Robin Kelley, “The Riddle of the Zoot”
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According to Kelley, why did Malcolm X — reflecting on his youth from the perspective of
the mid-1960s — fail to see the “oppositional” meaning of “ghetto adornments” like the
conk and zoot suit?

What was the “Double V” campaign?

Why were there heightened class tensions within the urban black community during the
early years of World War II?

The zoot subculture became a source of resistance for young blacks like Malcolm on three
different levels — what were they?

. Why does Kelley argue that wearing a zoot suit, though not intended to be a direct

political statement, can still be read as politically “subversive” or “oppositional”? Why was
the “conk” hairstyle and dancing at the Roseland Ballroom also a “refusal”?

Why was “dressing up” important to young working class blacks like Malcolm X and his
friends? How did it restore both a sense of individuality and community?

How did black men like Malcolm feel about the war and the draft? Why did white soldiers
find the “hipsters” so annoying?

Why did Malcolm resort to “hustling” when many wartime jobs were available? Why did
young black hustlers resist or resent wage labor?

Why was Malcolm’s dating a white woman not an indication of “self-hatred” but rather a
sign of cultural opposition — “the ultimate hustle”?

Why was pandering to whites’ stereotypes of blacks a double-edged sword for hustlers like
Malcolm? Why did Malcolm abandon hustling for burglary?

Why does Kelley believe it is important to recognize the existence of political significance in
expressions of youth culture?



Chapter 7

The Riddle of the Zoot

Malcolm Little and Black Cultural
Politics During World War 11

But there is thythm here. Its own special substance:

I hear Billie sing, no good man, and dig Prez, wearing
the Zoot

suit of life, the pork-pie hat tilted at the correct angle,

through the Harlem smoke of beer and whiskey, 1
understand the

mystery of the signifying monkey,

in a blue haze of inspiration, 1 reach to the totality
of Being.

1 am at the center of a swirl of events. War and death.

rhythm. hot women. I think life a commodity
bargained for

across the bar in Small’s.

I perceive the echoes of Bird and there is a gnawing in
the maw

of my emotions.

—Larry Near, “Malcolm N—An Autobiography ™!

Much in Negro life remains a mystery: perhaps the zoot suit conceals pro-
found political meaning: perhaps the symmetrical frenzy of the Lindy Hop
conceals clues to great potential power—if only Negro leaders would solve
this riddle.

—Ratri ELusox. 19437
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“Like hundreds of thousands of country-bred Negroes who had come
to the Northern black ghetio before me, and had come since.” Mal-
colm X recalled in his autobiography, “I'd also acquired all the other
tashionable ghetto adomments—the zoot suits and conk that 1 have
described, the liquor, cigarettes, the reefers—all to erase my embar-
rassing background.” His narrative is familiar: the story of a rural mi-
grant in the big city who eventually finds social acceptance by
shedding his country ways and adopting the corrupr lifestyles of ur-
ban America. The big city stripped him of his naiveté, ultimately
paving the way for his downward descent from hipster to hustler to
criminal. As Malcolm tells the story, this period in his life was, if any-
thing, a fascinating but destructive detour on the road to self-con-
sciousness and political enlightenment.
But Malcolm'’s narrative of his teenage years should also be read as
a literary construction, a cliché that obscures more than it reveals.*
The story is tragically dehistoricized, tor from the sociopolitical con-
text that rendered the zoot suit, the conk, the lindy hop, and the lan-
guage of the “hep cat” signifiers of a culture of opposition among
black, mostly male, youth.”According to Malcolm’s reconstructed
memory, these signifiers were merely “ghetto adormments,” no differ-
ent from the endless array of commodities black migrants were intro-
duced to at any given time. Of course, Malcolm tells his story from
the vantage point of the civil rights movement and a resurgent Pan-
Africanism, the_early 1960s when the conk had been abandoned for

closely cropped hairstyles, when the zoot had been replaced with the
respectable jacket and te of middle-class America (dashikis and Afros
from our reinvented mother country were not yet bom), and when
the sons and daughters of middle-class African Americans, many of
whom were themselves college students taking a detour on the road
to respectability to fight for integration and equality, were at the fore-
front of struggle. Like the movement itself, Malcolm had reached a
period of his life when opposition could only be conceived of as un-
compromising and unambiguous.

The didactic and rhetorical character of Malcolm's Autobiography—
shaped by presentist_political concerns of the ea s and told
through the cultural prism of Islam—obscures the oppositional
mm in wartime black youth culture. And none of

Malcolm's Biographers since have sought to understand the history

and political character of the subculture to »\:‘hich he}fbelonged.;g%%
purpose of this chapter is 10 rethink I\./lalcolm s egrlv life Fo] reexll -
the h_lgsmubmllm.[e and its relation to_wartime _social, poiitical,
economic, and ideological transformations.

World War 11 was a critical turning point not only for Malcolm but
for many young African Americans and Latmos'm the thed Sltattlzs.
Indeed, it was precisely the cultural world into which Ma CO, ;n
stepped that prompted future novelist Ralph Elhsqn to reﬂeck[ on the
political significance of the dance styles and attire of blac dyout f
Tronically, one would think that Malcolm, himself a pro uc:j d(l)
wartime black youth culture, was uniquely situated to solve the riddle
posed by Ellison in 1943. Nevertheless, whether or r.mt Malchc.)lrrlzi ac-
knowledged the political importance of tbat era on his own (3 mb n%_
it is my contention that his participation in the underground subcu
ture of black working-class youth during the war was not a detour onf
the road to political consciousness but rather an essential element o
his radicalization. The zoot suiters and hipsters who _sought altemac—1
tives to wage work and found pleasure in the nfw music, clothes, al.n
dance styles of the period were “race rebels” of sorts, 'challengmg
middle-class ethics and expectations, carving out 2 dxsufxct genera-
tional and ethnic identity, and refusing to be good proletarians. Butin
their efforts to escape or minimize exploitation, Malcolm and his )
homies became exploiters themselves.

« Am at the Center of a Swirl of Events”

The gangly, red-haired young man from Lagsing looked a lot olier
than fifteen when he moved in with his half-sister Ella, who owned a
modest home in the Roxbury section of Boston. Little did he kngw
how much the world around him was about to change. The bf)mbmg
of Pearl Harbor was still several months away, but the country’s econl-
omy was already geared up for war. By the time_U.S. troops were &nal;
ly dispatched to Europe, Asia, and North Afrlxca, many in [heh a.c,

community restrained their enthusiasm, for they shared a co becn;1 z
memory of the unfulfilled promises of democrgcy generatgd y tA
First World War. Hence, the Double V campaign, embodied 1‘n ! 1
Philip Randolph’s threatened march on Washington to protest racia
discrimination in employment and the military, partly articulated the
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164 Race Rebels

sense of hope and pessimism, support and detachment, that domi-
nated a good deal of daily conversation. This time around, a victory
abroad without annihilating racism at home was unacceptable. As
journalist Roi Ottley observed during the early years of the war, one
could not walk the streets of Harlem and not notice a profound
change. “Listen to the way Negroes are talking these days! . . . [B]lack
men have become noisy, aggressive, and sometimes defiant.”®

The defiant ones included newly arrived migrants from the South
who had flooded America’s Northeastern and Midwestern metropo-
lises. Hoping to take advantage of opportunities created by the
nascent wartime economy, most found only frustration and disap-
pointment because a comparatively small proportion of African Amer-
icans gained access to industrial jobs and training programs. By
March of 1942, black workers constituted only 2.5 to 3 percent of all
war production workers, most of whom were relegated to low-skill,
low-wage positions. The employment situation improved more rapid-
ly after 1942: by April of 1944, blacks made up 8 percent of the na-
tion’s war production workers. But everyone in the African American
community did not benefit equally. For example, the United Negro
College Fund was established in 1943 to assist African Americans at-
tending historically black colleges, but during the school year of
1945-46, undergraduate enrollment in those institutions amounted
1o less than 44,000. On the other hand, the number of black workers
in trade unions increased from 150,000 in 1935 to 1.25 million by
the war’s end. The Congress of Industrial Organizations’ (C1O) orga-
nizing drives ultimately had the effect of raising wages and improving
working conditions for these black workers, though nonunion work-
ers, who made up roughly 80 percent of the black working class,
could not take advantage of the gains. The upgrading of unionized
black workers did not take place without a struggle; throughout the
war white workers waged “hate strikes” to protest the promotion of
blacks, and black workers frequently retaliated with their own wildcat
strikes to resist racism.”

In short, wartime integration of black workers into the industral

economy proceeded unevenly; by the war's end most African Ameri-
cans sull ield umskilled. menial jobs. As cities burgeoned with work-
ing people. often living in close quarters or doubling up as a result of
housing shortages, the chasm between middle-class and skilled work-

The Riddle of the Zoot 165

ing-class blacks, on the one hand, and the unemployed and working _

poor, on the other, began to widen. Intraracial class divisions were ex-
acerbated by cultural conflicts between established urban residents
and the newly arrived rural folk. In other words, demographic and
economic_translormations caused by the war not only intensified
(FeTaT contlict but Ted to heightened class tensions within urban black
communities 8 For Malcolm, the zoot suit, the lindy hop, and the dis-
tinctive lingo of the hep cat simultaneously embodied these class,
racial, and cultural tensions. This unique subculture enabled him to
negotiate an identity that resisted the hegemonic culture and its at-
tendant racism and patriotism, the rural folkways (for many, the “par-
ent culture”) which still survived in most black urban households,

and the class-conscious, integrationist attitudes of middle-class B

blacks.

“The Zoot Suit of Life”

Almost as soon as Malcolm settled into Boston, he found he had little
tolerance for the class pretensions of his neighbors, particularly his
peers. Besides, his own limited wardrobe and visible “country” back-
ground rendered him an outsider. He began hanging out at a local
pool hall in the poorer section of Roxbury. Here, in this dank, smoky
room, surrounded by the cracking sounds of cue balls and the stench
of alcohol, Malcolm discovered the black subculture which would ul-
timately form a crucial component of his identity. An employee of the
poolroom, whom Malcolm called “Shorty” (most likely a composite
figure based on several acquaintances, including his close friend Mal-
colm Jarvis), became his running partner and initiated him into the
cool world of the hep cat.? '

In addition to teaching young Malcolm the pleasures, practices,
and possibilities of hipster culture, Shorty had to make sure his
homeboy wore the right uniform in this emerging bebop army. When
Malcolm put on his very first zoot suit, he realized immediately that
the wild sky-blue outfit, the baggy punjab pants tapered to the an-
kles, the matching hat, gold watch chain, and monogrammed belt
were more than a suit of clothes. As he left the department store he
could not contain his enthusiasm for his new identity. “I took three of
those twenty-five-cent sepia-toned, while-you-wait pictures of myself,
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posed the way ‘hipsters’ wearing their zoots would *cool it —hat dan-
gled, knees drawn close together, feet wide apart, both index fingers
jabbed toward the floor.” The combination of his suit and body lan-"1
guage encoded a culture that celebrated a specific racial, class, spatial
gender, and generational identity. East Coast zoot suiters during thé
war were primarily young black (and Latino) working-class males
whose living spaces and social world were confined to Northeastern
ghettos, and the suit reflected a struggle to negotiate these multiple
identities in opposition to the dominant culture. Of course, the st;le
itself did not represent a complete break with the dominant fashion
trends; zoot suiters appropriated, even mocked, existing styles and
reinscribed them with new meanings drawn from shared memory
and experiences. !0 ~

While the suit itself was not meant as a direct polirical statement
the social context in which it was created and worn rendered it so‘
The Tanguage and culture of zoot suiters represented a subversive re;
fusal to be subservient. Young black males created a fast-paced, im-
provisational language which sharply contrasted with the passive
stereotype of the stuttering, tongue-tied Sambo: in a world where
whites commorly addressed them as “boy,” zoot suiters made a fetish
of calling each other “man.” Moreover, within months of Malcolm’s
first zoot, the political and social context of war had added an explicit
dimension to the implicit oppositional meaning of the suit; it had be-
come an explicitly un-American style. By March 1942, because fabric
rationing regulations instituted by the War Productions Board forbade
the sale and manufacturing of zoot suits, wearing the suit (which had
o be purchased through informal networks) was seen by white ser-
vicemen as a pernicious act of anti-Americanism—a view compound-
ed by the fact that most zoot suiters were able-bodied men who
refused to enlist or found ways to dodge the draft. Thus when Mal-
colm donned his “killer-diller coat with a drape-shape, reat-pleats and
shoulders padded like a lunatic’s cell.” his lean body became a dual
signifier of opposition—a rejection of both black petit bouraeois re-
spectability and American parriotism. ! }

The urban youth culture was also born of heightened interracial vi-
olence and everyday acts of police brutality. Both Detroit and Harlem.,
two ci-[ics in which Malcolm spent considerable time, erupted in mas-
sive violence during the summer of 1943, And in both cases riots
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were sparked by incidents of racial injustice.!? The zoot suiters, many
of whom participated in the looting and acts of random violence,
were also victims of, or witnesses to, acts of outright police brutality.
In a description of the Harlem Riot, an anonymous zoot suiter ex-
presses both disdain for and defiance toward police practices:

A cop was runnin’ along whippin’ the hell outa [sic] colored man like
they do in [the] slaughter pen. Throwin' him into the police car, or strug-
gle-buggy, marchin’ him off to the jail. That's that! Strange as it may
seem, ass-whippin’ is not to be played with. So as 1 close my little letter of
introduction, 1 leave this thought with thee:

Yea, so it be
I leave this thought with thee
Do not attempt to fuck with me.3

The hipster subculture permeated far more than just sartorial style.
Getting one’s hair straightened (the “conk” hairdo) was also required.
For Malcolm, reflecting backward through the prism of the Nation of
Islam and Pan-Africanism, the conk was the most degrading aspect of
the hipster subculture. In his words, it was little more than an effort

/‘M . . (13 - . b} »
1o make his hair “as straight as any white man’s.

This was my first really big step toward self-degradation: when 1 endured
all of that pain, literally bumning my flesh to have it look like a white
man’s hair. [ had joined that multitude of Negro men and women in
America who are brainwashed into believing that the black people are
“inferior”—and white people “superior”—that they will even violate and
mutilate their God-created bodies to try to look “pretty” by white stan-

dards.'*

Malcolm’s interpretation of the conk, however, conveniently sepa-
rates the hairstyle from the subculture of which it was a part, and the
social context in which such cultural forms were created. The conk

T
was a “refusal” to look like either the dominant, stereotyped image of
the Southern migrant or the black bourgeoisie, whose “conks” were
{loser o mimicking white styles than those of the zoot suiters. Be-
sides. to claim that black working-class males who conked their hair
were merely parroting whites ignores the fact thar specific stylizations
created by black youth emphasized difference—the duckrail down
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the back of the neck, the smooth, even stilf look created by Murray’s
Pomade (a very thick hair grease marketed specifically to African
Americans), the neat side parts angling toward the center of the back
of the head.

More importantly, once we contextualize the conk, considering the
social practices of young hep cats, the totality of ethnic signifiers from
the baggy pants to the coded language, their opposition to war, and
emphasis on pleasure over waged labor, we cannot help but view the
conk as part of a larger process by which black youth appropriated,
transformed, and reinscribed coded oOppositional _meanings _onto

stytes derived from the dominant culture. For

the conk was conceived in a subaltern culture, dominated and hedged in
by a capitalist master culture, yet operating in an “underground”™ manner
to subvert given elements by creolizing stylization. Style encoded political
“messages” to those in the know which were otherwise unintelligible to
white society by virtue of their ambiguous accentuation and intonation 13

“But There Is Rhythm Here”

Once properly attired (“togged to the bricks,” as his contemporaries
would have said), sixteen-year-old Malcolm discovered the lindy hop,
and in the process expanded both his social circle and his politics.
The Roseland Ballroom in Boston, and in some respects the Savoy in
Harlem, constituted social spaces of pleasure free of the bourgeois
pretensions of “better-class Negroes.” His day job as a soda fountain
clerk'in the elite section of black Roxbury became increasingly annoy-
ing to him as he endured listening to the sons and daughters of the
“Hill Negroes,” “penny-ante squares who came in there putting on
their millionaires’ airs.” Home (his sister Ella’s household) and spaces
of leisure (the Roseland Ballroom) suddenly took on new significance,
for they represented the negation of black bourgeois culture and a
reaffirmation of a subaltern culture that emphasized pleasure, rejected
work, and celebrated a working-class racial identity. “I couldn’t wait
for eight o'clock to get home to eat out of those soul-food pots of
Ella’s, then get dressed in my zoot and head for some of my friends’
places in town. to lindy-hop and get high. or something, for relief
from those Hill clowns. "¢
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For Malcolm and his peers, Boston’s Roseland Ballroom and, later,
Harlem’s Savoy, afforded the opportunity to become something other
than workers. In a world where clothes constituted signifiers of iden-
tity and status, “dressing up” was a way of escaping the degradation
of work and collapsing status distinctions between themselves and
their oppressors. In Malcolm’s narrative, he always seemed to be
shedding his work clothes, whether it was the apron of a soda jerk or
the uniform of a railroad sandwich peddler, in favor of his zoot suit.
At the end of his first run to New York on the Yankee Clipper rail line,
he admitted to having donned his “zoot suit before the first passenger
got off.” Seeing oneself and others “dressed up” was enormously im-
portant in terms of constructing a collective identity based on some-
thing other than wage work, presenting a public challenge to the
dominant stereotypes of the black body, and reinforcing a sense of
dignity that was perpetually being assaulted. Malcolm’s images of the
Roseland were quite vivid in this respect: “They’d jampack that ball-
room, the black girls in wayout silk and satin dresses and shoes, their
hair done in all kinds of styles, the men sharp in their zoot suits and
crazy conks, and everybody grinning and greased and gassed.”!’

For many working-class men and women who daily endured back-
breaking wage work, low income, long hours, and pervasive racism,
as we have shown in chapter 2, these urban dance halls were places
to recuperate, to take back their bodies. Despite opposition from
black religious leaders and segments of the petite bourgeoisie, black
working people took the opportunity to do what they wished with
their own bodies. The sight of hundreds moving in unison on a hard-
wood dance floor unmistakably reinforced a semse of collectivity as
wettas indtviduatity, a5 dancers improvised on the standard lindy hop
moves in friendly competition, like the “cutting sessions” of jazz mu-
sicians or the verbal duels Known s ~the dozens.” Practically every
Friday and Saturday night, young Malcolm experienced the dual
sense of community and individuality, improvisation and collective
call and response:

The band, the spectators and the dancers, would be making the Roseland
Ballroom feel like a big rocking ship. The spotlight would be tuming.
pink, yellow, green, and blue, picking up the couples lindy-hopping as if
they had gone mad. "Wuil, man. wail!” people would be shouting at the

St



i DU IUPDES

band; and it would be wailing, until first one and then another couple just
ran out of strength and stumbled off toward the crowd, exhausted and
soaked with sweat.i8

It should be noted that the music itself was undergoing a revolu-
tion during the war. Growing partly out of black musicians’ rebellion
against white-dominated swing bands, and partly out of the height-
ened militancy of black urban youth—expressed by their improvisa-
tional language and dress styles, as well as by the violence and looting
we now caH the Harlem Riot of 1943—the music that came to be
formarions. At M Mm[ons Playhouse and Monroe's Uptown a number
of styles converged; the most discerning recognized the wonderful
collision and reconstitution of Kansas City big band blues, East Coast
swing music, and the secular as well as religious sounds of the black
South. The homs, fingers, ideas, and memories of young black folk
(most, keep in mind, were only in their early twenties) like Charlie
Parker, Thelonius Monk, Dizzy Gillespie, Mary Lou Williams, Kenny
Clarke, Oscar Pettiford, Tadd Dameron, Bud Powell, and a baby-faced
Miles Davis, to name only a few, gave birth to what would soon be
called “bebop.”

Bebop was characterized by complex and implied rhythms fre-
quently played at blinding tempos, dissonant chord structures, and a
pre-electronic form of musical “sampling” in which the chord
changes for popular Tin Pan Alley songs were appropriated, altered,
and used in conjunction with new melodies. While the music was
not intended to be dance music, some African American youth found
a way to lindy hop to some remarkably fast tempos, and in the
process invented new dances such as the “apple jack.”

Although the real explosion in bebop occurred after Malcolm be-
gan his stay at Charleston State Penitentiary, no hip Harlemite during
the war could have ignored the dramatic changes in the music or the
musicians. Even the fairly conservative band leader Lionel Hampton,
a close friend of Malcolm'’s during this period, linked bebop with op-
positional black politics. Speaking of his own music in 1946. he told
an interviewer. “Whenever 1 see any injustice or any unfair action
against my own race or any other minority groups ‘Hey Pa Pa Rebop’
stimulates the desire to destroy such prejudice and discrimination. ™
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Moreover, as | suggest in chapter 2, while neither the lindy hop nor
the apple jack carried intrinsic political meanings, the social act of
dancing was nonetheless resistive—at least with respect o the work
ethic.2¢

“War and Death”

From the standpoint of most hep cats, the Selective Service was an
ever-present obstacle to “the pursuit of leisure and pleasure.” As soon
as war broke out, Malcolm’s homeboys did everything possible to
evade the draft (Malcolm was only sixteen when Pearl Harbor was at-
tacked, so he hadn't yet reached draft age). His partner Shorty, a bud-
ding musician hoping to make a name for himself stateside, was
“worried sick” about the draft. Like literally dozens of young black
musicians (most of whom were drawn to the dissonant, rapid fire,
underground styles of bebop), Shorty succeeded in obtaining 4F sta-
tus by ingesting something which made “your heart sound defective
to the draft board’s doctors”™—most likely a mixture of benzadrine
nasal spray and coke.2! When Malcolm received notice from the drait
board in October of 1943, he employed a variety of tactics in order to
attain a 4F classification. “I started noising around that [ was frantic
to join . . . the Japanese Army. When I sensed that | had the ears of
the spies, 1 would talk and act high and crazy. . . . The day I went
down there, I costumed like an actor. With my wild zoot suit | wore
the yellow knob-toed shoes, and 1 frizzled my hair up into a reddish
bush conk.” His interview with the army psychiatrist was the icing on
the cake. In a low, conspiratorial tone, he admitted to the doctor,
“Daddy-o, now you and me, we're from up North here, so don't you
tell nobody. . . . 1 want to get senit down South. Organize them nigger
soldiers, you dig? Steal us some guns and kill up crackers {sic}!” Mal-
colm’s tactic was hardly unique, however Trumpeter John “Dizzy”
Gillespie, a pioneer of bebop, secured 4F status and praciically para-
lyzed his army recruitment officer with the feilowing story:

Vell, look, at this time. at this stage in my life here in the United States
whose foort has been in my ass? The white man’s {oot has been in my ass
hole buried up to his knee in my ass hole! . . . Now vou're speaking of
the enemy. You're telling me the German is the enemy. At this point. |
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can never even remember having met a German. So if you put me out
there with a gun in my hand and tell me to shoot at the enemy, ['m liable
to create a case of “mistaken identity,” of who [ might shoot.22

Although these kinds of “confessions” were intended to shake up
military officials and avoid serving, both Malcolm and Dizzy were ar-
ticulating the feelings of a great majority of men who shared their in-
ner cultural circle—feelings with which a surprisingly large number of
Alrican Americans identified. The hundreds, perhaps thousands, of
zoot suiters and musicians who dodged the draft were not merely
evading responsibility. They opposed the war altogether, insisting that
Alrican Americans could not afford to invest their blood in another
“white man’s war” “Whitey owns everything,” Shorty explained to
Malcolm. “He wants us to go and bleed? Let him fight.” Likewise, a

"Harlem zoot suiter interviewed by black social psychologist Kenneth
Clark made the following declaration to the scholarly audience for
whom the research was intended: “By [the] time you read this 1 will
be fighting for Uncle Sam, the bitches, and I do not like it worth a
dam [sic]. I'm not a spy or a saboteur, but I don’t like goin’ over there
fightin’ for the white man—so be it."2> We can never know how
many black men used subterfuge to obtain a 4F status, or how many
men—Ilike Kenneth Clark’s informant—complied with draft orders
but did so reluctantly, Nevertheless, what evidence we do possess
suggests that black resistance to the draft was more pervasive than we
might have imagined. By late 1943, African Americans comprised 35
percent of the nation’s delinquent registrants, and between 1941 and
1946, over 2,000 black men were imprisoned for not complying with
the provisions of the Selective Service Act.2+

While some might argue that draft dodging by black hipsters hard-
ly qualifies as protest politics, the press, police, and white servicemen
thought otherwise. The white press, and to a lesser degree the black
press, cast practically all young men sporting the “drape shape” (zoot
suit) as unpatriotic “dandies.” And the hep cats who could not es-
cape the draft and refused to either submerge their distaste for the
war or discard their slang faced a living nightmare in the armed
forces. Zoot suiters and jazz musicians, in particular, were the subject
of ridicule, severe punishment, and even beatings. Civilian hipsters
fared no better. That black and Latino youth exhibited a cool, mea-
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sured indifference to the war, as well as an increasingly defant pos-
ture toward whites in general, annoyed white servicemen to no end.
Tensions between zoot suiters and servicemen consequently erupted
in violence; in June 1943, Los Angeles became the site of racist at-
tacks on black and Chicano youth, during which white soldiers en-
gaged in what amounted to a ritualized stripping of the zoot. Such
tensions were also evident in Malcolm's relations with white service-
men. During a rather short stint as a sandwich peddler on the Yankee
Clipper train, Malcolm was frequently embroiled in arguments with
white soldiers, and on occasion came close to exchanging blows 26

“1 Think Life a Commodity Bargained For”

Part of what annoyed white servicemen was the hipsters’ laissez-faire
attitude toward work and their privileging of the “pursuit of leisure
and pleasure.” Holding to the view that one should work to live
rather than live to work, Malcolm decided to tum the pursuit of
leisure and pleasure into a career. Thus after “studying” under the
tutelage of some of Harlem’s better-known pimps, gangsters, and
crooks who patronized the popular local bar Small’s Paradise, Mal-
colm eventually graduated to full-fledged “hustler.”

Bruce Perry and other biographers who assert that, because Mal-
colm engaged in the illicit economy while good jobs were allegedly “a
dime a dozen,” we should therefore look to psychological explana-
tions for his criminality, betray a profound ignorance of the wartime
political economy and black working-class consciousness.?” First, in
most Northeastern cities during the war, African Americans were still
faced with job discrimination, and employment opportunities for
blacks tended to be low-wage, menial positions. In New York, for ex-
ample, the proportion of blacks receiving home relief increased from
22 percent in 1936 to 26 percent in 1942, and when the V\’orks»
Progress Administration shut down in 1943, the percentage of
African Americans employed by the New York WPA was higher than it
had been during the entire depression.2$ Second, it was hard for black
working people not to juxtapose the wartime rhetoric of equal oppor-

tunity and the apparent availability of well-paying jobs for whites with

the reality of racist discrimination in the labor market. Of the many
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jobs Malcolm held during the war, none can be said to have been
well-paying and/or fulfilling. Third, any atzempt to understand the re-
lationship between certain forms of crime and resistance must begin
by questioning the dominant view of criminal behavior as social de-
viance. As a number of criminologists and urban anthropologists have
suggested, “hustling” or similar kinds of informal/illicit economic
strategies should be regarded as efforts to escape dependency on low-
wage, alienating labor.2?

The zoot suiters’ collective hostility to wage labor became evident
to young Malcolm during his first conversation with Shorty, who
promptly introduced the word “slave” into his nascent hipster vocab-
ulary. A popular slang expression for a job, “slave” not only encapsu-
lated their understanding of wage work as exploitative, alienating, and
unfulfilling, but it implies a refusal to allow work to become the pri-
mary signifier of identity. (This is not to say that hustlers adamantly
refused wage labor; on the contrary, certain places of employment
were frequently central loci for operations.) Implied, too, is a rejection
of a work ethic, a privileging of leisure, and an emphasis on “fast
money” with little or ne physical labor. Even Shorty chastised Mal-
colm for saving money to purchase his first zoot suit rather than tak-
ing advantage of credit.3

Malcolm'’s apprenticeship in Boston’s shoeshine trade introduced
him to the illicit economy, the margins of capitalism where cornmodi-
ty relations tended to be raw, demystified, and sometimes quite bru-
tal. Success here required that one adopt the sorts of monopolist
strategies usually associated with America’s most celebrated entrepre-
neuers. Yet, unlike mainstream entrepreneurs, most of the hustlers
with whom Malcolm was associated believed in an antiwork, anti-ac-
cumulation ethic. Possessing “capital” was not the ultimate goal;
rather, money was primarily a means by which hustlers could avoid
wage work and negotiate status through the purchase of prestigious
commodities. Moreover, it seems that many hustlers of the 1940s
shared a very limited culwure of mutuality that militated against accu-
mulation. On more than one occasion, Malcolm gave away or loaned
money to friends when he himsell was short of cash, and in at least
one case “he pawned his suit for a friend who had pawned a watch
for him when he had needed a ioan.™!

Nevertheless, acts of mutuality hardly translated intc a radical col-
lective identity; hustling by nature was a predatory act which did not
discriminate by color. Moreover, their culture of mutuality was a male-
identified culture limited to the men of their inner circle, for, as Mal-
colm put it, the hustler cannot afford to “trust anybody.” Women
were merely objects through which hustling men sought leisure and
pleasure; prey for financial and sexual exploitation. “1 believed that a
man should do anything that he was slick enough, or bad and bold
enough, to do and that a woman was nothing but another commodi-
ty.” Even women’s sexuality was a commodity to be bought and sold,
though for Malcolm and his homeboys selling made more sense than
buying. (In fact, Bruce Perry suggests that Malcolm pimped gay men
and occasionally sold his own body to homosexuals.)3?

At least two recent biographies suggest that the detached, some-
times brutal manner with which Malcolm treated women during his
hipster days can be traced to his relationship with his mother.>> While
such an argument might carry some validity, it essentially ignores the
gendered ideologies, power relationships, and popular culture which
bound black hipsters together into a distinct, identifiable community.
Resistance to wage labor for the hep cat frequently meant increased
oppression and exploitation of women, particularly black women.
The hipsters of Malcolm’s generation and after took pride in their
ability to establish parasitical relationships with women wage earners
or sex workers. And jazz musicians of the 1940s spoke quite often of
living off women, which in many cases translated into outright pimp-
ing.3* Indeed, consider Tiny Grimes’s popular 1944 recording featur-
ing Charlie Parker on alto:

Romance without finance is a nuisance,
Mama, mama, please give up that gold.
Romance without finance just don’t make sense,

Baby, please give up thar gold.

You're so great and you're so fine,

You ain’t got no money, you can't be mine.
It ain't no joke to be stone broke.

Honey you know 1 ain't lyin' 33
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Furthermore, the hustler ethic demanded a public front of emotional
detachment. Remaining “cool” toward women was crucial to one’s
public reputation and essential in a “business” which depended on
the control and brutal exploitation of female bodies. In the words of
black America’s most noted pimp scribe, Iceberg Slim, “the best
pimps keep a steel lid on their emotions.”36

These gendered identities, social practices, and the discursive are-
na in which pimping and hustling took place were complicated by
race. As in the rest of society, black and white women did not occupy
the same position; white women, especially those with money,
ranked higher. Once Malcolm began going out with Sophia, his status
among the local hipsters and hustlers rose enormously:

Up to then [ had been just another among all the conked and zooted
youngsters. But now, with the best-looking white woman who ever
walked in those bars and clubs, and with her giving me the money 1
spent, too, even the big important black hustlers and “smart boys™ . ..
were clapping me on the back, setting us up to drinks at special tables,
and calling me “Red.”™7

As far as Malcolm and his admirers were concerned, “Detroit Red”
conquered and seized what he was not supposed to have—a white
woman. Although some scholars and ordinary folk might view Mal-
colm’s dangerous liaison as an early case of self-hatred, the race/gen-
der politics of the hustling community and the equally cool, detached
manner with which they treated white women suggests other dynam-
ics were operating as well. White women, like virtually all women
(save one's mama), were merely property to be possessed, sported,
used, and tossed out. But unlike black women, they belonged to
“Charlie,” the “Man,” “whitey,” and were theoretically off limits.
Thus, in a world where most relationships were “commodified,”
white women, in the eyes of hustlers at least, were regarded as stolen
property, booty seized from the ultimate hustle.

Hustling not only permitted Malcolm to resist wage labor, pursue
leisure, and demystity the work ethic myth, but in a strange way the
kinds of games he pulled compelled him to “study” the psychology of
white racism. Despite the fact that members of this subaltern culture
constructed a collective identity in defiance of dominant racist images
of African Americans, the work of hustling “white folks™ often re-
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quired that those same dominant images be resurrected and em-
ployed as discursive strategies. As a shoeshine boy, for example, Mal-
colm learned that extra money could be made if one chose to “Uncle
Tom a little,” smiling, grinning, and making snapping gestures with a
polishing rag to give the impression of hard work. Although it was
nothing more than a “jive noise,” he quickly leamed that “cats tip
better, they figure you're knocking yourself out.” The potential power
blacks possessed to manipulate white racial ideologies for their own
advantage was made even clearer during his brief stint as a sandwich
salesman on the Yankee Clipper commuter train:

It didn’t take me a week to learn that all you had to do was give white
people a show and they'd buy anything you offered them. . .. We were
in that world of Negroes who are both servants and psychologists, aware
that white people are so obsessed with their own importance that they

will pay liberally, even dearly, for the impression of being catered to and
entertained.

Nevertheless, while Malcolm's performance enabled him to squeeze
nickels and dimes from white men who longed for a mythic planta-
tion past where darkeys lived to serve, he also played the part of the
model Negro in the watchful eye of white authority, a law-abiding citi-
zen satisfied with his “shoeshine boy” status. It was the perfect cover
for selling illegal drugs, acting as a go-between for prostitutes and
“Johns,” and a variety of other petty crimes and misdemeanors.?

In some respects, his initial introduction to the hustling society il-
lumined the power of the trickster figure or the signifying monkey,
whose success depended not only on cunning and wiles, but on
knowing what and how the powerful thought. Yet the very subculture
which drew Malcolm to the hustling world in the first place created
enormous tension, as he tried to navigate between Sambo and mili-
tant, image and reality. After all, one of the central attractions of the
zoot suiters was their collective refusal to be subservient. As Malcolm
grew increasingly wary of deferential, obsequious behavior as a hus-
tling strategy, he became, in his words, an "uncouth, wild young Ne-
gro. Profanity had become my language.” He cursed customers, took
drugs with greater frequency, came to work high, and copped an atti-
tude which even his co-workers found unbecoming. By the war's
end, burglary became an avenue through which he could escape the
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mask of petty hustling, the grinning and Tomming so necessary to
cover certain kinds of illicit activities. Although burglary was no less
difficult and far more dangerous than pulling on-the-job hustles, he
chose the time, place, and frequency of his capers, had no bosses or
foremen to contend with, and did not have to submit to time clocks
and industrial discipline. Furthermore, theft implied a refusal to rec-
ognize the sanctity of private property.

Malcolm’s increasingly active opposition to wage labor and depen-
dence upon the illicit economy “schooled” him to a degree in how
capitalism worked. He knew the system well enough to find ways to
carve out more leisure time and autonomy. But at the same time it led
to a physically deleterious lifestyle, reinforced his brutal exploitation
of women, and ensured his downward descent and subsequent
prison sentence. Nevertheless, Malcolm’s engagement with the illicit
economy offered important lessons that ultimately shaped his later
political perspectives. Unlike nearly all of his contemporaries during
the 1960s, he was fond of comparing capitalism with organized crime
and refused to characterize looting by black working people as crimi-
nal acts—lessons he clearly did not learn in the Nation of Islam. Just
five days before his assassination, he railed against the mainstream
press’s coverage of the 1964 Harlem riot for depicting “the rioters as
hoodlums, criminals, thieves, because they were abducting some
property.” Indeed, Malcolm insisted that dominant notions of crimi-
nality and private property only obscure the real nature of social rela-
tions: “Instead of the sociologists analyzing it as it actually is . . .
again they cover up the real issue, and they use the press to make it
appear that these people are thieves, hoodlums. No! They are the vic-
tims of organized thievery.”3?

“In a Blue Haze of Inspiration, 1 Reach the Totality of Being”

Recalling his appearance as a teenager in the 1940s, Malcolm dismis-
sively observed, “I was really a clown, but my ignorance made me
think 1 was ‘sharp.”™ Forgetting for the moment the integrationist
dilemmas of the black bourgeoisie, Malcolm could reflect:

I don’t know which kind of self-defacing conk is the greater shame—the
one you'll see on the heads of the black so-called “middle class™ and “up-
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per class,” who ought to know better, or the one you'll see on the heads
of the poorest, most downtrodden, ignorant black men. I mean the legal-
minimum-wage ghetto-dwelling kind of Negro, as 1 was when 1 got my

first one.*0

Despite Malcolm’s sincere efforts to grapple with the meaning(s) of
“ghetto” subculture, to comprehend the logic behind the conk, the
reat pleat, and the lindy hop, he ultimately failed to solve Ralph Elli-
son’s riddle. In some ways this is surprising, for who is better suited
to solve the riddle than a former zoot suiter who rose to become one
of America’s most insighttul social critics of the century?

When it came to thinking about the significance of his own life, the
astute critic tended to reduce a panoply of discursive practices and
cultural forms to dichotomous categories—militancy versus self-
degradation, consciousness versus unconsciousness. The sort of nar-
row, rigid criteria Malcolm used to judge the political meaning of his
life left him ill-equipped to capture the significance of his youthful
struggles to carve out more time for leisure and pleasure, free himself
from alienating wage labor, survive and transcend the racial and eco-
nomic boundaries he confronted in everyday life. Instead, “Detroit
Red” in Malcolm’s narrative is a lost soul devoid of an identity,
numbed to the beauty and complexity of lived experience, unable to
see beyond the dominant culture he mimics.

This is not at all to suggest that Malcolm’s narrative is purposely
misleading. On the contrary, precisely because his lite as a pimp,
prostitute, exploiter, addict, pusher, and all-purpose crook loomed so
large in his memory of the 1940s, the thought of recuperating the op-
positional meanings embedded in the expressive black youth cultures
of his era probably never crossed his mind. Indeed, as a devout Mus-
lim recalling an illicit, sinful past, he was probably more concerned
with erasing his hustling years than reconstructing them. As bell
hooks surmises, Malcolm’s decision to remain celibate for welve
years probably stems from a desire to “suppress and deny those earli-
er years of hedonistic sexual practice, the memory of which clearly
evoked shame and guilt. Celibacy alongside rigid standards for sexual
behavior may have been Malcolm'’s way of erasing all trace of that sex-
ual past.”

In the end, Malcolm did not need to understand what the zoot
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suit, bebop, lindy, or even hustling signified for black working-class
politics during the war. Yet his hipster past continued to follow him,
even as he ridiculed his knob-toed shoes and conked hair. His simple
but colorful speaking style relied on an arsenal of words, gestures,
and metaphors drawn in part from his streetcorner days. And when
he lampooned the black bourgeoisie before black working-class audi-
ences, he might as well have donned an imaginary zoot suit, for his
position had not changed dramatically since he first grew wary of the
“Hill Negroes” and began hanging out in Roxbury's ghetto in search
of “Negroes who were being their natural selves and not putting on
airs.”#? There, among the folks today’s child gangstas might have
called “real niggaz,” fifteen-year-old Malcolm Little found the uni-
form, the language, the culture which enabled him to express a spe-
cific constellation of class, racial, generational, and gendered
identities.

What Malcolm’s narrative shows us (unintentionally, at least) is the
capacity of cultural politics, particularly for African American urban
working-class youth, to both contest dominant meanings ascribed to
their experiences and seize spaces for leisure, pleasure, and recupera-
tion. Intellectuals and political leaders who continue to see empower-
ment solely in terms of “black” control over political and economic
institutions, or who belittle or ignore class distinctions within black
communities, or who insist on trying to find ways to quantify oppres-
sion, need to confront Ellison’s riddle of the zoot suit. Once we situ-
ate Malcolm Little’s teenage years squarely within the context of
wartime cultural politics, it is hard to ignore the sense of empower-
ment and even freedom thousands of black youth discovered when
they stepped onto the dance floor at the Savoy or Roseland ball-
rooms, or the pleasure young working-class black men experienced
when they were “togged to the bricks” in their wild zoot suits,
strolling down the avenue “doin’ the streets up brown.”

Whatever academicians and self-styled nationalist intellectuals
might think about Malcolm Little’s teenage years, the youth today,
particularly the hip hop community, are reluctant to separate the hip-
ster from the minister. Consider, for example, WC. and the MAAD
Circle’s sampling of Malcolm’s voice to open their lyrical recasting of
the political economy of crime, “If You Don’t Work, U Don't Eat,” in
which Los Angeles rapper Coolio asserts, “A hustle is a hustle, and a
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meal is a meal/that’s why I'm real, and 1 ain’t afraid to steal.” Or con-
sider Gangstarr’s video, “Manifest,” in which the lead rapper, “Guru,”
shifts easily between playing Malcolm—suit, rimmed glasses, and
all—rapping behind a podium before a mosque full of followers, to
rollin’ with his homeboys, physically occupying an abandoned, dete-
riorating building which could have easily been a decaying Roseland
Ballroom. Not coincidentally, beneath his understated tenor voice
switching back and forth berween sexual boasting and racial politics,
one hears the bass line from Dizzy Gillespie’s bebop classic, “A Night
in Tunisia.” Through an uncanny selection of music, an eclectic mix
of lyrics, and a visual juxtaposing of young black men “hanging out”
against Malcolm the minister, Guru and D. J. Premier are able to in-
voke two Malcolms, both operating in different social spaces but shar-
ing the same time—or, rather, timelessness. While some might find"
this collapsing of Malcolm’s life politically and intellectually disingen-
uous, it does offer a vehicle for black (male) youth to further negotiate
between culture as politics and culture as pleasure. 4

“But “collapsing” the divisions Malcolm erected to separate his en-
lightened years from his preprison “ignorance” also compels us to see
him as the product of a totality of lived experiences. As 1 have tried to
suggest, aspects of Malcolm’s politics must be sought in the riddle of
the zoot suit, in the style politics of the 1940s which he himself later
dismissed as stupidity and self-degradation. This realization is crucial
for our own understanding of the current crisis of black working-class
youth in urban America. For if we look deep into the interstices of the
postindustrial city, we are bound to find millions of Malcolm Littles,
male and female, whose social locations have allowed them to demys-
tify aspects of the hegemonic ideology while reinforcing their ties to_
it. But to understand the elusive cultural politics of contemporary
black urban America requires that we return to Ellison’s riddle posed
a half century ago and search for meaning in the language, dress, mu-
sic, and dance styles rising out of today’s ghettos, as well as the social
and economic context in which styles are created, contested, and
reaccented. Once we abandon decontextualized labels like “nihilism”
or “outlaw culture” we might discover a lot more Malcolm X's—in-
deed, more El Hajj Malik El Shabazz’s—hiding beneath hoods and
baggy pants, Dolphin earrings and heavy lipstick, Raiders’ caps and)
biker shorts, than we might have ever imagined.
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