Negro-ness” of the photographic the viewers would have
been hard pressed to identify their racial identities. This also indicates Du Bois’s aim to
confuse the racial identification of the white audiences in and of themselves, while
visually appealing to European aesthetic tastes and inciting questions about the arbitrary

basis upon which America’s racial caste system stands.
Y
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Paradoxically, because of this powerful regime of controlling images, the specter
of the tragic mulatto/a (born of sexual impropriety and signified for her elicit desirability)
is represented all throughout the exhibit, despite the pains taken by Du Bois to counter
this profoundly dominant ideological structure. Du Bois’s choice to take on some of the
most pernicious myths associated with black people, and black women in particular, says
much about the historical legacy of allegedly insatiable black female sexuality. This has
long functioned in the regime of American white supremacist discourse. Racist claims
regarding black womens’ “naturally” sexual deviant attitudes have historically played a
significant role in the system of American labor production and have similarly been
pivotal in the racialized, gendered binaries of hegemonic appropriations of femininity and
heterocentric normality (Collins 83). Through the ethnographic gaze of Du Bois’s
“American Negro Exhibit,” a reflection upon the motivations behind whiteness’s claims
of racial purity traces out the racialized conceits supporting white supremacist thinking
that maintains the idea that there would be greater racial equality if only “blacks” could
become more pure like “whites.” Unfortunately, as can be ascertained by the plethora of
images depicting black deviance still populating the modern media landscape, the
“American Negro Exhibit” may have only served as a means of reinforcing the white
standard beauty ideal. The effects of these controlling images have had the effect of
situating black women in the position of having no rights that any man (let alone one who
is white) ever needs to respect. For this reason, the “American Negro Exhibit” images
placed in the Paris Exposition by Du Bois includes many images of African American

women dressed modestly, though expensively, in the most fashionable clothing of the
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day. Usually, in frames with adult women, wedding bands are prominently displayed in
order to convey the social (and moral) status of the model.

The Victorian sense of sexual propriety was also emphasized through the lens of
childhood. The children of the “American Negro Exhibit” are cherubically conceived,
embodying the moral sentiment associated with the sanctity of the family. They are not
“cute” in the modern sense but are nonetheless posed as miniature adults. However,
according to Lori Merish, “[t]he modern cult of the cute has clear antecedents in the
Victorian cult of the child,” indicating a spectacle of class status and display (188). In the
case of the Du Bois exhibit, cuteness performs the dual cultural functions of disavowing
mulatto/a eroticism through “the sublimation of adults’ erotic feelings toward children”
(Merrish 188) but also creating a sense of detached affection for the object that is
sentimentally likeable, but sufficiently unlike the self. In keeping with this Victorian
sensibility toward childhood, as Shawn Michelle Smith determines, the photographer

must have been especially adept at putting [young children] at ease, for these

young girls and boys appear perfectly at home in their little bodies, without the
awkward gangliness of youth; their expressions are soft and composed. Even tiny
children, in long baptismal gowns that swallow their limbs, appear rather self-
possessed in their propped-up positions. Despite their adult composure and poise,
however, the children in these photographs are supported by a much larger array
of props and objects than Askew’s adults. It is as if the narrative of their lives has

not yet fully developed enough to stand on its own, or to be represented by their
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bodies, and need some formal scripting in order to be communicated to the

viewer. (71)

In order to engage this narrative of the black body and that of the black child, in
particular, Du Bois does not select all of the children featured in the “Negro Exhibit” for
their very light skin tones or wavy hair patterns. Some of the child models sport kinky
afro hair, in plaited or twisted styles. In the contemporary imagination, the value to the
health of hair constructed into intricately twined hairstyles is not understood in
mainstream American beauty culture because the range of physical textures of black hair
types span such a wide spectrum of curl patterns and cuticle thicknesses and adapt to
chemical and mechanical manipulation with such versatility. (Perhaps it is for this reason
that natural hairstyles on some black women, for instance, can be negatively viewed as
“childish” or “silly”” and harshly judged as unfeminine or unprofessional.) Together,

Du Bois and Askew work to refute the idea of black children being cast as so-called
“pickaninnies,” condemned to a world of motherless destitution or fatherless illegitimacy.
In the words of Shawn Michelle Smith, “[t]hese children are neither frivolous nor
unkempt; indeed, they are already studious, lost in contemplation” (Smith 72). Du Bois
shows black children as well cared for and securely nurtured.

Much of how we perceive the body occus through a visual (and object oriented)
acquisition of images. For the most part, we “take in” our surroundings through the way
our eyes’ optical cones transmit light to the brain’s visual cortex. Although hair is an
external sign of the body, human beings tend to make assessments about people’s

personal health and vitality by their amount of hair. On the one hand (especially from a
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European worldview) healthy hair is thought of as long and flowing. Therefore, in the
general discourse, talk about the “condition” of hair is done so in terms of hair’s ability to
reflect light and shine. The hair of many African descended people is not flowing and
does not grow long; coily hair refracts light, is more architectural, and grows wide.
Throughout Black Looks, bell hooks argues that black visual rhetors have historically
responded to the negative conceptualizations of African Americans, which have been
philosophically based on the 19" century white supremacist ideology. Black visual
rhetors have sought to answer this racist thinking through a collective will to “produce a
counter-hegemonic art that would challenge white representations of ‘blackness’ ... that
would convey complexity of experience and feeling” (133). Hooks establishes the idea
that a valuable counterarchive has since emerged, as she demonstrates how such African
American visual agency “subvert[s] the negation of the black body that is imposed by
white supremacy,” and rather glorifies it (hooks 137). Building on the works of hooks,
Shawn Michelle Smith documents the ways that African Americans have seen fit to
assemble a similar counterarchive of “race photography.” Smith shows how both African
American photographers and archivists, in their own right, went to great lengths to show
a more flattering (more realistic) range of African American visual representations. While
all of humanity genetically traces its origins to Africa, African Americans are even more
closely linked to the continent, phenotypically speaking, by their hair. The fechne of
black hair care was once among the most private and secretive practices of black folk life.
Today, like no time before, the appearance of the ordinarily occurring growth of

unbraided black hair has become completely public — even mainstream — as black women
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have begun illuminating their own identities in the digital sphere. It is interesting to see
how class performances and gender roles among African Americans morph and adapt,
given the public plural space that comprises YouTube. How cultural values are changing
and being changed through the multimodal pedagogy of black hair tutorial vlogs

continues to have impact on the quality of lives for millions of African American women.

Reclaiming Outsourced Hair Care Politics
In Chris Rock’s satirical documentary, Good Hair, the comedian journeys from the black
hair salons of Los Angeles to South Asia to discover the origin of the most highly prized
commodity in the black hair care industry, human hair from India. Rock and his director,
Jeff Stilson, provide an entry into the world of Hindu religious ritual sacrifices of hair and
how it provides ample opportunity for lucrative profits on the part of global hair
entrepreneurs, as they fly across the Pacific with suitcases crammed with recently sheared
tresses. Instead of further investigating the “roots” of this political economy, the film’s
comedic approach excessively focuses on visual gags such as the scene featuring Chris
Rock awkwardly balanced atop an ox-drawn cart in downtown Calcutta. The central
theme of the film focuses on black women who spend thousands of dollars achieving the
appearance of long, straight, European hair through lye-based chemical relaxers. Rock
and Stilson track the outrageous fortunes expended in pursuit of this singular goal. What
is downplayed is the tremendous number of black women rejecting this narrow
interpretation of beauty and seeking to shine a light on the their own self-presentations.

In this new generation of black hair care advocates, there is a return to the “old-

fashioned” concoctions that mimic the early twentieth century recipes used by previous

98



generations of black women in an age before thermal styling and relaxers were widely
available. African American women from the agrarian world of the early 1900s through
to the Depression designed and developed their own mixtures for the maintenance of
their hair. During that time, there were no Walgreen’s or Sally’s Beauty Supply stores
where one could simply purchase a pre-packaged product with a pretty brown-skinned
model depicted on the box. Blending the right moisturizers and sealants for the hair was,
for the majority of rural blacks, an extremely personal enterprise — inspired by necessity
and utilizing ingredients easily found in one’s back yard or kitchen. Natural components
in these beauty concoctions included eggs, honey, vinegar, milks, and teas, not to
mention locally foraged plants of many varieties like rosemary, sage, and aloe. The
personal care of one’s hair was often entrusted to members of the community who were
recognized for their “growing hands” and respected for their know-how concerning the
application of tools and techniques that would accentuate the optimal health of the range
of black hair types. In fact, hairdressers were sought after as much for their technical
proficiencies with hot combs as they were for their skills as an apothecary. But for the
most part, black hair had a do-it-yourself ethic.

Today, most products targeted toward naturally occurring afro-textured hair

99 ¢ 99 Cey

consumers are marketed as “custards,” “puddings,” “soufflés,” “meringues,” “jams,”
“jelly’s,” “butters,” and “creams.” Using this rhetoric of food, these products — which are
often sweet to the taste and heavily suffused with agave nectars, aloe juice, avocado,

botanical teas and extracts, and high quality, consumable plant oils — fulfill the promise

of what their packages advertise. They moisturize, shape, seal, and define the spiraling
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patterns of (super curly, coily) hair-types 3 and 4 — all for a price, of course. Fortunately,
if one has the time and inclination, YouTube videos showing how many of these products
can be authentically replicated are dedicated to sharing practical knowledge of how
anyone may concoct their own organic, naturally derived (practically edible) hair recipes.
In so doing, black women are using the plural public space of YouTube to challenge the
economics of black hair care politics. Black women are reclaiming involvement with
their own hair and are no longer relinquishing control of their personal and cultural well-
beings to the style trends and fashion whims of the beauty marketing industry. Work that
was once outsourced to “licensed professionals” has been brought back home, to the
intimate spaces of kitchens and lavatories. It is thus beginning to more consciously
problematize the global ethics of the human hair trade. Through these pedagogical
publics of new media, many of these issues are being thrashed out in the social networks,
thus indicating the potential for reclaiming the personal activity of caring for afro-
textured hair, once deemed too time consuming and work intensive to become a site of

leisure and community.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
CUTIFIED HIP-HOP AND MULTIMODAL COMPOSITION

“Teachers who have a vision of democratic education assume that learning is never confined
solely to an institutionalized classroom. Rather than embodying the conventional false
assumption that the university setting is not the ‘real world’ and teaching accordingly,

the democratic educator breaks through the false construction of the corporate university
as set apart from real life and seeks to re-envision schooling as always a part of our real
world experience, and our real life. Embracing the concept of a democratic education
we see teaching and learning as taking place constantly.”

bell hooks

Cutified Composition and Race

The field of English composition has come into its own in the cultural milieu following
the liberation and student movements, characteristic of the late-middle twentieth century.
In this way, the subject of cuteness as a racial decorum relates quite directly to the field
of English studies, as it can be readily argued that the disciplinary ethos of rhetoric and
composition parallels the discursive trajectory of the Civil Rights Movement. This
paradigm shift, referred to as process pedagogy, is evidenced by the field’s subsequent
grappling with these cross-disciplinary concerns. In our field, the concerns of this shift
are articulated most explicitly in the series of conversations between the Brazilian
educator Paulo Freire and the compositionist Ira Shor in their collaborative effort 4
Pedagogy of Liberation: Dialogues on Transforming Education. In one particularly
compelling section of the book, Shor and Freire revisit the issue of teacher-student power
relations in their discussion regarding the distinction between teacher authority and

teacher authoritarianism (91). In this exchange, Freire and Shor express how important it
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is for educators and academics not to attempt bringing about the “liberating process” by
way of an extreme relaxation of teacher-student roles that relinquishes the educator
responsibility of providing a stable, dependable learning environment for her/his pupils
(92). On the other hand, Freire is sure to reiterate his point, made previously in Pedagogy
of the Oppressed, regarding how culturally left academics adopt a quasi-Stalinist stance
of trying to impose rote memorization of “revolutionary” principles onto their students by
promoting a sense of noncritical adoration for the charismatic and all-knowing “master
teacher” who in actuality ends up repressing a truly liberating educational experience for
students (73).

As other rhetoric and composition scholars have joined in the conversation with
Freire and Shor, figures such as Mina P. Shaughnessy in her work Errors and
Expectations, Geneva Smitherman in Talkin that Talk: African American Language and
Culture, Victor Villanueva in Bootstraps, as well as edited collections such as African
American Rhetoric(s): Interdisciplinary Perspectives (Richardson and Jackson, eds.),
Rhetoric and Ethnicity (Gilyard and Nunley, eds.), and Writing in Multicultural Settings
(Severino, Guerra, Butler), the disciplinary ethos of composition studies seems to be
dedicated to the project of multiculturalism (to a large extent). Keith Gilyard devotes an
entire volume to the issue in his auto-ethnography, Voices of the Self: A Study of
Language Competence, in which he documents the various voices that he has come to
possess throughout his educational and academic sojourn, as well as tackling the broader
subject of historical and linguistic frames through which social and scholastic worth has

come to be assessed, measured, and ultimately, evaluated.
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Sharon Crowley discusses the impact of ancient rhetoric’s connection to modern
democratic discourses in detail in her book, Toward a Civil Discourse: Rhetoric and
Fundamentalism. Crowley explores the foundations of how early thinkers such as
Aristotle, Isocrates, Gorgias, and Cicero all held the common idea that rhetoric serves as
an application of language that “intervenes in some way in the beliefs and practices in the
community it serves... [and] conceived as produced and circulated within a network of
social and civic discourses, practices, images, and events” (27). For the purposes of this
dissertation, I am taking up the issue of images that intervene in tandem with the
Aristotelian understanding of rhetoric, as it is closely tied to the strong liberal arts
educational tradition that remains the heart of our democratic system. Richard Lanham
takes up the converging subject of civic and digital culture even more specifically in The
Electronic Word: Democracy, Technology, and the Arts. Regarding the impact of
diversity on democratic ideals, he wonders:

Can we democratize the liberal arts without trivializing them? Up to now, our

answer has been... don’t really democratize them; it can’t be done; proceed as we

always have — what else can we do, eternal verities being our special product? —

and let all these “nontraditional” students learn our ways as best they can. (103)
Trashing students for their inability to fit into traditional modes of white, upper-class,
heteronormative culture is simply not acceptable and dismisses the greater purpose of
rhetoric. Ultimately, Lanham recognizes that “[p]olitical and economic pressures have
now become too insistent” to dismiss the nontraditional students and concludes that the

field of rhetoric is “required to find really new ways to widen access to the liberal arts
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without trivializing them” (103). Lanham’s affirmation helps to emphasize the
disciplinary responsibility of rhetoric and composition to contribute to an undeniably
democratic project. What Lanham argues connects to my contention about infantilizing
students and denying access on the basis of class, race, age, and gender when we make
the assumption that composition classrooms are charged with teaching a constituency of
so-called “digital natives” the ins and outs of professional and public communication.
Outside of the financial issues of personal access to high-speed internet and personal
computing technologies, we commit a grave disservice to one of the fastest growing
categories of college undergraduates. This is especially true when so many of our
incoming freshmen are veterans returning from wars, single parents of young children, or
career-seasoned professionals looking for a new vocation. There must be a radical
reconsideration of what we think about when we picture “diversity” in higher education
today. Recent scholarship in the field seeks to address this issue of how digitality has
affected composition and cultural studies, as well as African American rhetorics. Adam
Banks is a chief interlocutor of this discussion. In Digital Griots, Banks contributes
significantly to this body of theoretical and practical knowledge. He situates multimedia
technology as a temporally bound phenomenon and stakes his claims about African
American rhetorical studies as a tradition of community engagement, meant for greater
civic enfranchisement. With its far-reaching aspirations for a transformative composition
and rhetoric pedagogy, Digital Griots challenges our notions of the basic tenets of what
we consider educational equality and compels pedagogues of digital composition and

rhetoric to become involved with technology issues facing higher education in
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conjunction with the question of access. Banks advocates for educational content that
teaches people how citizenship works, and seeks to address the problem as to why so
many black and brown people are technologically disenfranchised. He urges the field to
pay greater attention to content in digital culture and writing education, how it is
deployed, and to what ends. Objecting to institutional mandates for academic
standardization and skills-based writing assessments, which tend to overemphasize
mechanics, Banks contests the academy’s role in funneling people through the system in
order to preserve the status quo. He wants to build bridges from campuses to
communities by enlisting the epistemology of African American rhetoric to disrupt
culturally eradicationist trajectories. Banks seeks to layer over this disruption and suture
the past to the present by opening his book with a long epigraph by Paul Miller a.k.a. DJ
Spooky (That Subliminal Kid), from whom he takes the idea that a continuum of past
collective narrative positions the digital griot as the quintessential twenty-first century
rhetor. As inheritors of the traditional roles once played by the black preacher and teller
of folktales, Banks asserts, twenty-first century DJs are archivists of times past and
inventors of futures imagined. Black folk, according to Banks, having survived forced
migration, centuries of chattel bondage, and Jim Crow, must utilize the DJ ethos to fulfill
the griotic role. Now manifest as digital griots, DJs explore the hits and investigate the
misses through tactical shoutouts, crate-digs, samples, and remixes (26).

Banks believes these techniques work to freshly reinterpret the African
storytelling tradition and black sermonic style through the layering and rearranging of

commonplace narratives already existing in the black community. Digital griots, for

105



Banks, retain their rootedness in African American discursive values, maintaining an
ethos of community commitment while playing a central role in continuing to forge
African American identity. Whether in the form of a disc jockey of community radio or a
DJ on the turntables, Banks asserts, griots serve as useful models for crafting
transformative media assemblages. Through digital contexts, DJs can continue
performing the crucial role of cultural bricoleurs. By isolating and blending the various
bits of audio, image, and print objects made available across cultures, digital griots help
formulate black survival networks, which serve to pragmatically intervene in the
discussion of African American contributions to cultural and academic authorship.
Along with Banks, other scholars have sought to address the issue of new media
and cultural ethos in digital spaces. In The Rhetoric of Cool: Composition Studies and
New Media, Jeff Rice suggests a multimodal composition pedagogy that abides by the
defining “cool” features of digital culture. For Rice, digital print and hypertext represent
alternative conceptions of composition that signal a “rebirth” of writing, which is a mark
of cool. In the words of Rice, cool encompasses “meanings different from cool’s
definition of popularity, status, or fashion” that “are more reflected in the . . . choice of
ironic representation, juxtaposition, and nonlinear reasoning” (2-3). According to cool
rhetoric, this is where the lessons of hip-hop culture play a major role in teaching students
to compose in digital spaces. Through this loose connection, Rice astutely points to the
fundamental ethos of hip-hop, which involves ever shifting alias and alter-ego in support
of incorporating hip-hop composition strategies into lessons. Much scholarship remains

to be done in this area, and Rice contributes to this overall project by examining how hip-
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hop provides students with a familiar composition model through which they can learn to
effectively and persuasively reassign meanings and disrupt fixed categories, as they
develop the many other skills multimodal compositions require. Throughout the book,
Rice demonstrates how recruiting the rhetoric of appropriation through the suggestion of
racial awareness can be cool. Ultimately though, through cool rhetoric, this social
awareness exists only implicitly, because such ideas, according to Rice, are mere
tentative juxtapositions. The issue of how the politics of appropriation work alongside hip
hop’s rhetorical functions is thus problematized. For instance, one might ask why Rice
raises the issue of race if it is only pursued implicitly, loosely, and associatively. In fact,
one may ask the ethical question as to the benefit of mentioning race at all, if not for
improving the social realm — namely, through a practice that is forth-rightly anti-racist. It
should be noted, however, that academic projects encompassing an explicit, non-ironic,
even linear political trajectory do not necessarily have to be antithetical to coolness.
While encouraging students to become savvy bricoleurs is not at all a bad thing, it is fair
to wonder why and to what end. Whether or not it is cool to promote a citizenry and
future workforce of ironic juxtaposers remains to be seen.

Banks agrees with Rice about employing hip-hop composing strategies for their
utility in pedagogically modeling how to combine print technologies and hypertextual
rhetorics through representations of alternative cultural conceptions. However, Banks
balances his praise for such enlightened educational curricula with his reservations about
composition writing programs that embrace multiliteracies, while sometimes failing to

attend critically to the problems of cultural appropriation. Banks demonstrates how this
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procedure of “isolated ripping” (13) for the organization of thoughts and ideas through
digital appropriations of “diverse” or racialized music and images could have unintended
negative results for a profession that claims its investment in democratic plural values.
Such negative results are a significant concern, since a sufficiently critical approach to
the subject of racial juxtapositions is impossible if students are not made aware of the
initial ironies of the racialized discourses they are asked to put into play. Hip-hop
certainly provides students with a familiar composition model through which they can
learn to effectively and persuasively reassign meanings and disrupt fixed categories.
However, the rhetoric of appropriation through an uninformed awareness of the racial
other can be seen as intellectually naive at best, and culturally insensitive at worst. I
might even take Banks’s critique further by suggesting how the precarious racial
embodiment of digitized simulacra actually makes it somewhat more likely that many
students will unthinkingly deliver assignments with sexist, homophobic, and/or racist
content. Taking this problem seriously is important and necessarily involves requiring our
students to pay closer attention to the subjects and objects that animate our public plural
environments — whether digital, architectural or otherwise.

Even as we bear witness to the massive shift away from traditional print to digital
media, we have also witnessed the enthusiastic and massive adoption of hip-hop
pedagogies into multimodal composition. This is a good beginning. My contention is that
this shift has occurred through what I am calling a “cutification” of hip-hop. This
cutifying process has been achieved by the same forces that had once deemed this

African Diaspora influence of black urban expression to be socially menacing. This can
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be easily traced by following the successes of late 1980s rap groups like N.W.A. and
Public Enemy. With their profane language and socially explicit lyrical content, rap
groups originally drew harsh criticism and angry responses from a strange coalition
comprised of right-leaning law enforcement agencies and conservative citizen groups, as
well as liberal activists like Al Sharpton, Jesse Jackson, Delores C. Tucker and Tipper
Gore. Over time however, following incidents like the beating of Rodney King and the
Los Angeles riots that ensued, forces across the American white mainstream began
paying closer attention to the political content of hip-hop and began realizing that beyond
some of it doubtlessly problematic content there was a great deal of profound social and
cultural criticism contained in this alternative African American English vernacular
musical form.°

Among these shifts in the field of composition and rhetoric, including the growing
acceptance of rap as a style of vocal delivery in mainstream popular music, has been the
increasing popularity of the sampling and looping method across many forms of
electronic media, including video. This technique soon came to dominant technique in
mainstream do-it-yourself media compositions. As more hip-hop fans grew older, they
began joining the academy, bringing with them the composing strategies of this urban
expressive form of cultural production. In the last decade or so, hip-hop has become less
identified with the African American vernacular discourses and Diasporic influences that
originally gave rise to the post-industrial mode of creative expression and has
increasingly become associated with a sense of nostalgia for the bygone days of youth. In

this context it is frequently seen as a way to “reach back” into the general youth
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subculture. For the most part, hip-hop teaching methods are generally celebrated,
especially in digital form, and lauded for integrating urban literacy practices into
composition and writing classrooms. No longer considered a threat to the educational
status quo, hip-hop methodologies have now been firmly adapted to pedagogical
approaches across the areas of both lower and higher education. Hip-hop has effectively
become a racial rhetoric of cute. As rhetorics are practiced for the very purpose of
interfering, interceding, and intruding on a given discourse, I advocate for a style of

decorum that is not against repetitive interruptions and disruptions.

De/composing Processes

In the words of Paul Gilroy, “[m]ulticultural society seems to have been
abandoned at birth. Judged unviable and left to fend for itself, its death by neglect is
being loudly proclaimed on all sides” (1). Gilroy, however, is quick to point out “[t]he
noisy announcement of [multiculture’s] demise is itself a political gesture, an act of
wishful thinking.... aimed at abolishing any ambition toward plurality and at
consolidating the growing sense that it is now illegitimate to believe that multiculture can
and should be orchestrated by government in the public interest” (2). Within the
American academy, theoretical foundations for such critiques find their genesis within
the grounding of European continental philosophies and the deconstructionist discourses
that have come to dominate what is regarded as the postmodern frame. Confronted with
this reconsideration of the fixedness of subject/object relationships and new idioms that
suggest new dealings and fragmentations between all that has come to be signified, the

rhetoric/composition field finds itself searching for a means of resisting the imposition of
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restrictive institutional signifiers.

Fissures have become institutionally apparent as standardization and accreditation
pressures continue to impact this national model of a general education curriculum, while
simultaneously threatening to undermine the very integrity of the American US academy.
Scholars who have observed the multicultural issue offer resolutions to the problem and
gain the attention of deans and administrators who have demanded a revisiting of this
issue. This has forced rhetoric and composition scholars to consider pursuing renewed
perspectives. Traditionalists from English literature, such as Stanley Fish and Gerald
Graff, have taken bold stances. They both acknowledge how conservative pundits, having
largely reshaped public opinion over the last thirty years against any such project like
“multiculturalism” or “diversity” or “social pluralism” or “cultural tolerance” or anything
else smacking of a “politically correct” pathos, claim a pronounced stifling of the flow of
free speech among the democratic majority (Fish 65). This problem has touched off a
series of battles within the so-called “culture wars,” leading to confusion outside the
academy regarding what higher education is for, as well as a “cluelessness” within the
academy itself that wants to see itself as apart from popular culture while also being
integrally a shaper of it (Graff 17).

This issue has also been exacerbated by the corporate structures and mechanisms
tied to American colleges and universities, which are responsible for what Henry A.
Giroux has called “the view of teaching as market-driven practice and learning as a form
of training” (“Introduction” 10). This has been combined with the concurrent

development of academic Marxism in English literature programs, which alongside
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rhetoric and composition has experienced growing popularity and prestige since the
1930s where it has become a commonplace to proclaim everything as ideological and
political. And so we see, even with all of the above concerns, the problem of a
postmodern cynical malaise has overtaken the entire process of education.

This has caused many to argue how university practices of political correctness
might lead to a “victim studies” mentality, in which the pay-off of identifying with
powerlessness and oppression is ultimately rewarded with increased power and status
within the university. Chief among rhetors tackling issue head on is Victor Vitanza who
has raised the question:

whether or not teaching students cultural studies and other similar studies makes

them seek for a better world that is obtainable. I want to suggest to you, on the

contrary, that cultural studies may lead only to cynicism. Maybe for the most part
producing several generation of students who will have become cynics — more

cynical than cynical. Hypercynical! Transcynical! (699-700).

Vitanza follows up his concerns with a call for longitudinal studies to assess the
effectiveness and subsequent value of cultural studies methods in composition writing
courses. It seems that Vitanza is echoing the insights made by Michel Foucault in
Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, which explores the consequences of the
lecturing teacher-subject and patient student-object mutually insisting and resisting
within the panoptic system of western-style schooling (170-71). Many have
misinterpreted Vitanza’s call for longitudinal assessments (which, by the way, are

currently taking place) by abandoning explicitly political and cultural studies content in
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writing classrooms altogether.” Some have responded to Vitanza’s disquieting
observations by persisting in the work of anti-sexist, anti-racist, anti-phobic pedagogies
and allowing the space of writing classrooms to become sites for dismantling cultural
assumptions based on logical fallacies and reinforcing strategies for strengthening
students’ abilities to locate their arguments firmly within the context of the grounds,
claims, and warrants normative to plural democratic values. Responding most directly to
Vitanza, however, are those writing teachers who continue to challenge the boundaries of
traditional essayistic discourses by encouraging students to incorporate aleatory and
improvisational methods into their writings while acknowledging the risk of producing
models of student writing that may be disposed to any combination of ideological
inclinations whatsoever. For the most part, instructors of English composition are baffled
as to how we might appropriately balance the reality of teaching meta-snark hipsters
alongside increasing populations of continuing education adult learners who simply
desire the practical skills necessary to acquire entry or promotion within the new
knowledge economy jobs presently available for changing-career professionals.

In “Writing Offshore: The Disappearing Coastline of Composition Theory,”
Cynthia Haynes joins in the fray and offers insight regarding the demands imposed by the
paradoxical stance assumed by professors in order to lure students towards philosophical
abstraction, even while simultaneously requiring concrete critical argumentation:

Writing instruction, caught between a rock and a hard place, seems to have

unwittingly opted for both. Teaching argument amounts to sheltering students

from the deep and too fluid regions of language (and Being). Yet we know (don’t
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we?) that writing should be strange, that we should feel alienated, removed, and

detached from our standard habits of reading and thinking. Taking a stand, we

teach means adopting a critical stance. But we are unwilling to relinquish the

standardization of the methods and means for doing so; and, we are not exactly

eager to look into the depths of how this particular pedagogy came about. (671)
The problem of the writing classroom situation, Haynes demonstrates, rests in a rhetoric of
polemics that ultimately materializes in discursive encampment zones without the recognition that
fundamental human experience is one in which singular subjectivities have essentially set us all
adrift (696-98). In another of her essays, “‘Hanging Your Alias on Their Scene’: Writing Centers,
Graffiti, and Style,” Haynes connects students’ writing identities across “the defining markers of
marginalized people such as race, ethnicity, religion, class, or gender” (697) to the liminal spaces
of writing center pedagogy, in which stylistic space emerges as a design practice capable of
resisting the dominant language discourses that can erase the unofficial and unorthodox.
Throughout her work, Haynes advocates for the symbolic act of writing as vital to the project of
meaning-making, thereby asserting the necessary good that is born of real institutional diversity.
By building on the work of these interlocutors, my dissertation hopes to contribute a teaching
method that uses the combined epistemologies of race rhetorics, and multimodal screen
technology to develop a pedagogical multiliteracy model that makes it possible for students to

productively grapple with critical concerns of image representation and civic decorum.

Toward De/Minoritizing Pedagogies
When taken together, issues of race rhetoric, the pedagogical shift in English

composition from print to screen, and the re-conceptualizations of what constitutes civic
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decorum, we can see that a reimagining of the practices now impacting the field of
rhetoric-composition is in order. More specifically, one might wonder, “How do race
rhetoric, digital decorum, multimodal and Writing Center pedagogies connect?”’
Undeniably, even as the rhetoric and composition field has developed alongside the
liberation and student movements that characterized the mid-twentieth-century, the
ancient art of rhetoric makes a comeback, fused with the growing demands made upon
English compositionists to meet the literacy needs of an ever more diverse American
academy. One example of cultural studies’ move towards a rhetoric of “electracy,” as
described by Gregory Ulmer in Electronic Monuments, theorizes:
gender and sexuality confusion or blurring associated with cyberspace may be
generalized in virtual reality to identify experience as such, putting all borders,
boundaries, and categories in question — not to eliminate categories but to
renegotiate them. The importance of this possibility ... is that categories equal
metaphysics: what is real, and hence what constitutes problems and solutions, are
relative to the apparatus.... a new paradigm does not solve the problems of the old
paradigm, it just makes those problems irrelevant. (99)
In noting the blurrifications of gender and sexuality that occur from the postmodern
paradigm shift to electracy in digital screen writing, Ulmer correctly acknowledges that
all other categories are necessarily queered. Though, it should be pointed out, by making
this acknowledgment about the queering of borders and boundaries, Ulmer is careful not
to suggest rhetoric and writing scholars become automatically absolved from meeting

issues of race and class discrimination in the digital realm. In fact, Ulmer argues, certain
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longstanding issues will persist, though never quite absolving us from continuously
having to work on eradicating them. This constant morphing of old taxonomies through
new apparatuses reminds us that these cycles of oppression and domination serve only to
offer fresh opportunities to renegotiate what is possible.

I believe a radically democratic, anti-racist classroom learning environment is
absolutely possible. Expecting students to engage the “placelessness” of online
environments should involve equipping students with the materiality of access in a way
that goes beyond mere material access. In Race, Rhetoric, and Technology: Searching for
Higher Ground, Adam Banks defines digitality in terms of four stratum of access and
argues, if digital computing is ever to become a tool of democratic transformation,
African Americans and other minoritized communities must recognize material access as
only a first step in the multi-tiered process of digital mastery. Beyond providing this most
basic and fundamental level of access, digital writing pedagogues must also seek critical,
functional, and experiential access (Banks 44). What Banks is arguing perfectly
complements Ulmer’s analysis of the metaphysics of electracy. Also, Banks’s four steps
of digital access closely parallel Aristotelian stasis theory. Material access, or simply
letting students be in the same room with computers, as in the case of a computer writing
lab, does not allow for the possibility of critical access. In other words, if students are to
gain interpretive and analytical control of the digital apparatus, they must define their
own ways of interfacing with it — free from the restraints of micro-managing domination.
Once material and critical modes of access are acquired, students are able to distinguish

between the virtues and vices inculcated by digital equipment, thus determining for
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themselves how to apply digitality for the crafting of private creations as well as the
performance of public deeds. Finally, after gaining some deliberative agency over digital
tools, students derive a sense of experiential access through procedurally re/cognizing
systems as codes to be cracked and circumvented for non-authoritarian purposes.

Both Ulmer and Banks offer models demonstrating the space of the classroom as
a situation in which we arrive with our preceding positionalities intact, though ripe for
revision. Questioning and renegotiating boundaries of categories held over from long ago
in order to serve the goals of transformative access is imperative if writing teachers are to
model an ethos of credibility in the architectural and digital spaces of the modern
classroom. This is especially true if we expect our students to ever perform this task on
their own. Paradoxically, recognizing the “authenticity” we hold as professional
academics and educators resides precisely in our ability as a field to promote the opening
up of new communication paths among interactive communities. In the face of
institutional shifts occurring through the proliferation of communication technology
platforms, the task of modeling an authentic and credible ethos for students who may not
ever actually set foot on a college campus remains a challenge. Similarly, pretending we
have adequately taught students how to master the tools of digital persuasion just because
there is some mutual ability for students and teachers to locate each other’s electronic
mailing addresses, does not mean an authentic learning experience has taken place.

This realization should clarify the notion that curricular approaches where online
and multimodal coursework take place do not necessarily make place. Therefore,

digitality becomes an alibi whenever we make believe it will preclude the
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miscommunications and misreadings of culture or erase the differences of race. Nor does
this virtual environment prevent whole sets of identity markers and experiences from
being fetishized and misappropriated in the service of favorable grade evaluations. As
such, the pedagogical philosophy I subscribe to in the teaching of online writing courses
surrounds matters of accountability, tied to the issue of mutual trust regarding how
information is designed and knowledge is shared relative to the new apparatus. In the
case of the plural and diverse space that we imagine (and, hopefully, seek to enact) in
writing courses, a particular accountability ought to be shared among all academic
participants — whether they are male or female, white or non-white. Such a pedagogical
approach accommodates the shift across academic scholarship from the object to subject,
impersonal to personal, from author to audience, from product to process, and of course,
from teacher to student. As a consequence of these shifts, what can be recognized as a
legitimate academic persona, through digital and online pedagogies, has expanded. This
is good, though not without its ironies. Postmodern paradigms and the digital
environments they institute concurrently operate to challenge the actual presence of
traditionally marginalized groups on our campuses.

In light of these issues, how can a postmodern perspective be translated into an
effective pedagogical praxis that accommodates this disappearing presence without
compromising the substantive representation of diversity in higher education? My goal is
to address this matter by bringing post-process re/mediation strategies to first-year
composition classrooms in order to inculcate an open-ended, non-authoritarian approach

that works against a process-oriented online teaching approach, which lacks the capacity
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to account for the multiplicities of student positionalities and proliferation of composing
publics. Culturally positioned firmly within upper-class white male discourses, classroom
interfaces relying so heavily on personal access work to impede the agency of students of
color and the working-class who are continually cast as the Other. Given the situation
regarding this historical marginalization, this attention to otherness is a specifically self-
referential standpoint implied by the types of aleatory performances required for
multimodal learning environments.

A pedagogical critique of “cutified hip-hop” presents itself because of the unique
exchanges it forces us to negotiate regarding constructed notions of racial and
generational identity. Since teaching hip-hop composing strategies is becoming a more or
less taken-for-granted pedagogical approach, a situation presents itself whereby class
access and agency is brought into view. Therefore, contextualizing hip-hop for its content
as well as its modes helps form student awareness in regards to researching, reading, and
writing that travels in multiple directions. Activating these metalinguistic approaches are
designed to challenge assumptions and inspire personal and professional interrogations of
the authenticity associated with online ethos and digital play by which students may
obtain expertise and experience, thus encountering knowledge that is epistemologically

and culturally authoritative.

Press Play: Workplacelessness and Multimodalism
Without a doubt, there are valid reasons students are increasingly questioning the
value of a college degree. Integral to this matter is that of propriety regarding the

tremendous complications of global labor in a knowledge based economy. Generating
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mass competition for scattered resources, the effect of scarcity is created by the few
through the hoarding of tremendous amounts of wealth. Writing teachers are therefore
challenged to avoid reproducing a tradition of narcissistic appropriation that privileges a
vertical model for worker identity, and thus unethically assigns outmoded corporate
document artifacts like the inter-office memo and the fax cover sheet. In directing my
critical gaze towards this subject, I am materially and socially implicating a situation in
which the “workplace” as an object of discourse and analysis gives rise to a pedagogical
situation that provokes the invention of writings that have not yet been anticipated.
Many have looked to game studies as a means of re[inter|vention. But even this
latest development is not a panacea; as game studies researcher David Leonard has
acknowledged the problem of gaming and online culture providing a means through
which “racialized ideas, bodies, and structures are constructed, mediated, and presented
through a safe medium” (3). My concern, though, involves how we may negotiate
learning spaces that allow students to risk the safety of dull, worn out writing forms and
take on the difficulty of wrestling with that which seems foreign and strange. The
metaphor of gaming can be mined for its allegorical potential and looked at in order to
describe the strategic moves made by digital students who seek mastery in the game of
higher learning. It contributes to our understanding of the operations of schooling
institutions as they are increasingly carried out in the largely privatized business and
entertainment fields. Questions arise regarding what new methodologies can be devised
in the study of race rhetoric alongside these emergent new media, which are redefining

rhetorical studies and reterritorializing our writing spaces. Baudrillard contends:
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crossing into a space whose curvature is no longer that of the real, nor that of truth,
the era of simulation is inaugurated by a liquidation of all referentials — worse:
with their artificial resurrection in the systems of signs, a material more malleable
than meaning, in that it lends itself to all systems of equivalencies, to all binary
oppositions, to all combinatory algebra. It is no longer a question of imitation, nor
duplication, nor even parody” (2).
Unfortunately, the replication of pedagogies that instruct students in the assemblage of
multimodal compositions through mimicking the techniques of sampling and looping just
for the sake of creating ironic juxtapositions will not entirely fulfill the critical thinking
skills required for the interruption of inhumane, non-democratic social structures. In fact,
multimodalism, if not attended to critically, merely serves to reinforce and reinstate the
very same stereotypes and inequalities that we hope to abolish in a democratic society.
Using the formal elements of hip-hop aesthetics for composing strategies in
multimodalism for the purpose of teaching students how to generate a logical flow of
ideas through a critical layering of primary, secondary, and tertiary references lends itself
to the rupturing of totalizing assumptions and ideologies about gender, race, class, and
ability.

In hip-hop studies, the notions of flow, layer, and rupture were originally
articulated and popularized by the Africana and feminist studies scholar Tricia Rose in
her groundbreaking book Black Noise, which teases out the triple conceptualization of
flow, layer, and rupture as the chief design traits of hip-hop. Explaining how 1970s New

York, in the interim between Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society and Ronald Reagan’s
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voodoo economics, trickle-down privatization schemes, Rose demonstrates how black
and brown youth from across the African Diaspora successfully deployed flow, layer, and
rupture as a cultural tool for displacing late capitalist, post-industrial power formations.
This series of actions known as flow, layer, and rupture is resonant with the ideas
forwarded in Anti-Oedipus —having to do with allowing capital’s disjunctive synthesis to
de/compose for the “transformation of human relationship in a struggle against power”
(Deleuze xxi).

What both Rose and Deleuze speak to is the obvious permeability constituting
racial categories, which are greater than ever and inspires us to re/vise how cuteness as a
racial rhetoric of educational infantilization and civic minoritization helps define the
boundaries of these class divisions. Since colleges and universities are invested in the
nation-state apparatus of capital and bureaucracies and are ultimately defined by their
national, ethnic, and racial identities as they relate to the “normality” of bodies for the
purposes of labor and production, pedagogues must encourage students to consider the
messages being sent about historical populations by the public displays on and around
campus environments. Advocating for a pedagogical approach that encourages students
to hold their institutions accountable for the historical and spatial representations
exhibited by educational institutions under the guise of pluralism and democracy can be
achieved when writing teachers accept writing across the curriculum or WAC for what is
says about the concept of curricular designs as much as for how the acronym’s oral
utterances — wack in the hip-hop slang form informs the widespread public perception

that the standard schooling model has simply lost its stature and no longer holds
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currency.” Perhaps a new meaning for WAC could tell us more about working across
contiguities. This iteration recognizes the idea that we are all related and together,
regardless of how much this truth has been obscured. Through offering such pedagogies,
universities can reach beyond discreetly assigned essayistic and technical writings as an
occasion for producing decontextualized “schoolwork™ in preparation for the bygone
concept of a coherent “workplace.” A rejection of the mutual exclusion and vanishing
constructs of schoolwork and workplace supports socially analytical and critical thinking
citizens who must increasingly assess the intersectionality of nonverbal language systems
and cultural production. By empowering students to expose these systems of display as
always already being politically invested in the discourses of national, ethnic, regional,
and racial identity formations, teachers of writing and rhetoric, students learn that the
classroom, like history, has never “just happened” — that, in fact, the very colleges in
which they are enrolled are responsible for establishing the legitimizing processes by
which our class-stratified citizenry is instituted.

With the classroom at the very nexus of social and civic production that quite
literally perpetuates class standings and hierarchalized political relations among and
between dominant and oppressed groups, democratic educators are compelled to
intervene. Facilitating an environment where students understand the multiple meanings
of flow, layer, and rupture as significant to more than elegantly arranging and rearranging
their “cut pasta” for the sake of a final grade, asks students to move beyond critique in
order to embrace the potential for the dis/organization that ensues as a result of

reinventing texts. Letting students flow between the rigors of multimodalism and
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multiculturalism acknowledges how visual culture shapes institutional attitudes and the
ensuing spatial designs, thereby releasing production from the oppressive technologies of
educational, residential, and even digital segregation that persists today. This letting go to
let flow ushers in a renewed focus on the relevancy of critical race theory to spatial and
digital configurations of classroom and writing center spaces, embraces multiliteracies
and allows students to write to their own languages, while developing a better
understanding of others. This will better equip all students for effective collaboration on
both local and global scales.

Another way this issue of multiliteracies might address the issue of
multimodalism and multiculturalism involves the crisis of employment faced by many
American citizens today and is closely aligned with the problem of persistent social
disparities in the areas of educational, residential, and public accommodations.
Refocusing on the valuable contributions of African American and race scholarship
offers an opportunity for teachers of writing to rethink notions of technology and
multimodal composition, beyond empty appropriations of hip-hop. With “play” being the
new “work” in the twenty-first century, we must reconsider how we might
instrumentalize this rhetoric of hip-hop cutification and digital ethos, while combating the
infantilizing rhetoric of minority citizenship. As mentioned in this dissertation’s first
chapter, Akira Asaada points out the geo-politics of the Pacific Rim style of worker-
citizen horizontality. According to Asaada, transnational subjects navigate the global
market for jobs and resources within an economy that privileges knowledge of software

and a whimsical approach to deconstructing and reversing mature technologies. These
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blurry lines of play, may be recognized as a description of ofaku culture for its ethic of
software hacking, anime making, and videogame playing, associated with the extension
of adolescence due to the devaluation of post-secondary schooling and joblessness caused
by the appearance of traditional manufacturing and many service based jobs in Japan and
elsewhere. Through this idea of infantile capitalism and this topological troping on
[a]cute spaces, Asaada takes into account Derridean assertions that a new class of
workers are enveloped by a centerless “place” whose affective experiences are largely
post-historical and often experienced in the digital realm, giving way to a
“workplacelessness” rhetoric that values wordplay, parody, and childlike gaming.
Language working as play is nothing new in African American vernacular
English. Geneva Smitherman defines this language sense as “semantic inversion” (21).
This wordplay is obvious in the case of the word “bad” to mean the opposite notion of
“good.” (A most notable example of semantic inversion involves the reversal of the slur,
nigger resignified as “nigga” speaks profoundly to the reappropriation and repurposing of
hurtful and damaging language into something endearing and even empowering.)
Traditionally, though, African American and anti-racist rhetoricians across the fields of
composition and literacy education have not engaged much with continental
philosophical discourses as they are perceived as too Eurocentric or alienating to the day-
to-day concerns of regular folk. By making such linkages, however, African American
rhetorics can effectively appropriate the power of deconstructive discourses by
advocating a pharmakon approach to re/mediation as applied to all areas of education and

across the public sphere. Just as it is imperative that African American scholars in the
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field re-engage with philosophical continental modes of deconstructive discourses more
closely, it too remains the case that classical [white] traditional rhetoric should revisit
African American epistemological contributions for its attributes of constituting a
genuine ground for legitimate social theory. If democratically concerned rhetoricians in
the field can achieve a common stasis within English composition, rhetoric, and
communication studies fields, the problem of postmodern cynicism and cultural studies
speaking at cross purposes with composition and rhetoric could be better addressed.
Through a pedagogical approach that understands the paradox of poison and cure,
students are taught that language — not unlike the ontological substance of a// things — can
be instrumentalized for its transformative potential. This same philosophical commitment
to opening up design and implementation of the digital field must be pragmatically
applied to the fields of access and opportunity through the initiation of public education
that serves the purposes of play (i.e., games and leisure), more than it serves the purposes
of formal employment (i.e., work and discipline). In this way, through an analysis of the
rhetoric of racial cutification, the tools and methods of multimodalism can be
instrumentalized to address non-democratic and minoritizing classroom procedures,
thereby reconfiguring higher education as something that is accessible to anybody who

desires it and creating a more equitable world in general.
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NOTES

The Strong Black Men poster features the following historical portraits and images
from left to right: First Row: Louis Daniel Armstrong, John Arthur “Jack” Johnson,
Elijah Muhammad, George Washington Williams, Asa Philip Randolph, Tuskegee
Airmen, Frederick Douglass; Second Row: Carter Godwin Woodson, Egbert Austin
Williams, Oscar Micheaux, The Buffalo Soldiers, Robert Sengstacke Abbott, William
Edward Burghardt Dubois, Langston James Hughes; Third Row: Paul Robeson, A
Child at Prayer, George Washington Carver, Marcus Mosiah Garvey, James Baldwin,
Benjamin Elijah Mays, Malcolm X; Fourth row: Ernest Everett Just, Charles Young,
Leroy “Satchel” Paige, Martin Luther King, Jr., Richard Wright, Charlie Parker,
“Protest! Protest! Protest!”; Fifth Row: Booker Taliaferro Washington, Charles
White, Father and Son, Luther Robinson, Wade Hampton McCree, Matthew

Alexander Henson, Arthur Alfonso Schomburg.

Clifford Berryman’s political cartoon first appeared in the Washington Post in
November 1902 and depicts the events of Theodore Roosevelt’s trip to Mississippi in
which the president attended a local hunting expedition with the state’s governor.
Through the national media sensation caused by the newspaper’s cartoon, the twenty-
sixth president’s genteel but tough legend grows after he refused to shoot an
American black bear that was cornered, beaten, and lassoed to a tree. The president
rejected this inhumane treatment as “unsportsmanlike” and ordered the bear to be put

out of its misery. While what finally became of the poor ursine creatures remains are
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not actually known, “Teddy’s bear” was immortalized as it became cuter and smaller
with each subsequent reprisal. By 1903 several international toy manufacturers,
including Steiff, Ideal, and Giind, began the mass production of “teddy bears” as

these plush children’s items represent great consumer demand.

After Toni Morrison dubbed Bill Clinton “our first black president,” Martin Linskey
(contributing columnist for Newsweek) extends this to Barack Obama by giving him

the title of “first woman president.”

The following excerpt is from a short website interview with Kyp Malone (KM), who
is the lead guitarist of pop rock band, TV on the Radio. This exchange was published
in Gothamist, a New York City lifestyle website and is attributed to Raphie Frank
(RF), a white entertainment media content freelancer or self-described “business
artivist.” At the time of this dissertation, Frank is no longer with gothamist.com.

RF': Tell us about the afro.

KM: I don’t have an afro. I wear my hair in a style called a natural. It’s what
happens if you 're black and you grow your hair long and don’t process it or braid it,
I recommend it to anyone who has the genetic ability to rock it. It is a good barometer
of who I need to take seriously in regards to their reaction towards it. It’s just fucking

hair.

The Moral Majority was an organization started by Jerry Falwell to lobby for
evangelical Christians in the United States during the 1980s and founded for the

99 ¢

purpose of injecting “pro-family,” “pro-life,” and pro-Israel platforms into American

128



partisan politics. The group is credited with delivering two thirds of the white,

evangelical Christian vote to Ronald Reagan during the 1980 presidential election.

In the 1980s and numerous incidents of police brutality occurred beyond the Rodney
King case, such as the police killing of Eleanor Bumpurs, an elderly Bronx resident.
Also unprosecuted white youth mobs were responsible for the slayings of Yusef
Hawkins and Michael Griffith, in the Queens neighborhood of Howard Beach, and in
Brooklyn’s Bensonhurst community, respectively. Additionally, in the Cicero
community of Chicago, white racial attacks on the homes of non-white residents
occurred in the plain view of police officers who looked on without intervening.
Finally, there are the separate cases of Boston’s Charles Stewart and Union, South
Carolina’s Susan Smith making false accusations against fictitious African American

assailants resulted in black community harassment by police forces.

7 Marcia Curtis and Anne Herrington in the CCC (55:1) 2003 article, “Writing
Development in the College Years: By Whose Definition?”” published the results of a
four-year study suggesting a correlation between a specialized language field (e.g.,
psychology or cultural studies) to students’ comfort in working with theoretical
concepts. What this study does not determine, however, is that cultural studies content

in the composition classroom actually makes for more socially tolerant citizens.

Wack is defined in the online Urban Dictionary as a term used to describe anything

that just plain “sucks,” or isn’t cool at all.
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