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Confessions of a Recovering Misogynist

KEVIN POWELL

| am a sexist male.

| take no great pridein saying this. | am merely stating
afact. It is not that | was born this way; rather, | was
born into this male-dominated society, and, conse-
quently, from the very moment | began forming
thoughts, they formed in a decidedly male-centered
way. My "education" a home with my mother, a
school, on my neighborhood playgrounds, and at
church al placed males at the center of the universe.
My digestion of 1970sAmerican popular culturein the
form of television, film, ads, and music only added to
my training, so that by as early as age nine or ten | saw
females, including my mother, as nothing more than
the servants of maes. Indeed, like the Fonz on that TV
sitcom Happy Days, | thought | could snap my fingers
and girls would come running.

My mother, working poor and a product of the con-
servative and patriarcha South, smply raised me as
most women are taught to raise boys: The world was
mine, there were no chores to speak of, and my ag-
gressions were considered somewhat norma, some-
thing that we boys carry out as arite of passage. Those
"rites’ included me routinely squeezing girls butts on
the playground. And at school boys were encouraged
to do "boy" things. work and build with our hands,
fight each other, and participate in the most daring ac-

tivities during our gym time. Meanwhile, the girls
were relegated to home economics, drawing cute pic-
tures, and singing in the school choir. Now that | think
about it, school was the place that spearheaded the
omission of women from my worldview. Save Betsy
Ross (whom | remember chiefly for sewing aflag) and
a stoic Rosa Parks (she was unfurled every year as an
example of Black achievement), | recdl virtualy no
women making appearances is my American history
classes.

The church my mother and | attended, like most Black
churches, was peopled mainly by Black women, most
of them single parents, who dragged their children
aong for the ride. Not once did | see a preacher who
was anything other than an articulate, emotionally
charged, well-coiffed, impeccably suited Black man
running this church and, truly, these women. And be-
hind the pulpit of this Black man, where he convinced
us we were doomed to hell if we did not get right with
God, was the image of our savior, a mae, dways
White, named Jesus Christ.

Not surprisingly the "savior" | wanted in my life
was my father. Ten years her senior, my father met my
mother, my father wooed my mother, my father im-
pregnated my mother, and then my father—as per his

Kevin Powell, "Confessions of aRecovering Misogynist," from Who's Gonna Take the Weight?: Manhood, Race, and Power

in America. Copyright © 2003 Crown Publishing Group.



556

socialization—moved on to the next mating cal. Re-
sponsibility was about as real to him as a three-dollar
bill. When | waseight, my father flatly told my mother,
viaapay phone, that hefelt shehad lied, that | was not
his child, and that he would never give her money for
me again. The one remotely tangible image of male-
nessinmy lifewasgonefor good. Both my mother and
| were devastated, albeit for different reasons. | longed
for my father'saffections. And my mother longedtobe
married. Silently | began to blame my mother for my
father's disappearance. Reacting to my increasingly
bad behavior, my mother turned resentful and her beat-
ings became more frequent, more charged. | grew to
hate her and dl females, for | felt it was women who
made men act as we do.

At the same time, my mother, a fiercely indepen-
dent and outspoken women despite having only a
grade-school education and being poor, planted within
me the seeds of salf-criticism, of shame for wrongful
behavior—and, ultimately, of feminism. Clear that she
aonewould have to shape me, my mother spoke point-
edly about my father for many years after that cdl, de-
manding that | not grow up to "be like him." And |
noted the number of times my mother rejected low-life
mal e suitors, particularly the ones who wanted to live
with usfree of charge. | can see now that my mother is
afeminist, although sheisnot readily familiar with the
term. Like many women before and since, shefell hard
for my father, and only through enduring immense
pain did she redize the power she had within hersalf.

/ once hated women, and | take
no pride in this confession.
| entered Rutgers University in the mid-1980s, and my
mamas-boy demeanor advanced to that of pimp. |
learned quickly that most males in college are some
variety of pimp. Today | lecture regularly, from cam-
pus to campus, dl over the country, and | see that not
much has changed. For collegeis smply aplace where
we men, irrepective of race or class, can—and do—
act out the sexigt atitudes entrenched since boyhood.
Rape, infidelity, girlfriend beat-downs, and emotiona
abuse are common, and pimpdom reigns supreme.
There is the athlete pimp, the frat boy pimp, the inde-
pendent pimp, and the college professor pimp. Buoyed
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by the antigpartheid movement and the presidential
bids of Jesse Jackson, my socid consciousness blos-
somed aong racid lines, and behold—the student
leader pimp was born.

Blessed with a gift for gab, apoet's sensihility, and
an acute memory for historical facts, | baited women
with my self-righteousness by quoting Macolm X,
Frantz Fanon, Machiavelli, and any other figure | was
sure they had not studied. It was a polite form of sex-
ism, for | was always certain to say "my sister" when |
addressed women at Rutgers. But my politeness did
not lend me tolerance for women's issues, nor did my
afiliation with a variety of Black nationdist organiza
tions, especidly the Nation of Idam. Indeed, when-
ever women in our African Student Congress would
guestion the behavior and attitudes of men, | would
scream, "We don't have time for them damn lesbian is-
wesd" My scream was violent, mean-spirited, made
with the intention to wound. | don't think it is any co-
incidence that during my four yearsin college | did not
have one relationship with a woman that lasted more
than three or four months. For every friend or girl-
friend who would dare question my deeds, there were
literdly hundreds of others who acquiesced to the
ways of us men, making it easy for meto ignore the le-
gitimate cries of the feminists. Besides, | had taken on
the demanding role of pimp, of conqueror, of campus
revolutionary—there was little time or room for rea
intimacy, and even less time for self-reflection.

Confessions are difficult because they
force me to visit ghettos in the mind
| thought | had long escaped.

| was kicked out of college at the end of my fourth year
because | drew aknife on afemae student. We were
both members of the African Student Congress, and
she was one of the many "subversive' female leaders|
had sought to purge from the organization. She hadleft
but for some reason was in our office afew days after
we had brought Louis Farrakhan to spesk a Rutgers.
Made tense by her presence, | ignored her and turned
to amale student, asking him, as she sood there, to ask
her tojet. As she was leaving, she turned and charge to-
ward me. My instincts, nurtured by my inner-city up-
bringing and severd months of receiving anonymous
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threats as the Farrakhan talk neared, caused me to
reach into my pocket and pull out aknife | had been
carrying.

My intent was to scare her into submission. The
male student panicked and knocked the knife from my
hand, believing | was going to stab this woman. |
would like to believe that that was not the case. It did
not matter. This woman pressed charges on and off
campus, and my college career, the one I'd taken on
for myself, my undereducated mother, and my illiter-
ate grandparents, came to a screeching halt.

It is not easyfor me to admit | have a problem.

Before | could be readmitted to school | had to see a
therapist. | went, grudgingly, and agonized over my vi-
olent childhood, my hatred of my mother, my many
problems with women, and the nauseating torment of
poverty and instability. But then it was done. | did not
bother to try to return to college, and | found myself
again using women for money, for sex, for entertain-
ment. When | moved to New York City in August
1990, my predator mentality was till in full effect. |
met awoman, persuaded her to allow meto live with
her, and then mentally abused her for nearly a year,
cutting her off from some of her friends, shredding her
peace of mind and her spirit. Eventually | pushed her
into the bathroom door when she blew up my spot,
challenging me and my manhood.

| do not want to recount the details of the incident
here. What | will say is that I, like most Black men |
know, have spent much of my life living in fear: fear
of White racism, fear of the circumstances that gave
birth to me, fear of walking out my door wondering
what humiliation will be mine today. Fear of Black
women—of their mouths, of their bodies, of their atti-
tudes, of their hurts, of their fear of us Black men. | felt
fragile, asfragile as abird with clipped wings that day
when my ex-girlfriend stepped up her game and spoke
back to me. Nothing in my world, nothing in my sdf-
definition prepared me for dealing with awoman as an
equa. My world said women were inferior, that they
must at al costs be put in their place, and my instant
reaction was to do that. When it was over, | found my-
df dripping with sweat, staring at her back as she ran
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Guilt consumed me after the incident. The women |
knew through my circle of poet and writer friends
begged me to talk through what | had done, to get
counseling, to read the books of bell hooks, Pearl
Cleage's tiny tome Mad at Miles, the poetry of Audre
Lorde, the many meditations of Gloria Steinem. | re-
sisted at first, but eventually | begantolisten and read,
feeling electric shocksrunning through my body when
| redlized that these women, in describing abusive, op-
pressive men, were talking about me. Me, who thought
| was progressive. Me, who claimed to be aleader. Me,
who still felt women were on the planet to take care of
men.

During this time | did restart therapy sessions. | dso
spent a good deal of time talking with young feminist
women—some friends, some not. Some were soothing
and understanding, some berated me and all men. |
also spent a great ded of time done, replaying my life
inmy mind: my relationship with my mother, how my
mother had responded to my father's actions, how |
had responded to my mother's responseto my father. |
thought of my education, of the absence of women in
it. How I'd managed to attend a major university affil-
iated with one of the ol dest women's collegesin Amer-
ica, Douglas College, and visited that campus only in
pursuit of sex. | thought of the older men | had en-
countered in my life—the ministers, the high school
track coach, the street hustlers, the local businessmen,
the college professors, the political and community
|eaders—and realized that many of the ways | learned
to relate to women came from listening to and observ-
ing those men. Yeah, | grew up after women's studies
classes had appeared in most of the colleges in Amer-
ica, but that doesn't mean feminism actually reached
the people it really needed to reach: average, everyday
American males.

The incident, and the remorse that followed,
brought about something akin to aspiritual epiphany. |
struggled mightily to rethink the context that had cre-
ated my mother. And my aunts. And my grandmother.
And al the women | had been intimate with, either
physically or emotionaly or both. | struggled to un-
derstand terms like patriarchy, misogyny, gender op-
pression. A year after the incident | penned a short
essay for Essence magazine caled, smply, "The Sex-
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ublic forum possible, and because | wanted to reach
ome men, some young Black men, who needed to
ear from another male that sexism is as oppressive as
acism. And at times worse.

/ am no hero. | am no saint.
| remain a sexist male.

But one who is now conscious of it and who has been
waging an internal war for severa years. Some days |
amincredibly progressive; other days | regress. It is
verylone-some to swim against the stream of Ameri-
can male-centeredness, of Black male bravado and nut
grabbing. It ishow | was molded, itiswhat | know, and
nrejecting it | often feel mad naked and isolated. For
example, when | publicly opposed the blatantly sexist
andpatriarchal rhetoric and atmosphere of the Million
ManMarch, | was attacked by Black men, some ques-
tioningmy sanity, some accusing me of being a dupe
for the White man, and some wondering if | was just
"trying' to get some pussy from Black women."

Likewise, | am ahip-hop head. Since adolescence |
have been involved in this culture, this lifestyle, as a
dancer, agraffiti writer, an activist, a conceit organizer,
and most prominently a hip-hop journalist. Indeed, as
areporter at Vibe magazine, | found myself interview-
ing rap icons like Dr. Dre, Snoop Dogg, and the late
Tupac Shakur. And although | did ask Snoop and
Tupac some pointed questions about their sexism, |
still feel | dropped the ball. We Black men often feel so
powerless, so sure the world—politicaly, economi-
caly, spiritually, and psychologically—is aigned
against us. The last thing any of us wants if for another
man to question how we treat women. Aren't we,
Black men, the endangered species anyhow? This is
how many of us think.

While | do not think hip-hop is any more sexist or
misogynist than other forms of American culture, | do
think it is the most explicit form of misogyny around
today. Itis aso aform of sexism that gets more than its
share of attention, because hip-hop—now a hillion-
dollar industry—is the sound track for young America,
regardiess of race of class. What folks don't under-
stand is that hip-hop was created on the hedls of the
Civil Rights era by impoverished Blacks and Latinos,

who literally made something out of nothing. But in
making that something out of nothing, many of us men
of color have held tightly to White patriarchal notions
of manhood—that is, the way to be a man is to have
power. Within hip-hop culture, in our lyrics, in our
videos, and on our tours, that power translatesinto ma-
terial  possessions, provocative and often foul lan-
guage, flashes of violence, and blatant objectification
of and disrespect for women. Patriarchy, as manifested
in hip-hop, is where we can have our version of power
within this very oppressive society. Who would want
to even consider giving that up?

Well, | have, to alarge extent, and these days | am
a hip-hopper in exile. | dress, tak, and walk like a
hip—hopper, yet | cannot listen to rap radio or digest
music videos without commenting on the pervasive
sexism. Moreover, | try to drop seeds, as we say, about
sexism, whenever and wherever | can, be it at a com-
munity forum or on a college campus. Some men,
young and old alike, simply cannot dea with it and
walk out. Or there is the nervous shifting in seets, the
uneasy comments during the question-and-answer ses-
sions, generally in the form of "Why you gotta pick on
the men, man?' | constantly "pick on the men" and
myself because | truly wonder how many men actually
listen to the concerns of women. Just as | fedl it is
Whites who need to be more vociferous about racism
in their communities, | fee it is men who need to pesk
long and loud about sexism among ourselves.

/ am a recovering misogynist.

| do not say thiswith pride. Like arecovering acoholic
or acrack fiend who has righted her or his ways, | am
merely cognizant of the fact that | have had some sexi-
ous problems in my life with and in regard to women.
| am also aware of the fact that | can lapse at any time.
My relationship with my mother is better than it has
ever been, though there are days when speaking with
her turns me back into that little boy cowering beneath
the belt and tongue of awoman deeply wounded by my
father, by poverty, by her childhood, by the sexism that
has dominated her life. My relationships since the in-
cident with my ex-girlfriend have been better, no
doubt, but not the bomb.



But | am at least proud of the fact | have not re-
verted back to violence against women—and don't
ever plan to, which is why | regularly go to therapy,
why | listen to and absorb the stories of women, and
why | talk about sexism with any men, young and old,
who are down to rethink the definitions we've ac-
cepted so uncritically. Few of us men actudly believe
there is a problem, or we are quick to point fingers at
women, instead of acknowledging that healing is a
necessary and ongoing process, that women and men
need to be a part of this process, and that we all must
be willing to engage in this dialogue and work if sex-
ism isto ever disappear.

So | fly solo, and have done so for some time. For
sure, today | count among my friends, peers, and men-
tors older feminist women like bell hooks and John-
netta B. Cole, and young feminists like Nikki Stewart,
a girls rights advocate in Washington, D.C., and
Aishah Simmons, who is currently putting together a
documentary on rape within the Black community. |
do not always agree with these women, but | also know
that if | do not struggle, hard and constantly, backslid-
ing is likely. This is made worse by the fact that out-
side of a handful of male friends, there are no young
men | know whom | can speak with regarding sexism
as easily as | do with women.

The fact is, there was a blueprint handed to us in
childhood telling us this is the way a man should be-
have, and we unwittingly followed the scrip verbatim.
There was no blueprint handed to us about how to
begin to wind ourselves out of sexism as an adult, but
maybe there should have been. Every day | struggle
within mysdlf not to use the language of gender op-
pression, to see the sexism inherent in every aspect of
America, to chalenge all injustices, notjust those that
are convenient for me. | am ashamed of my ridicu-
lously sexist life, of raising my hand to my girlfriend,
and of two other ugly and hateful moments in college,
one where | hit afemale student in the head with a sta-
pler during the course of an argument, and the other
where | got into a punch-throwing exchange with afe-
male student | had sexed then discarded like an old pair
of shoes. | am aso ashamed of all the lies and manip-
ulations, the verba abuse and reckless disregard for
the views and lives of women. But with that shame has
come a consciousness and, as the activists said during
the Civil Rights Movement, this consciousness, this
knowing, is ariver of no return. | have finally learned
how to swim. | have finally learned how to push for-
ward. | may becometired, | may lose my breath, | may
hit a rock from time to time and become cynical, but |
am not going to drown this time around.



