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Between Apocalypse and Redemption:
John Singleton’s Boyz N the Hood

Michael Eric Dyson

y now the dramatic decline in black male life has become an

unmistakable feature of our cultural landscape—though of
course the causes behind the desperate condition of black men
date much further back than its recent popular discovery. Every
few months, new reports and conferences attempt to explain the
poverty, disease, despair, and death that shove black men toward
social apocalypse.

If these words appear too severe or hyperbolic, the statistics
testify to the trauma. For black men between the ages of 18 and
29, suicide is the leading cause of death. Between 1950 and 1984,
the life expectancy for white males increased from 63 to 74.6
years, but only from 59 to 65 years for black males. Between 1973
and 1986, the real earnings of black males between the ages of 18
and 29 fell 31 percent as the percentage of young black males in
the work force plummeted 20 percent. The number of black men
who dropped out of the work force altogether doubled from 13 to
25 percent.

By 1989, almost 32 percent of black men between 16 and 19
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122 Michael Eric Dyson

were unemployed, compared to 16 percent of white men. And
while blacks compose only 12 percent of the nation’s population,
they make up 48 percent of the prison population, with men
accounting for 89 percent of the black prison population. Only 14
percent of the white males who live in large metropolitan areas
have been arrested, but the percentage for black males is 51 per-
cent. And while 3 percent of white men have served time in
prison, 18 percent of black men have been behind bars.!

Most chillingly, black-on-black homicide is the leading cause
of death for black males between the ages of 15 and 34. Or to put
it another way: “One out of every 21 black American males will be
murdered in their lifetime. Most will die at the hands of another
black male.” These words appear in stark white print on the dark
screen that opens John Singleton’s masterful film, Boyz N the Hood.
These words are both summary and opening salvo in Singleton’s
battle to reinterpret and redeem the black male experience. With
Boyz N the Hood we have the most brilliantly executed and fully
realized portrait of the coming-of-age odyssey that black boys
must undertake in the suffocating conditions of urban decay and
civic chaos.

Singleton adds color and depth to Michael Schultz’s ground-
breaking Cooley High, extends the narrative scope of the Hudlin
brothers’ important and humorous House Party, and creates a
stunning complement to Gordon Parks’s pioneering Learning
Tree, which traced the painful pilgrimage to maturity of a rural
black male. Singleton’s treatment of the various elements of con-
temporary black urban experience—gang violence, drug addic-
tion, black male—female relationships, domestic joys and pains,
and friendships—is subtle and complex. He layers narrative tex-
tures over gritty and compelling visual slices of black culture that
show us what it means to come to maturity, or to die trying, as a
black male.

We have only begun to understand the pitfalls that attend the
path of the black male. Social theory has only recently fixed its
gaze on the specific predicament of black men in relation to the
crisis of American capital, positing how their lives are shaped by
structural changes in the political economy, for instance, rather
than viewing them as the latest examples of black cultural
pathology.? And social psychology has barely explored the deeply
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ingrained and culturally reinforced self-loathing and chronic lack
of self-esteem that characterize black males across age group, in-
come bracket, and social location.

Even less have we understood the crisis of black males as
rooted in childhood and adolescent obstacles to socioeconomic
stability, and in moral, psychological, and emotional develop-
ment. We have just begun to pay attention to specific rites of
passage, stages of personality growth, and milestones of psycho-
emotional evolution that measure personal response to racial in-
justice, social disintegration, and class oppression.

James P. Comer and Alvin F. Poussaint’s Black Child Care,
Marian Wright Edelman’s Families in Peril, and Darlene and Derek
Hopson’s foundational Different and Wonderful are among the ex-
ceptions which address the specific needs of black childhood and
adolescence. Young, Black and Male in America: An Endangered Spe-
cies, edited by Jewelle Taylor Gibbs, has recently begun to fill a
gaping void in social-scientific research on the crisis of the black
male.

In the last decade, however, alternative presses have vigor-
ously probed the crisis of the black male. Like their black inde-
pendent film peers, authors of volumes published by black inde-
pendent presses often rely on lower budgets for advertising,
marketing and distribution. Nevertheless, word-of-mouth discus-
sion of several books has sparked intense debate. Nathan and
Julia Hare’s Bringing the Black Boy to Manhood: The Passage,
Jawanza Kunjufu’s trilogy The Conspiracy to Destroy Black Boys,
Amos N. Wilson’s The Developmental Psychology of the Black Child,
Baba Zak A. Kondo’s For Homeboys Only: Arming and Strengthening
Young Brothers for Black Manhood, and Haki Madhubuti’s Black
Men: Obsolete, Single, Dangerous? have had an important impact on
significant subsections of literate black culture, most of whom
share an Afrocentric perspective.

Such works remind us that we have too infrequently under-
stood the black male crisis through coming-of-age narratives, and
a set of shared social values that ritualize the process of the black
adolescent’s passage into adulthood. Such narratives and rites
serve a dual function: they lend meaning to childhood experi-
ence, and they preserve and transmit black cultural values across
the generations. Yet such narratives evoke a state of maturity—
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rooted in a vital community—that young black men are finding
elusive or, all too often, impossible to reach. The conditions of
extreme social neglect that besiege urban black communities—in
every realm from health care to education to poverty and jobless-
ness—make the black male’s passage into adulthood treacherous
at best.

One of the most tragic symptoms of the young black man’s
troubled path to maturity is the skewed and strained state of
gender relations within the black community. With alarming fre-
quency, black men turn to black women as scapegoats for their
oppression, lashing out—often with physical violence—at those
closest to them. It is the singular achievement of Singleton’s film
to redeem the power of the coming-of-age narrative while also
adapting it to probe many of the very tensions that evade the
foundations of the coming-of-age experience in the black com-
munity.

While mainstream American culture has only barely begun
to register awareness of the true proportions of the crisis, young
black males have responded in the last decade primarily in a rap-
idly flourishing independent popular culture, dominated by two
genres: rap music and black film. The rap music of Run D.M.C,,
Public Enemy, Boogie Down Productions, Kool Moe Dee, N.-W.A
Ice Cube, and Ice T., and the films of Spike Lee, Robert
Townsend, and now Matty Rich and Mario Van Peebles, have
afforded young black males a medium to visualize and verbalize
their perspectives on a range of social, personal, and cultural
issues, to tell their stories about themselves and each other while
the rest of America consumes and eavesdrops.

John Singleton’s film makes a powerful contribution to this
enterprise. Singleton filters his brilliant insights, critical com-
ments, and compelling portraits of young black male culture
through a film that reflects the sensibilities, styles, and attitudes of
rap culture.? Singleton’s shrewd casting of rapper Ice Cube as a
central character allows him to seize symbolic capital from a real-
life rap icon, while tailoring the violent excesses of Ice Cube’s rap
persona into a jarring visual reminder of the cost paid by black
males for survival in American society. Singleton skillfully inte-
grates the suggestive fragments of critical reflections on the black
male predicament in several media and presents a stunning vision
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of black male pain and possibility in a catastrophic environment:
South Central Los Angeles.

Of course, South Central Los Angeles is an already storied
geography in the American social imagination. It has been given
cursory—though melodramatic—treatment by news anchor Tom
Brokaw’s glimpse of gangs in a highly publicized 1988 TV special,
and was mythologized in Dennis Hopper’s film about gang war-
fare, Colors. Hopper, who perceptively and provocatively helped
probe the rough edges of anomie and rebellion for a whole gen-
eration of outsiders in 1969’s Easy Ruder, less successfully traces
the genealogy of social despair, postmodern urban absurdity, and
longing for belonging that provides the context for understand-
ing gang violence. Singleton’s task in part, therefore, is a filmic
demythologization of the reigning tropes, images, and metaphors
that have expressed the experience of life in South Central Los
Angeles. While gangs are a central part of the urban landscape,
they are not its exclusive reality. And though gang warfare occu-
pies a looming periphery in Singleton’s film, it is not its defining
center.

Boyz N the Hood is a painful and powerful look at the lives of
black people, mostly male, who live in a lower-middle-class neigh-
borhood in South Central Los Angeles. It is a story of relation-
ships—of kin, friendship, community—of love, rejection, con-
tempt, and fear. At the story’s heart are three important
relationships: a triangular relationship between three boys, whose
lives we track to mature adolescence; the relationship between
one of the boys and his father; and the relationship between the
other two boys and their mother.

Tre (Cuba Gooding, Jr.) is a young boy whose mother Reva
Devereaux (Angela Bassett), in an effort to impose discipline
upon him, sends him to live with his father across town. Tre has
run afoul of his elementary school teacher for challenging both
her authority and her Eurocentric curriculum. And Tre’s life in
his mother’s neighborhood makes it clear why he is not accom-
modating well to school discipline. By the age of ten, he has al-
ready witnessed the yellow police tags that mark the scenes of
crimes and viewed the blood of a murder victim. Fortunately for
Tre, his mother and father love him more than they couldn’t love
each other.
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Doughboy (former N.W.A. rapper Ice Cube, in a brilliant
cinematic debut) and Ricky (Morris Chestnut) are half-brothers
who live with their mother Brenda (Tyra Ferrell) across the street
from Tre and his father. Brenda is a single black mother—a mem-
ber of a much-maligned group that, depending on the amateurish
social theory of the day, is vilified with charges of promiscuity,
judged to be the source of all that is evil in the lives of black
children, or, at best, is stereotyped as the helpless beneficiaries of
the state. Singleton artfully avoids these caricatures by giving a
complex portrait of Brenda, a woman plagued by her own set of
demons, but who tries to provide the best living she can for her
sons.

Even so, Brenda clearly favors Ricky over Doughboy—and
this favoritism will bear fatal consequences for both boys. Indeed
in Singleton’s cinematic worldview both Ricky and Doughboy
seem doomed to violent deaths because—unlike Tre—they have
no male role models to guide them. This premise embodies one of
the film’s central tensions—and one of its central limitations. For
even as he assigns black men a pivotal role of responsibility for the
fate of black boys, Singleton also gives rather uncritical “prece-
dence” to the impact of black men, even in their absence, over the
efforts of present and loyal black women who more often prove to
be at the head of strong black families.

While this foreshortened view of gender relations within the
black community arguably distorts Singleton’s cinematic vision, he
is nonetheless remarkably perceptive in examining the subtle dy-
namics of the black family and neighborhood, tracking the dif-
fering effects that the boys’ siblings, friends, and environment
have on them. There is no bland nature-versus-nurture dichot-
omy here: Singleton is too smart to render life in terms of a
Kierkegaardian either/or. His is an Afrocentric world of both/
and.

This complex set of interactions—between mother and sons,
between father and son, between boys who benefit from paternal
wisdom or maternal ambitions, between brothers whose relation-
ship is riven by primordial passions of envy and contempt, be-
tween environment and autonomy, between the larger social
structure and the smaller but more immediate tensions of domes-
tic life—defines the central shape of Hood. We see a vision of black
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life that transcends insular preoccupations with “positive” or
“negative” images and instead presents at once the limitations and
virtues of black culture.

As a result, Singleton’s film offers a plausible perspective on
how people make the choices they do—and on how choice itself is
not a property of autonomous moral agents acting in an exis-
tential vacuum, but rather something that is created and exercised
within the interaction of social, psychic, political, and economic
forces of everyday experience. Personal temperament, domestic
discipline, parental guidance (or its absence), all help shape our
understanding of our past and future, help define how we re-
spond to challenge and crisis, and help mold how we embrace
success or seem destined for failure.

Tre’s developing relationship with his father, Furious Styles
(Larry Fishburne), is by turns troubled and disciplined, sympa-
thetic and compassionate—finely displaying Singleton’s open-
ended evocation of the meaning of social choice as well as his
strong sensitivity to cultural detail. Furious Styles’s moniker vi-
brates with double meaning, a semiotic pairing that allows Single-
ton to signify in speech what Furious accomplishes in action: a
wonderful amalgam of old-school black consciousness, elegance,
style, and wit, linked to the hip-hop fetish of “dropping science”
(spreading knowledge) and staying well informed about social
issues.

Only seventeen years Tre’s senior, Furious understands
Tre’s painful boyhood growth and identifies with his teen aspira-
tions. But more than that, he possesses a sincere desire to shape
Tre’s life according to his own best lights. Furious is the strong
presence and wise counselor who will guide Tre through the pit-
falls of reaching personal maturity in the chaos of urban child-
hood—the very sort of presence denied to so many in Hood, and
in countless black communities throughout the country.

Furious, in other words, embodies the promise of a different
conception of black manhood. As a father he is disciplining but
loving, firm but humorous, demanding but sympathetic. In him,
the black male voice speaks with an authority so confidently pos-
sessed and equitably wielded that one might think it is strongly
supported and valued in American culture, but of course that is
not so. The black male voice is rarely heard without the inflections
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of race and class domination that distort its power in the home
and community, mute its call for basic respect and common dig-
nity, or amplify its ironic denial of the very principles of democ-
racy and equality that it has publicly championed in pulpits and
political organizations.

Among the most impressive achievements of Singleton’s film
is its portrayal of the neighborhood as a “community.” In this vein
Singleton implicitly sides with the communitarian critique of lib-
eral moral autonomy and atomistic individualism.* In Hood peo-
ple love and worry over one another, even if they express such
sentiments roughly. For instance, when the older Tre crosses the
street and sees a baby in the path of an oncoming car, he swoops
her up, and takes her to her crack-addicted mother. Tre gruffly
reproves her for neglecting her child and insists that she change
the baby’s diapers before the baby smells as bad as her mother.
And when Tre goes to a barbecue for Doughboy, who is fresh
from a jail sentence, Brenda beseeches him to talk to Doughboy,
hoping that Tre’s intangible magic will “rub off on him.”

But Singleton understands that communities, besides em-
bodying resistance to the anonymity of liberal society as conceived
in Aristotle via Maclntyre, also reflect the despotic will of their
fringe citizens who threaten the civic pieties by which communi-
ties are sustained. Hood’s community is fraught with mortal dan-
ger, its cords of love and friendship under the siege of gang
violence, and by what sociologists Mike Davis and Sue Riddick
call the political economy of crack.> Many inner-city communities
live under what may be called a “juvenocracy”: the economic rule
and illegal tyranny exercised by young black men over significant
territory in the black urban center. In the social geography of
South Central L.A., neighborhoods are reconceived as spheres of
expansion where urban space is carved up according to implicit
agreements, explicit arrangements, or lethal conflicts between
warring factions.

Thus, in addition to being isolated from the recognition and
rewards of the dominant culture, inner-city communities are cut
off from sources of moral authority and legitimate work, as un-
derground political economies reward consenting children and
teens with quick cash, faster cars, and, sometimes, still more rapid
death.® Along with the reterritorialization of black communal
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space through gentrification, the hegemony of the suburban mall
over the innercity and downtown shopping complex, and white
flight and black track to the suburbs and exurbs, the inner city is
continually devastated.

Such conditions rob the neighborhood of one of its basic
social functions and defining characteristics: the cultivation of a
self-determined privacy in which residents can establish and pre-
serve their identities. Police helicopters constantly zoom overhead
in Hood’s community, a mobile metaphor of the ominous surveil-
lance and scrutiny to which so much of poor black life is increas-
ingly subjected. The helicopter also signals another tragedy that
Hood alludes to throughout its narrative: ghetto residents must
often flip a coin to distinguish Los Angeles’s police from its crim-
inals. After all, this is Daryl Gates’s L.A.P.D., and the Rodney
King incident only underscores a long tradition of extreme mea-
sures that police have used to control crime and patrol neigh-
borhoods.’

This insight is poignantly featured in a scene just after Tre
comes to live with his father. One night, Furious hears a strange
noise. As an unsuspecting young Tre rises to use the toilet, Furi-
ous eases his gun from the side of his bed, spies an intruder in the
living room and blasts away, leaving two holes in the front door.
After they investigate the holes and call the police, Furious and
Tre sit on the front porch, waiting an hour for the police to arrive.
Furious remarks that “somebody musta been prayin’ for that fool
‘cause I swear I aimed right for his head.” When Tre says that
Furious “shoulda blew it off,” Furious censors his sentiment, say-
ing that it would have simply been the senseless death of another
black man.

After the interracial police team arrive, the black policeman
expresses Tre’s censored sentiment with considerably more
venom. “[It would be] one less nigger out here in the streets we’d
have to worry about.” As they part, the policeman views Furious’s
scornful facial expression, and asks if something is wrong. “Yeah,”
Furious disdainfully responds, “but it’s just too bad you don’t
know what it is—brother.” The black policeman has internalized
the myth of the black male animal, and has indiscriminately de-
monized young black males as thugs and dirt. As fate would have
it, this same police team accosts seventeen-year-old Tre and Ricky
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after they have departed from a local hangout that was dispersed
by a spray of bullets. The policeman puts a gun to Tre’s neck,
uttering vicious epithets and spewing words which mark his ha-
tred of black males and, by reflection, a piteous self-hatred. It
recalls the lyrics from an Ice Cube rap, F tha Police: “And
don’t let it be a black and a white one/ Cause they’ll slam ya down
to the street top/ Black police showin’ out for the white cop.”

Furious’s efforts to raise his son in these conditions of closely
surveilled social anarchy reveal the galaxy of ambivalence that
surrounds a conscientious, community-minded brother who
wants the best for his family, but who also understands the social
realities that shape the lives of black men. Furious’s urban cos-
mology is three-tiered: at the immediate level, the brute problems
of survival are refracted through the lens of black manhood; at
the abstract level, large social forces such as gentrification and the
military’s recruitment of black male talent undermine the black
man’s role in the community; at the intermediate level, police
brutality contends with the ongoing terror of gang violence.

Amid these hostile conditions, Furious is still able to instruct
Tre in the rules of personal conduct and to teach him respect for
his community, even as he schools him in how to survive. Furious
says to Tre, “I know you think I'm hard on you. I'm trying to
teach you how to be responsible. Your friends across the street
don’t have anybody to show them how to do that. You gon’ see
how they end up, too.” His comment, despite its implicit self-
satisfaction and sexism (Ricky and Doughboy, after all, do have
their mother Brenda), is meant to reveal the privilege of a young
boy learning to face life under the shadow of fatherly love and
discipline.

While Tre is being instructed by Furious, Ricky and Dough-
boy receive varying degrees of support and affirmation from
Brenda. Ricky and Doughboy have different fathers, both of
whom are conspicuously absent. In Doughboy’s case, however, his
father is symbolically present in that peculiar way that damns the
offspring for their resemblance in spirit or body to the despised,
departed father. The child becomes the vicarious sacrifice for the
absent father, though he can never atone for the father’s sins.
Doughboy learns to see himself through his mother’s eyes, her
words ironically re-creating Doughboy in the image of his invisi-
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ble father. “You ain’t shit,” she says. “You just like yo’ Daddy. You
don’t do shit, and you never gonna amount to shit.”

Brenda is caught in a paradox of parenthood, made dizzy
and stunned by a vicious cycle of parental love reinforcing attrac-
tive qualities in the “good” and obedient child, while the frustra-
tion with the “bad” child reinforces his behavior. Brenda chooses
to save one child by sacrificing the other—lending her action a
Styronian tenor, Sophie’s choice in the ghetto. She fusses over
Ricky; she fusses at Doughboy. When a scout for USC’s football
team visits Ricky, Brenda can barely conceal her pride. When the
scout leaves, she tells Ricky, “I always knew you would amount to
something.”

In light of Doughboy’s later disposition toward women, we
see the developing deformations of misogyny. Here Singleton is
on tough and touchy ground, linking the origins of Doughboy’s
misogyny to maternal mistreatment and neglect. Doughboy’s mi-
sogyny is clearly the elaboration of a brooding and extended res-
sentiment, a deeply festering wound to his pride that infects his
relationships with every woman he encounters.

For instance, at the party to celebrate his homecoming from
his recent incarceration, Brenda announces that the food is ready.
All of the males rush to the table, but immediately before they
begin to eat, Tre, sensing that it will be to his advantage, reproves
the guys for not acting gentlemanly and allowing the women first
place in line. Doughboy chimes in, saying, “Let the ladies eat; "ho’s
gotta eat too,” which draws laughter, both from the audience with
which I viewed the film, and the backyard male crowd. The last
line is a sly sample of Robert Townsend’s classic comedic send up
of fast-food establishments in Hollywood Shuffle. When his girl-
friend (Meta King) protests, saying she isn’t a “’ho,”” Doughboy
responds, “Oops, I'm sorry, bitch,” which draws even more laugh-
ter. In another revealing exchange with his girlfriend, Doughboy
is challenged to explain why he refers to women exclusively as
“bitch, or ’ho’, or hootchie.” In trying to reply, Doughboy is re-
duced to the inarticulate hostility (feebly masquerading as humor)
that characterizes misogyny in general: “’cause that’s what you
are.”

“Bitch” and “’ho’,” along with “skeezer” and “slut,” have by
now become the standard linguistic currency that young black
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males often use to demonstrate their authentic machismo. “Bitch”
and equally offensive epithets compress womanhood into one in-
distinguishable whole, so that all women are the negative female,
the seductress, temptress, and femme fatale all rolled into one.
Hawthorne’s scarlet A is demoted one letter and darkened; now
an imaginary black B is emblazoned on the forehead of every
female. Though Singleton’s female characters do not have center
stage, by no means do they suffer male effrontery in silent com-
plicity. When Furious and Reva meet at a trendy restaurant to
discuss the possibility of Tre returning to live with his mother,
Furious says, “I know you wanna play the mommy and all that,
but it’s time to let go.” He reminds her that Tre is old enough to
make his own decisions, that he is no longer a little boy because
“that time has passed, sweetheart, you missed it.” Furious then
gets up to fetch a pack of cigarettes as if to punctuate his self-
satisfied and triumphant speech, but Tre’s mother demands that
he sit down.

As the camera draws close to her face, she subtly choreo-
graphs a black woman’s grab-you-by-the-collar-and-set-you-
straight demeanor with just the right facial gestures, and com-
pletes one of the most honest, mature, and poignant exchanges
between black men and women in film history.

It’s my turn to talk. Of course you took in your son, my son,
our son and you taught him what he needed to be a man, I'll
give you that, because most men ain’t man enough to do what
you did. But that gives you no reason, do you hear me, no
reason to tell me that I can’t be a mother to my son. What you
did is no different from what mothers have been doing from
the beginning of time. It’s just too bad more brothers won’t do
the same. But don’t think you're special. Maybe cute, but not
special. Drink your cafe au lait. It’s on me.

Singleton says that his next film will be about black women
coming of age, a subject left virtually unexplored in film. In the
meantime, within its self-limited scope, Hood displays a diverse
array of black women, taking care not to render them as either
mawkish or cartoonish: a crack addict who sacrifices home, dig-
nity, and children for her habit; a single mother struggling to
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raise her sons; black girlfriends hanging with the homeboys but
demanding as much respect as they can get; Brandi (Nia Long),
Tre’s girlfriend, a Catholic who wants to hold on to her virginity
until she’s sure it’s the right time; Tre’s mother, who strikes a
Solomonic compromise and gives her son up rather than see him
sacrificed to the brutal conditions of his surroundings.

But while Singleton ably avoids flat stereotypical portraits of
his female characters, he is less successful in challenging the logic
that at least imglicitly blames single black women for the plight of
black children.® In Singleton’s film vision, it is not institutions like
the church that save Tre, but a heroic individual—his father Fu-
rious. But this leaves out far too much of the picture.

What about the high rates of black female joblessness, the
sexist job market which continues to pay women at a rate that is
seventy percent of the male wage for comparable work, the fur-
ther devaluation of the “pink collar” by lower rates of medical
insurance and other work-related benefits, all of which severely
compromise the ability of single black mothers to effectively rear
their children?® It is the absence of much more than a male role
model and the strength he symbolizes that makes the life of a
growing boy difficult and treacherous in communities such as
South Central L.A.

The film’s focus on Furious’s heroic individualism fails,
moreover, to fully account for the social and cultural forces that
prevent more black men from being present in the home in the
first place. Singleton’s powerful message, that more black men
must be responsible and present in the home to teach their sons
how to become men, must not be reduced to the notion that those
families devoid of black men are necessarily deficient and inef-
fective. Neither should Singleton’s critical insights into the way
that many black men are denied the privilege to rear their sons be
collapsed into the idea that all black men who are present in their
families will necessarily produce healthy, well-adjusted black
males. So many clarifications and conditions must be added to the
premise that only black men can rear healthy black males that it
dies the death of a thousand qualifications.

In reality, Singleton’s film works off the propulsive energies
that fuel deep, and often insufficiently understood, tensions be-
tween black men and black women. A good deal of pain infuses
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relations between black men and women, recently dramatized
with the publication of Shahrazad Ali’s infamous and controver-
sial underground best-seller, The Blackman’s Guide to Understanding
the Blackwoman. The book, which counseled black women to be
submissive to black men, and which endorsed black male violence
toward women under specific circumstances, touched off a furi-
ous debate that drew forth the many unresolved personal, social,
and domestic tensions between black men and women.'°

This pain follows a weary pattern of gender relations that has
privileged concerns defined by black men over feminist or wom-
anist issues. Thus, during the civil rights movement, feminist and
womanist questions were perennially deferred, so that precious
attention would not be diverted from racial oppression and the
achievement of liberation.'' But this deference to issues of racial
freedom is a permanent pattern in black male-female relations;
womanist and feminist movements continue to exist on the fringe
of black communities.'? And even in the Afrocentric worldview
that Singleton advocates, the role of black women is often subor-
dinate to the black patriarch.

Equally as unfortunate, many contemporary approaches to
the black male crisis have established a rank hierarchy that sug-
gests that the plight of black men is infinitely more lethal, and
hence more important, than the conditions of black women. The
necessary and urgent focus on the plight of black men, however,
must not come at the expense of understanding its relationship to
the circumstances of black women.

At times, Singleton is able to subtly embody a healthy and
redemptive vision of black male-female relations. For instance,
after Tre has been verbally abused and physically threatened by
police brutality, he seeks sanctuary at Brandi’s house, choreo-
graphing his rage at life in South Central by angrily swinging at
empty space. As Tre breaks down in tears, he and Brandi finally
achieve an authentic moment of spiritual and physical consum-
mation previously denied them by the complications of peer pres-
sure and religious restraint. After Tre is assured that Brandi is
really ready, they make love, achieving a fugitive moment of true
erotic and spiritual union.

Brandi is able to express an unfettered and spontaneous af-
fection that is not a simplistic “sex-as-proof-of-love” that reigns in



Between Apocalypse and Redemption 135

the thinking of many teen worldviews. Brandi’s mature intimacy
is both the expression of her evolving womanhood and a vindi-
cation of the wisdom of her previous restraint. Tre is able at once
to act out his male rage and demonstrate his vulnerability to
Brandi, thereby arguably achieving a synthesis of male and fe-
male responses, and humanizing the crisis of the black male in a
way that none of his other relationships—even his relationship
with his father—are able to do. It is a pivotal moment in the
development of a politics of alternative black masculinity that
prizes the strength of surrender and cherishes the embrace of a
healing tenderness.

As the boys mature into young men, their respective
strengths are enhanced, and their weaknesses are exposed. The
deepening tensions between Ricky and Doughboy break out into
violence when a petty argument over who will run an errand for
Ricky’s girlfriend provokes a fistfight. After Tre tries unsuccess-
fully to stop the fight, Brenda runs out of the house, divides the
two boys, slaps Doughboy in the face, and checks Ricky’s condi-
tion. “What you slap me for?” Doughboy repeatedly asks her after
Ricky and Tre go off to the store. She doesn’t answer, but her
choice, again, is clear. Its effect on Doughboy is clearer still.

Such everyday variations on the question of choice are,
again, central to the world Singleton depicts in Hood. Singleton
obviously understands that people are lodged between social
structure and personal fortune, between luck and ambition. He
brings a nuanced understanding of choice to each character’s
large and small acts of valor, courage, and integrity that reveal
what contemporary moral philosophers call virtue.!®> But they
often miss what Singleton understands: character is not only
structured by the choices we make, but by the range of choices we
have to choose from— choices for which individuals alone are not
responsible.

Singleton focuses his lens on the devastating results of the
choices made by Hood’s characters, for themselves and for others.
Hood presents a chain of choices, a community defined in part by
the labyrinthine array of choices made and the consequences
borne, to which others must then choose to respond. But Single-
ton does not portray a blind fatalism or a mechanistic determin-
ism; instead he displays a sturdy realism that shows how commu-
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nities affect their own lives, and how their lives are shaped by
personal and impersonal forces.

Brenda’s choice to favor Ricky may not have been completely
her own—all the messages of society say that the good, obedient
child, especially in the ghetto, is the one to nurture and help—but
it resulted in Doughboy’s envy of Ricky, and contributed to
Doughboy’s anger, alienation, and gradual drift into gang vio-
lence. Ironically and tragically, this constellation of choices may
have contributed to Ricky’s violent death when he is shot by mem-
bers of a rival gang as he and Tre return from the neighborhood
store.

Ricky’s death, in turn, sets in motion a chain of choices and
consequences. Doughboy feels he has no choice but to pursue his
brother’s killers, becoming a more vigilant keeper to his brother
in Ricky’s death than he could be while Ricky lived. Tre, too,
chooses to join Doughboy, thereby repudiating everything his fa-
ther has taught, and forswearing every virtue he has been trained
to observe. When he grabs his father’s gun, but is met at the door
by Furious, the collision between training and instinct is drama-
tized on Tre’s face, wrenched in anguish and tears.

Though Furious convinces him to relinquish the gun, Furi-
ous’s victory is only temporary. The meaning of Tre’s manhood is
at stake; it is the most severe test he has faced, and he chooses to
sneak out of the house to join Doughboy. All Furious can do is
tensely exercise his hands with two silver ben-wa balls, which in this
context are an unavoidable metaphor for how black men view their
fate through their testicles—they are constantly up for grabs, at-
tack, or destruction. Then sometime during the night, Tre’s im-
passioned choice finally rings false, a product of the logic of ven-
geance he has desperately avoided all these years; he insists that he
be let out of Doughboy’s car before they find Ricky’s killers.

Following the code of male honor, Doughboy kills his broth-
er’s killers. But the next morning, in a conversation with Tre, he
is not so sure of violence’s mastering logic anymore, and says that
he understands Tre’s choice to forsake Doughboy’s vigilante mis-
sion, even as he silently understands that he is in too deep to be
able to learn any other language of survival.

Across this chasm of violence and anguish, the two surviving
friends are able to extend a final gesture of understanding. As



Between Apocalypse and Redemption 137

Doughboy laments the loss of his brother, Tre offers him the
bittersweet consolation that “you got one more brother left.”
Their final embrace in the film’s closing moment is a sign of a
deep love that binds brothers, a love that, however, too often will
not save brothers.

The film’s epilogue tells us that Doughboy is murdered two
weeks later, presumably to avenge the deaths of Ricky’s killers.
The epilogue also tells us that Tre and Brandi manage to escape
South Central as Tre pursues an education at Morehouse College,
with Brandi at neighboring Spelman College. It is testimony to
the power of Singleton’s vision that Tre’s escape is no callow Hol-
lywood paean to the triumph of the human spirit (or, as some
reviewers have somewhat perversely described the film, “life-af-
firming”). The viewer is not permitted to forget for a moment the
absurd and vicious predictability of the loss of life in South Cen-
tral Los Angeles, a hurt so colossal that even Doughboy must ask:
“If there was a God, why he let motherfuckers get smoked every
night?” Theodicy in gangface.

Singleton is not about to provide a slick or easy answer. But
he does powerfully juxtapose such questions alongside the
sources of hope, sustained in the heroic sacrifice of everyday peo-
ple who want their children’s lives to be better. The work of John
Singleton embodies such hope by reminding us that South Cen-
tral Los Angeles, by the sheer power of discipline and love, sends
children to college, even as its self-destructive rage sends them to
the grave.

Notes

1. These statistics, as well as an examination of the social, economic, political,
medical, and educational conditions of young black men, and public policy rec-
ommendations for the social amelioration of their desperate circumstances, are
found in a collection of essays edited by Jewelle Taylor Gibbs, Young, Black, and
Male in America.

2. In The Truly Disadvantaged, William Julius Wilson has detailed the shift in
the American political economy from manufacturing to service employment,
and its impact upon the inner city and the ghetto poor, particularly upon black
males who suffer high rates of joblessness (which he sees as the source of many
problems in the black family). For an analysis of the specific problems of black
males in relation to labor force participation, see Gerald David Jaynes and Robin
M. Williams, Jr., eds., A Common Destiny, 301, 308-12.
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3. I have explored the cultural expressions, material conditions, creative
limits, and social problems associated with rap in “Rap, Race and Reality,”
“The Culture of Hip-Hop,” “2 Live Crew’s Rap: Sex, Race and Class,” “As
Complex as They Wanna Be: 2 Live Crew,” “Tapping Into Rap,” “Performance,
Protest and Prophecy in the Culture of Hip-Hop,” and “Taking Rap Seri-
ously.”

4. I have in mind here the criticism of liberal society, and the forms of moral
agency it both affords and prevents, that has been gathered under the rubric of
communitarianism, ranging from Maclntyre’s After Virtue to Bellah et al.’s Habits
of the Heart.

5. See Mike Davis and Sue Riddick’s brilliant analysis of the drug culture in
“Los Angeles: Civil Liberties between the Hammer and the Rock.”

6. For an insightful discussion of the relationship between the underground
or illegitimate economy and people exercising agency in resisting the worse
injustices and effects of the legitimate economy, see Don Nonini, “Everyday
Forms of Popular Resistance.”

7. For a recent exploration of the dynamics of social interaction between
police as agents and symbols of mainstream communal efforts to regulate the
behavior and social place of black men, and black men in a local community, see
Elijah Anderson, Streetwise.

8. According to this logic, as expressed in a familiar saying in many black
communities, black women “love their sons and raise their daughters.” For a
valiant, though flawed, attempt to get beyond a theoretical framework that
implicitly blames black women for the condition of black men, see Clement
Cottingham, “Gender Shift in Black Communities.” Cottingham attempts to
distance himself from arguments about a black matriarchy that stifles black male
social initiative and moral responsibility. Instead he examines the gender shifts
in black communities fueled by black female educational mobility and the mar-
ginalization of lower-class black males. But his attempt is weakened, ironically, by
a prominently placed quotation by James Baldwin, which serves as a backdrop to
his subsequent discussions of mother/son relationships, black male/female rela-
tionships, and black female assertiveness. Cottingham writes:

Drawing on Southern black folk culture, James Baldwin, in his last
published work, alluded to black lower-class social patterns which,
when set against the urban upheaval among the black poor from the
1960s onward, seem to encourage this gender shift. He characterizes
these lower-class social patterns as “a disease peculiar to the Black
community called ‘sorriness.’ It is,” Baldwin observes, “a disease that
attacks black males. It is transmitted by Mama, whose instinct is to
protect the Black male from the devastation that threatens him from
the moment he declares himself a man.”

Apart from its protectiveness toward male children, Baldwin notes
another dimension of “sorriness.” “Mama,” he writes, “lays this bur-
den on Sister from whom she expects (or indicates she expects) far
more than she expects from Brother; but one of the results of this all
too comprehensible dynamic is that Brother may never grow up—in
which case the community has become an accomplice to the Repub-
lic.” Perceptively, Baldwin concludes that the differences in the so-
cialization of boys and girls eventually erode the father’s commit-
ment to family life. (522)
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When such allusive but isolated ethnographic comments are not placed in an
analytical framework that tracks the social, political, economic, religious, and
historical forces that shape black (female) rearing practices and circumscribe
black male-female relations, they are more often than not employed to blame
black women for the social failure of black children, especially boys. The point
here is not to suggest that black women have no responsibility for the plight of
black families. But most social theory has failed to grapple with the complex set
of forces that define and delimit black female existence by too easily relying
upon anecdotal tales of black female behavior that prevents black males from
flourishing, and by not examining the shifts in the political economy, the demise
of low-skilled, high-waged work, the deterioration of the general moral infra-
structure of many poor black communities, the ravaging of black communities
by legal forces of gentrification and illegal forces associated with crime and
drugs, etc. These forces, and not black women, are the real villains.

9. For a perceptive analysis of the economic conditions which shape the lives
of black women, see Julianne Malveaux, “The Political Economy of Black
Women.”

10. The peculiar pain that plagues the relationships between black men and
black women across age, income, and communal strata was on bold and men-
acing display in the confrontation between Clarence Thomas and Anita Hill
during Senate hearings to explore claims by Hill that Thomas sexually harassed
her while she worked for him at two governmental agencies. Their confronta-
tion was facilitated and constructed by the televisual medium, a ready metaphor
for the technological intervention into contemporary relations between signifi-
cant segments of the citizenry. Television also serves as the major mediator
between various bodies of public officials and the increasingly narrow publics at
whose behest they perform, thus blurring the distinctions between public good
and private interest. The Hil/Thomas hearings also helped expose the wide
degree to which the relations between black men and black women are shaped
by a powerful white male gaze. In this case, the relevant criteria for assessing the
truth of claims about sexual harassment and gender oppression were deter-
mined by white senatorial surveillance.

11. Thus, it was unexceptional during the civil rights movement for strong,
articulate black women to be marginalized, or excluded altogether, from the
intellectual work of the struggle. Furthermore, concerns about feminist libera-
tion were generally overlooked, and many talented, courageous women were
often denied a strong or distinct institutional voice about women’s liberation in
the racial liberation movement. For a typical instance of such sexism within civil
rights organizations, see Clayborne Carson’s discussion of black female dissent
within SNCC, (In Struggle 147-48).

12. For insightful claims and descriptions of the marginal status of black fem-
inist and womanist concerns in black communities, and for helpful explorations
of the complex problems faced by black feminists and womanists, see Bell
Hooks’s Ain’t I a Woman, Michele Wallace’s Invisibility Blues, Audre Lorde’s Sister/
Outsider, and Alice Walker’s In Search of Our Mother’s Garden.

13. Of course, many traditional conceptions of virtue display a theoretical
blindness to structural factors that circumscribe and influence the acquisition of
traditional moral skills, habits, and dispositions, and the development of alter-
native and non-mainstream moral skills. What I mean here is that the develop-
ment of virtues, and the attendant skills that must be deployed in order to
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practice them effectively, are contingent upon several factors: where and when
one is born, the conditions under which one must live, the social and communal
forces that limit and define one’s life, etc. These factors color the character of
moral skills that will be acquired, shape the way in which these skills will be
appropriated, and even determine the list of skills required to live the good life
in different communities. Furthermore, these virtues reflect the radically dif-
ferent norms, obligations, commitments, and socioethical visions of particular
communities. For a compelling critique of MacIntyre’s contextualist universalist
claim for the prevalence of the virtues of justice, truthfulness, and courage in all
cultures, and the implications of such a critique for moral theory, see Alessandro
Ferrara’s essay “Universalisms.” For an eloquent argument that calls for the
authors of the communitarian social vision articulated in Habits of the Heart to pay
attention to the life, thought, and contributions of people of color, see Vincent
Harding, “Toward a Darkly Radiant Vision of America’s Truth: A Letter of
Concern, an Invitation to Re-Creation.”
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