CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION: THE FIRST FOURTH

"I know a place, ain't no smilin' faces – lying to the races! I'll take you there” (The Staple Singers).

My first three memories of life upon this planet are filled with violence. These violent visions left me with troubled feelings, mixed emotions of fear and abandonment, and much trauma. But, my fourth memory is one of a beautiful summer’s morning approaching midday with a cool breeze blowing off the boulevard through the tenement window into my mother’s bedroom where I laid across her bed listening to all types of music: jazz, blues, rock n’ roll, salsa and meringue, and calypso. Music was a not only a big part of my life, it was a soothing part of my life too. Music didn’t save me from a life of sex, drugs, jails, and institutions though. 

My earliest memory is of my father beating up my mother. It took place in the kitchen, at night, in apartment 3A, at 853 Southern Boulevard. Our building was situated between Tiffany Street and Intervale Avenue. We lived exactly one and a half blocks away from the Longwood Avenue subway station on the number 6 Lexington Avenue line. It was the year 1957. We lived next to a synagogue for God’s sake! There were still white people living in the neighborhood.

My very next memory is also one of violence. Like every other slum tenement buildings in the city, during the mid fifties, there was a short flight of stairs leading to the basement of our home, which was adjacent to the front entrance. My father pushed my mother down those steps one night. It was summer time.


The third memory in my head was not one of violence, but certainly one of pain: I was standing in the living room watching while my uncles packed my father’s things. Man-he had a lot of shoes. And clothes. But, my fourth memory is one of a beautiful summer’s morning approaching midday with a cool breeze blowing off the boulevard through the tenement window into my mother’s bedroom where I laid across her bed listening to all types of music: jazz, blues, rock n’ roll, salsa and meringue, and calypso. That day’s memory left me feeling warm and hopeful, secured in the thought that the world wasn’t such a bad place after all. Music, I guess, sort of saved my life. It gave me a sense of balance – emotionally. Music had brought and delivered to me that day a message of hope and freedom.


From this point forward, my memories were full of different men coming in and out of my life.  My father would visit now and then. He would show up for a holiday, for a birthday, or for an “ass-whipping” day when I was out of line. Sadness entered my life in a big way.

Vaguely, my first day of school comes back to mind. I remember my moms walking me to school, and leaving me with the kindergarten teacher. I played with the blocks and with other kids. I didn’t feel so lonely anymore.


Subconsciously recognizing abandonment, loneliness, and isolation-I stuffed these emotions deep within my inner sanctum, never to be revealed, or felt again. I was five.


Shortly afterwards, my sister came into my life. I was at my grandma’s Sarah apartment when they brought her home in a little, yellow dress. I didn’t like her too much. I guess I felt betrayed.


I attended grade school without too many incidents for a short while. Having a white girl friend named Nancy, visiting her home for cookies and milk before school, made me happy. I was in the second grade. I had no notion of race. Introducing me to the fact of skin color being a barrier in life-was a kid who lived in my building, who would later become my best friend.


It started one day while I was taking out the garbage. He saw me and immediately wanted to fight. Why, I didn’t know. He started calling me ‘white boy’. I ran. I recall being at the top of the stairs landing, looking down and saying, “I may be white on the outside, but I’m black on the inside!”


It must’ve been around that time that I started not to like myself. It was also around this time that I started fighting a lot.  Kids would call me white. I would call them black. I started stealing and lying in the second grade. My desk mate was named David. I’m always saying that I didn’t know what jealousy and envy were about, but I was envious of David. Looking back, I was envious mainly because he had a ‘Dad’. David would bring a dollar to school every week to put in his Dollar Savings Bank Account. One week I looked around, no one was watching, so I helped myself to David’s dollar. I took it because I wanted a giant box of crayons (64). When my mother asked me how I got the crayons, I told her I had found the money. She knew I was lying.


I must admit. I really liked Nancy with her fiery, red hair. I was trusting. I was young. Prejudice was not in my vocabulary.

 In the third grade, another white girl came along that I liked. Her name was Ilene. She was older than me. I would chase her everyday to get a feel.


I barely remember my sixth year birthday party. I used to have pictures of that party. I remember my friends, my mom, and grandpa, and last-but always least-my dad. I remember his black goatee streaked with gray. The big, blue, bowl of punch my mother had fixed, but which none of us kids could drink. 

It was around that time that my memories became constant and were no longer scattered recollections of outstanding events. I recollect my dad being out of my life and showing up now and then, mainly then. Like holidays and such. He would take me shopping for school and summer clothes. I wanted a pair of converse. They cost eight dollars. My mother finally bought me a pair when I was in the third grade. 

I was eight years old when I started playing basketball, and remember feeling awfully proud because I owned a pair of converse: “If your sneakers slip and slide get the ones with the star on the side,” is what we used to chant. My friends were jealous, and so they teased me a lot by calling me a scrub, and a non, which meant in plain English that I wasn’t any good. I’ll show them I used to say, and so I started practicing everyday. I got better. And better.


I traveled a bunch between my grandparent’s house on Hewitt Place and our apartment on Southern Blvd. The one thing I hated most about going home, was my mother’s boyfriends. I just didn’t understand why it couldn’t be just us. Time past. I was now receiving religious instruction, which allowed me to leave school early once a week. I was studying for my Holy Confirmation. I was in dread of receiving Holy Communion because prior to reception of the body of Christ one had to confess their sins, and boy I just couldn’t picture myself doing that.


I used to cry a lot over religion. I felt very close to Jesus Christ and to Jehovah God. I knew that I loved them both dearly. And I thought God had something special in store for me one day, even if it was dying at a young age. My thinking ran along these lines: “I’ll fix them!” I used to see myself dead and in a casket. It was my funeral being held at St. Margaret’s, and all my relatives and friends were there crying, screaming, and carrying on something awful. And I would walk over and peer down at myself inside the coffin. Looking up I would yell out to all, “See! I told you so!” 
During these times I was very confused. I didn’t understand why I felt so different than everyone else. I did not, could not, accept feeling less than, and, always wanting what my other cousins and friends had: a family, a dad.


The day came when I finally received my confirmation. It was March twenty third nineteen sixty-two. It took almost a whole year, which back then, seemed like forever. My mother was so happy and proud of me that she bought me sharp, new, suit. It was black. It was my first. She also bought the shoes to match. I took fancy pictures, and everyone showed up for the big occasion-my first Holy Communion. It was great.


Shortly following my confirmation, an occasion arose at school for me to wear my new suit. It was probably school pictures. I can’t remember exactly. I do remember coming home from school and not being able to find my grandmother. I couldn’t get inside the apartment, so I went to the after school center in my good clothes. I took off my shoes, and my suit jacket, and proceeded to play basketball. Needless to say, someone stole my brand new suit jacket, and my shoes. Both my grandparents gave me a whipping that day. My mother came home from work, and she gave me one too! It was the first time that my grandpa spanked me. Boy were they angry! My love for basketball told me, it was all right to do, what I wanted to do, when I wanted to do it. I sure found out different.


I turned ten years old that summer. It was the first summer that I spent away at camp. Me, my sister, my two cousins, Daryl and Steven, went away for three weeks. I remember hating to have to go, but I loved it so much after getting there that I cried when it was time to leave. I went to Camp Bohatom for the next five summers.


Upon returning from Camp Bohatom that first summer, I was immediately carted off to my favorite cousin’s home. China and I were only six months apart. I loved being with him. He had everything going for himself. His dad was coach of the baseball team that China played for - ‘The Cossacks’. He also coached the basketball team of the same name, and China played on it also. I was also a little envious of him. I wanted to play with them so bad. You have no idea what it felt like to look from the sidelines all the time, the whole while knowing that you could play just as well as any kid out there, if not better. And besides which, I loved basketball. But, I lived in the Bronx. China lived in Queens. How many times had I asked my mother to move to Queens? I can’t begin to count. I begged and pleaded to no avail.


Anyway, that summer morning which I almost completely forgot, but will never forget, was so bright and shiny, and simmering. China suggested that we make love like grown-ups. I wasn’t sure how that was supposed to be done exactly, but we tried. We both attempted to enter one another a few times lying there on the cool tiles of the bathroom floor that sweltering summer morning. It was very early and China’s parents and baby sister were asleep. After a few more trial runs of unsuccessful flight, China must’ve become afraid and wanted to stop. My desire was to keep trying. I liked the feeling of being possessed, of being wanted by someone, of being loved.


A couple of days had passed, and it was one of those hot, lazy summer days when China and I asked if we could go to Astoria pool. I don’t remember exactly what happened, I must have blanked it out from my memory what I do remember is being called a faggot. China and his teammates had hidden my clothes, and my towel. Apparently he had told them what t we did, making himself appear to be entirely the dominant one. They were calling me a faggot and a white boy because only white boys had small dicks like mine. I tried to cover myself up and to look for my clothing. I was so naïve. I didn’t know what the word faggot meant exactly. I didn’t know I had done something wrong. I wanted to be loved.


A short while later I learned what faggot meant, and needless to say, I was devastated. I felt so ashamed. I felt tricked, used, and betrayed. I still loved China, but I hated him too! And I hated myself even more because now I was not sure who, or what, I was anymore. It was I who liked it. And it was I who wanted more.


I really hated living in the projects. I hated the buildings, the pissy elevators, the filthy stairways, and the vomit colored apartments, which all looked and smelled the same. The cold, hard, concrete floors, and the paper thin walls made a startlingly contrast. When it was cold, I could freeze my butt off while listening to my neighbors do the same. I had always dreamt of living on a farm with chickens, cows, ducks, sheep, and plenty of horses. I loved horses. I prayed we could move into a house. A house in Queens would do.


It is so weird. Until just now, I was thinking that I was naturally sad. But, I just realized that I wasn’t truly unhappy about me until I moved into the projects. I remember seeing kids in P.S. 39 sniffing airplane glue, and saying to myself, “I’ll never do that to myself! Put holes in my brain so I can act stupid!” At that junction of my life I thought highly of myself. Somewhere along the line, I stopped caring about me.


Summer came and I said my good-byes to P.S.39 and to Hewitt Place. I was going to be living with my mother full-time in the projects. I went to Camp Bohatom again! I was enrolled for three weeks - me and my sister. So, off we went. As I remember, I learned everything that I wasn’t supposed to learn, away from home. That summer I learned the highly technical aspects of masturbation. The CITs (counselors in training) gave me and some other kids in my cabin instructions. They explained how if you took a palm full of Vaseline, smeared it all over your penis, and then covered your penis with a sock, it felt slippery and soft just like a woman’s vagina. They said it was cool to do it because we weren’t getting any pussy yet. It was an alternative to remaining a virgin, which wasn’t cool for a hip guy.


I started practicing masturbation faithfully when I got home. Physically, it was a great feeling. In fact, it was an addictive feeling. But, emotionally I was ashamed because I was becoming real sneaky.


I don’t remember when Pawnshop Smitty entered my life. I don’t think he was there before, but it’s like I started six grade at a new school, moved into a new neighborhood, gained new friends, mother got a new boyfriend, and I had a new dad. Smitty was the closest thing I had to a father. He was around. He was there when I needed to be comforted, when I needed to be disciplined, and when I was feeling alone. He had two young ladies in his life - Susan and Bunnie. They were sisters. They were older than me. We all adopted one another. All of a sudden, I had a whole new bunch of friends. At times I felt jealous. Other times, I felt as though I was being dealt with unfairly, but basically I loved having my new family in my life. 
Truthfully, I fell in love with my stepsister Susan. I was totally infatuated with her. I thought she was the most beautiful black woman I had ever laid eyes upon, and I deeply wanted to have sex with her. Deeply. But, I knew it would never happen and that fact caused me great frustration. Everywhere she went I would tag along. Her, her boyfriend, and me. I was extremely jealous and often acted out of character. I was always getting in trouble because of it.


I was always being punished because Smitty didn’t believe in whippings I guess, but he wouldn’t hesitate to ground me for a week or two. I was full of resentment and I grew very bitter filled with anger and self pity. Yet, looking back I now realize that I learned a lot about keeping my duty, and tending to my responsibilities because of Smitty. Generally, he showed a genuine interest in me, and proved to be a fair man. I grew to love him.


There were exactly two things about Smitty I didn’t understand and was inquisitive to know. One, how come his hands were so big and fat? So, fat that he needed a pencil to dial the telephone. And two, why when he called me into the bedroom for a man-to-man talk, he seemed to mostly always fall asleep while talking. He would nod off and I would sit patiently waiting for him to come around. Then he would snap out of it and continue where he left off, or ask me, “Oh yeah, what was I saying?” These two behaviors confused and puzzled me so much that I asked my mother about them and she told me some bullshit, which I can’t remember.


I can’t remember how long Smitty was in my life either. It seemed to be a long time while it was transpiring, but everything seems to take a long time when you’re a ten-year-old kid. For instance, how long does it take for Christmas to come again when you’re a child? Forever! Smitty lived in the projects with us for at least a couple of Christmases. And just like the holidays when there is a bunch of people around everyone coming and going, our home was buzzing with activity constantly. Either my mother would be in the back with her girlfriends, or Smitty with the guys, or both. I guess I enjoyed the commotion. I wanted to be a part of it because my ‘parents’ appeared to be important, and so I wanted to be important also.


I don’t remember if I mentioned it, but my mother would boil a big pot of water and place clothes hangers in it to be sterilized. Then my mother and her girlfriends would carry the pot to the back room. I sort of remember hearing screaming, and shouts of pain. I’m not sure. It could be my imagination at work, I mean now that I can realize what was going on back then when I was a kid. Abortions in the bedroom. It has a nice ring to it: “Can’t afford a doctor? Come to our house.” Yet before abortion was legalized, many folks had to rely on a neighborhood network of females to get rid of something they just couldn’t afford to keep. Was it murder? Not where we came from it wasn’t. 


Let me digress back to Smitty. Pawnshop Smitty taught me two things that helped me cope with life. One, he taught me how cook and how to clean. He said that if a man wanted to make it in the world, he had to know how to do these things. The second, he would teach me much later, after we both did time.


It wasn’t too long after that I came home late in the afternoon to some white man opening my front door. There were a few white and black guys running around the place. The apartment was torn apart. These guys had wreaked the place. They were dressed-up like washing machine repairmen. Everyone was at home except my step dad. The men kept asking, “Where is Pawnshop?” Or, saying things like, “Come on little girl, don’t you know where your daddy is?” I don’t remember how much time passed, however when these guys finally left they took my mother with them. She was gone a few days. Man was I naïve. I had no idea what was happening. I realize today how my moms and Smitty kept this front that supposedly protected all of us. I had been deaf, dumb, and blind.


I don’t recall exactly what went down after that, but my sisters and me were looked after until my mother was released from jail. The judge released my moms because Pawnshop Smitty had turned himself in to the authorities. Smitty made bail because one of his drug-dealing buddies named Nicky Bond put up the cash. Smitty never returned in my life as a child. He was gone and life began anew.


As I remember it, I turned twelve shortly afterwards. That’s when active addiction began. Since I can remember, I’d been drinking beer from the cans of my mother, father, grandfather, and any other family member who was in arms length. My real drinking didn’t take off until I hit twelve.


 My mother allowed me to have a birthday party in our apartment. It was really a get together for my step-sister Susan’s friends. Most of her friends had become mine by this time. My mother had a new boyfriend at the time too. His name was Larry. Larry owned a bar, a candy store, and a used furniture store. He gave me a fifth of Christian Brother’s wine for my party. Me, Susan, and a friend sat in the bathroom and drank it all down. That night, I remember guzzling everything I put to my lips. Thunder Bird, Lucky Stripe, Gypsy Rose, Old Crow, you name it – I drank it that night. And I also smoked some marijuana for the first time. As I said earlier, I was attracted to Susan. Highly attracted. I wanted her so bad it hurt - badly. That night I wanted to fight everyone who looked at her sideways which included her boyfriend Chick. Needless to say, I blacked out that night. It was the first in a long line of blackouts to come. They say Susan put me to bed that night They say she felt sorry for me woke up naked and hung over not remembering a thing. They say I had Susan that night, but damn if I knew anything about it. That was the summer of sorted beginnings. The summer of sixty-four.

Junior’s High

"A freddies on the corner now. If you wanna be a junkie, why – remember freddies dead” (Curtis Mayfield).


A couple of weeks after my birthday, I started attending junior high school. I stated going to John Dwyer - JHS 133, which was three and a half blocks from my home. Mind you, I was unhappy. Why? Because I really wanted to attend a different school. See, I went to P. S. 146 for a year, during the sixth grade. I met a bunch of people there, most of who were going to Dunbar - J.H.S.120. My best friend at the time, Larry, and his twin sister Linda (who had been my girlfriend for a while, until she found out I had been lying about my age) were going to Dunbar. I couldn’t go to 120 because they had no SP class. I had passed the exams for special progress class, but the school I wanted to go to - JHS 180 - was uptown. I wanted to go there because I would’ve skipped a grade, but my father said no. He talked my mother out of it by telling her some crap about I would be fourteen in high school, while everyone else would be fifteen and sixteen. I really thinkhe didn’t want to be responsible for me living so close to him. The school was in his district area. Needless to say, I have a deep resentment about that incident to this day. I can’t help thinking how my life would have turned out if I had went to that school, if I had been afforded the chance to get out of the ghetto - even for a brief moment. Yet, Allah is the Best of Planners-nothing happens against His will.


Still, I can’t help thinking sometimes, if I had went to school away from my neighborhood, if I had skipped a grade, I wouldn’t have become an alcoholic/addict. My home was so close, and my mother was at work, it made cutting with the guys and gals so very simple. We would leave for lunch and not come back. We would go to my place, get high, and try to have sex with any female who was willing. By the time I graduated the ninth grade, my alcoholism and addiction to marijuana had graduated also - along with my lusting. It was all about sex, drugs and rock n’ roll. I had started cutting class so much that I got a twenty in English due to absenteeism. I had a few girl friends, but was frustrated because I still hadn’t had sex. I was masturbating all the damn time now. I had stopped trying to make any of the teams because my mother was working, and I usually had to come home to watch my sister. I disliked my mother and my sister because of it. To be honest, my drinking and drugging became so serious, I thought I was too good to play ball, or attend class, or something like that.


I was strung out - see! I was hooked and I didn’t even know it! I was scheduled to take tests for special high schools like Brooklyn Tech and Aviation. I passed–up schools like Bronx High School of Science and Music and Art, using the excuse that they were on the same day. Reality is, I didn’t think I could pass the exam. I had started thinking about myself as less than capable. I was starting to lose all my self-confidence. Needless to say, I didn’t make it to any school. I decide to go to Evander Childs. Evander was a party down school. Known throughout the city for its hipsters, fly women, and festive atmosphere, I knew I would fit right in the mix. (Remembering also that I started working in the spring semester of the eighth grade, and had started developing an obsession for fine clothing, I had even stopped dressing–up the outside of me – it took away from my get high money.)


I never made it to the counselor in training classes at the church, and I was too old for camp, so I hung out in the city the summer of ’67. I stayed at my father’s apartment uptown in the Bronx. My father, his girlfriend, her kids, and me, were all in a three bedroom flat that summer.


My uncle Teenie managed to get me a job working for HARYOU ACT, Inc., which was located in the Hotel Theresa. I started working on July 7, 1967. I was making eighty dollars a week. It was damn good money for those days.


Two very important events took place in my life that month of July. The first was, I met the Nation of Islam through a co-worker, and the second, was, I met heroin. The former put me in touch with who I truly am, and the latter made me forget the very same.


I will never forget the morning I became ‘god’- a ‘five per center’. I forget the sisters’ name, but her son’s name was Saifoulaye, which I promptly took for my own. I had had to lie to get the job, and she saw right through it. She said, “No! You’re more like about fourteen years old-not sixteen“. Anyhow, she told me there and then in plain English that the Blackman is God! She gave me the Student Enrollment to take home and study. The Student Enrollment is the first ten questions and answers that the Honorable Elijah Muhammad taught his followers. I took it home and memorized it. I remember a light as bright as a thousand hits of yellow sunshine switched on in my head. I knew that it was the Truth. I was the Original Asiatic Blackman. I was no longer just black on the inside, but in an instant had become black through and through-mentally and physically. I had achieved ‘enlightenment’. I found my Islam. I found peace.


Shortly thereafter, my peace of mind exploded. I shattered it into a million pieces with my self-destruct button. You see, I pressed that button when I decided to give my future love a try. My future love came into my life like a gentle cool breeze blowing over a desert. When I decided to try heroin that fateful afternoon, I truly died. It was to be a slow and painful death, but you couldn’t tell me anything that day. All systems were off and flying. What I remember mostly about my first time sniffing dope is that I forgot. All the problems that I thought I had as a young man of fourteen suddenly disappeared. They just went away. They weren’t there any longer.


I remember sitting on the benches in the back of my dad’s building with my head cocked to the side resting it on my shoulder because I couldn’t hold it up by my will. I was in a deep, deep nod. I kept getting real thirsty, and drinking a lot of liquids which I promptly threw-up. I got sick as a dog, throwing up my guts all over, and then returning to a nod, not caring who saw me. I didn’t care because I no longer had a care in the world. What!? Me worry? All my problems had disappeared-remember? The rest of the summer was a repeat of the above: work, spend, sniff, get high, get sick, and forget. Let’s not forget. The only thing I didn’t do anymore was remember I had problems.


I started sniffing heroin in July of nineteen sixty – seven. In November of that year, just four months later, I was shooting it. I had started skin popping. One month later I left Evander Childs High School. I used the fact that a kid who was selling dope, as I had started doing, who got shot in the head during a stick – up, to convince my people that the school wasn’t any good. I still hadn’t told anyone about my using because I still didn’t have any problems. Amazingly, while everyone else was eating lunch, I was sticking a needle in my arm, or my leg – right there in the cafeteria. 


The Christmas break came and left, and it was now time for me to move back with my grandparents. I thought that moving to a new area would help. I didn’t know anyone in Jamaica Queens, except my cousins, and none of them did drugs to my knowledge. I had a tough time getting back the clothes I had loaned to my brother’s brother – Rod. I had been robbed for one of my Byle Shop alpaca sweaters, and Rod knew the kids who had done it. So, in some dope fiend scheme - that I fell for - My other sweaters were supposed to be bait. I can’t remember the exact details, but he wound up with all my sweaters, and was reluctant to return them. I started attending Springfield Gardens High that year. It was January second nineteen sixty eight.

Stay High School

“I found love on a two way street and lost it on a lonely highway” (The Moments).


I started school in Springfield Gardens that January of nineteen sixty-eight and attended on a regular basis without incident. How not? I didn’t know anyone yet. Whenever I wanted to get high and hangout, I went to my father’s house for the weekend. He was still living uptown in the Bronx. Little did I know that uptown was going to be my home.


I finished the tenth grade and started my summer vacation, which wasn’t a vacation at all because I had to go to summer school. I stayed uptown at my father’s apartment that summer of sixty - eight. I remember that my other addiction started to take its course. It sprung up in full bloom. I was lusting tough. I was trying to have sex anywhere and anyway. My father’s girlfriend had her children living with her, and her parents and sister with her two children lived three flights down. There was also a cousin on the second floor with her three kids. One of the  three kids was a teenager. She was a couple of years older and had a little child of her own.


Sandy was a tall, fine sister. Having a child with no father around and considered a baby herself, she was looked upon as being somewhat wayward. She was going out with my friend Mike at the time. One night she got drunk. Me, Mike’s cousin, and her two cousins – Richard and Butch – pulled a train on her. The next morning I pretended like I had a hangover and didn’t remember anything. I was supposed to be going out with Sandy’s best friend Beverly when this occurred. I was trying to get into her panties too! Needless to say, it was shortly after that I started mainlining. Could it have been the guilt factor that started me down the road of becoming a real junkie? I don’t know. I still didn’t know what a habit was though.


I went back to Queens in the September of 1968 and continued attending Springfield Gardens High, while living with my grandparents in Rochdale Village. I was sniffing and shooting heroin, smoking pot, drinking anything I could get my hands on, and experimenting with LSD, speed, pills, etc., etc.. I became frustrated in Queens because the life style was different and I didn’t adapt. People hung-out in their houses mainly, not in the streets. I didn’t have a girlfriend, so I traveled back to the Bronx every weekend. I remember I couldn’t wait to get off the 5 train and go get high. I hardly went by my mother’s house. I was working part time here and there. Every penny I made went to clothes and dope, or some type of get high. I needed the get high for parties over the weekend. And I needed to party because I really wanted to catch a girlfriend.


In February of 1969, I was working at a pizzeria in Rochdale Village Mall, and I started selling weed for the white guy(I can’t remember his name) who worked there, and partly owned it. I got busted. It was my first arrest. My mother bailed me out and got me lawyer. My father told her to leave me in there. Hindsight tells me maybe he was right, but I carried a deep resentment for him because of that advise. Three months later, I got busted for heroin. My mother bailed me out again. This time my grandparents couldn’t take anymore. They signed me out of school, and sent me back to my mother’s home.


A couple of days after I got home, two buddies from Queens came to visit. They came with dope, and we proceeded to get high in my room. My stepsisters were over visiting my moms. They called me into the living room. My mother and Bunny both gave me a big pill bottle filled with cocaine. They told me if I wanted to get high, party, and make money, that that was the stuff to use. And they said cocaine wasn’t habit forming. It was Memorial Day weekend 1969.


There I sat by myself in my room just returning home from Rikers Island. My mother had managed to bail me out again. My grandparents had had enough. They signed me out of school and now I was living back in the Bronx. A couple of days after I got home, two buddies from Jamaica came to visit me. Their names were Chucky and Cook. They came with dope, and we proceeded to get high in my room. My stepsisters were over visiting my moms when they called me into the living room.


My mother and Bunnie both gave me a big pill bottle filled with cocaine. They told me if I wanted to get high, party, and make money, that was the stuff to use-not heroin. And they said it wasn’t habit forming. The great ‘white lie’ of the sixties, it was Memorial Day weekend 1969.


I didn’t know what to expect. It looked so much like dope. I finished all that coke by the time the weekend was over, and man was I fucked-up and didn’t even realize it. That was the beginning of my long love affair with cocaine which was to continue until I stopped using, and stayed stopped. It was also the beginning of a new relationship with my mother.


After that Memorial Day weekend, I can’t remember the next time I used cocaine, but by the time the summer came, I was using on a regular basis. Every chance I could, I used, yet I didn’t have a habit. Ha!


I got a job working in the kitchen was dishes at Camp Bohatom. I was running again! My sister was attending camp for 8 weeks, and so my mother had gotten rid of us for the summer once again. But that didn’t matter because I had met my first love. Ellie, the reverend’s daughter, man she was fine. And I dug the shit out of her. I was in LOVE.


She was more than 3 years older than me. She was twenty. I was getting ready to turn seventeen. One day, on my time off, we went to town. We bought some liquor. I got wasted and had some words with the camp director. The next day I was fired and on the bus headed home.


I remember loafing around for the rest of the summer. I got back into being a 5%er when I started hanging out with Arkasheem, Alfalaal, and Eminent Allah, who had just come home from Comstock.


I started shooting heroin a little more than I had been, but I was still OK! Because I was shooting heroin and cocaine when I could, but still mostly sniffing, meant I was alright.


The weekend of Woodstock, my father was going upstate to visit my sister at camp. I decided to go along and visit my girl Ellie. I was taking part in a historical trek that Sunday afternoon. But, my loves kept me blind to what was going on in the world around me. The only thing I noticed was that there were a lot of cars on NY State Thruway that afternoon on our way home.


The summer of ’69 was glorious! Ellie would come to visit( emphasis on come ), and I would get high on some dope, put six albums on, and fuck all night without ever busting a nut! She loved it. I loved her. But, when I didn’t get high, I would come so quickly. It was humiliating. It was very discouraging, premature ejaculating, so much so it made me want to stay high all the time. I didn’t feel as inadequate.


Looking back I can say that I was high from the very beginning of my sexual encounters. I never had sex soberly. I never gave myself a chance to know real intimacy. I probably don’t know now what it is to really make love, or to be in love for that matter. I have always suffered from premature ejaculation due to chronic masturbation.


Needless to say, Ellie and me lasted a few more months, and by winter time we were over and through. I really hated losing her. Like I said she was my first real love. But, being me, I had two other women ready for the picking. Or, so I thought. In reality, I got picked. But let me start at the end of the summer.


Summer was over and I started at a new school which again was just across the street from my home in the projects. It was Morris High. I was optimistic. I didn’t realize I had a real bad problem at the time. You see, I was doing heroin everyday now. I was cutting out from school each and every day with my childhood friends who were now my get high friends. It was one fall morning, us hanging out in front of my girl friends building –right across the street from the school-when I met Georgie from Hewitt Place. We had grown up together. Georgie and his brother Reggie were selling heroin. As was to happen, four months later, after I was finally kicked out of school, I met Georgie on 125 St. at the Hotel Theresa. We were both attending some sort of so-called program. Needless to say, once I got put down, the program, night school, and everything else worthwhile went out the window. I was meeting the brothers at their old apartment on Hewitt, where they cut and bagged the heroin. At last I was finally down. Or so I thought.


I was just starting the beginning of a really big dealers jones. At first, things were going o.k.. I went from a couple of bundles, to a half of spoon, to a whole spoon, which back then was an ounce of dope.


I had it made. I had dope, money, clothes, and I was staying high all the time. What more could a dope dealer want? I’ll tell you what! The hustler’s mind that’s what! You see, I wasn’t really into sales. Never was, never will be. A few months later I was in the hole, and owing Georgie my arm and leg. He gave me quite a few chances to make it up.


George and Reggie kept giving and I kept taking and using. I now started picking up packages from other people. Actually, I was, borrowing from Peter to pay Paul. I owed everyone and their mothers. I picked up to use, to support my habit-pure and simple.


I remember going to pick-up a package from my new connection on Easter Sunday morning, in April of 1970. It started to snow, and needless to say the connection didn’t show for his cash. I went out to my grandmother’s house that day. The snow was really falling hard and had turned into a real storm. I remember feeling sick on my stomach and not wanting to eat, so I left my family and relatives and went to lay down in my grandparents room. My body was cramping up along with my bowels seeming to break. My nose was running, and tears were running down my face, when I got up to look into the mirror at myself. As I recalled some of the things I had heard over the last 33 months, then and there it hit me: “Brother-you’re strung out! YOU GOT A JONES!!”


That’s when I became a self - acknowledged addict. When my body finally got the message across to my brain, it was too late. I had crossed the invisible line. After discovering I was truly an addict, everything started going downhill. I started selling my things, and anything I could get my hands on. I stole from my mother, my sister, father, grandparents – anyone I got close to – I stole from them. Supporting my habit, which had grown to shooting a bundle, that is, 15 bags at a time, ( 3-4 times a day ) was my primary concern in life. I lived life like that until August 21, 1970, when I got busted for possession of heroin. I got busted in my mother’s apartment in the projects. It was an ugly scene. The police tore my mother’s place apart.


I went to Riker’s Island with an enormous bail that I couldn’t make. I got sick. Very, very sick. After all, I had been using now for more than two years on a daily basis and had a helluva dealers Jones. I laid in bed for the first ten days. My friend Mike got me transferred to the other side of the cell block. This made life a little easier! The day came when the officer in charge grew tired of the inconvenience and he started moving people back to their original locations. I was one of them he moved. It was the beginning of my jail house education, and my true self awareness. You see, I was really a very naïve, scared kid. I was to find out how much afraid and naïve very shortly.


This guy I wanted as a cellmate, a stranger to me, was a devil in disguise. We had all been lined up in the day room and asked to pick who we wanted as a cellmate. I remember seeing this guy laughing and smiling as he was playing cards and saying to myself that was a wonderful thing to be able to do in this awful place. So, because of that reason, I asked this person to be my ‘cellie’. Mistake! Big Time! Little did I know that that was a sign of weakness! When we got to our cell, I immediately jumped on the bottom bunk. Mistake Two! He caught a resentment which he proceeded to let me know about shortly thereafter. Thereafter being a few days of so – called boxing. Boxing lessons that were suppose to get me in shape which instead were systemically breaking me down. What he had done was methodically punish my arms, made them black and blue until I couldn’t lift them to defend myself. Not that it matter, I didn’t know how to box anyway. No one had ever taught me. I hated fighting. All the fights I had been in were a matter of survival.


Bam! Bam! Boom! I was on my ass, on the floor, at the gate of the cell, surprised and shocked when it was announced that my cellmate was now going to fuck me in the ass! I was scared. I didn’t know what to do? He then proceeded to try and sweet talk me into giving up my manhood. I started thinking, and then remembering how good it felt to be loved and possessed by my cousin China when we had experimented with sex. I was tempted. Only Allah – GOD Himself – saved me!


I remember homeboy climbing into the top bunk and laying beside me. I had given up the bottom bunk being sorely afraid for my well being. He was whispering in my ear about how no one had to find out. No one would know he said. Part of me wanted to believe him. That part which liked the feeling of being entered and possessed. The lusting part of me which had nothing to do with love, told me to go ahead and get screwed in the ass! I fought off the temptation only with Allah’s help. I looked in the brother’s eyes with my own eyes bugging out of my head, and I guess he saw something which made him indecisive as what to do next. He climbed down onto his own bed. I was up for most of the night. Once when a guard passed by, I asked him for help, I asked for a cell change. He laughed and asked, “ Why? Is he going to fuck you in the ass? “ I said, “Yes!” He chuckled and walked away.


He chuckled and told me that that was my problem and continued his rounds. The next morning, I approached the guard in charge of the cell block, and requested a cell change. A short time later the entire third tier broke down. Call it a miracle, but I wasn’t going to get a cell change the chief had told me, so I call it a miracle. Everyone was shipped out to another cell block except for me. I was placed downstairs on the second tier with a guy who had happened to have an altercation with my 'ex-cellie' just the day before. We became friends. God is Good! All the Time!


My stay in jail was sort of uneventful after that episode. My mother came to visit me twice a week, and I cried and pleaded for her to get me out. I showed her my bruises. That did it! Looking back, I should have stayed my butt right there on Riker’s Island, but I was a spoiled ass momma’s boy. Still am. My mother bailed me out after about five weeks. My reception on the outside was anything but nice. My mother had told of my experiences, and I was a little ashamed of my cowardice. Also, one of my ‘godly’ brothers – Eminent Allah – who had been staying at my mother’s place with me, was hitting on my girl. I felt betrayed by everyone close to me. The color, or fairness of my skin had again betrayed me also, and say this because had I not been a light skinned fine ass motherfucker, maybe I wouldn’t have been approached in jail at all. But, I stray.


Georgette was going for it. I said the hell with it too, and started getting high and picking up again. My mother packed me off to my father’s. Shortly after my arrival, my father decide to go on a short vacation – by himself. He didn’t leave me a key. Having been recently setup and taken off for a package, I needed cash fast. So, needless to say, I used the fact that my dad left me in the streets to fend for myself, to rip him off. I robbed my father blind. I took everything except his rings which I knew he loved, perhaps – or so I felt – more than me. 


The guys who helped me, and I, took a cab down to the projects and began to sell his stuff. I got ripped off by them also. I didn’t try to pickup. All I did was get high. All I did was shoot dope. I didn’t have a 45-60 bag a day habit any longer, but I was still pretty bad off. When my dad finally came and had me locked-up, and then released in his custody, I was too sick to see that he really did love me, and too relieved because I didn’t have to go to jail. I just blew it off I guess. I had total disregard for others. The only thing that mattered was the next fix.


I was back at my mother’s. Georgette didn’t want to have anything to do with me. She couldn’t trust me. Her father died shortly afterwards and I went to pay my respects. When her and her family turned their backs, I ripped them off. I didn’t care. I was sick and I needed a shot of dope. I needed. Me. Me. Me. It was the last time I saw her.


I was on the run again! I was running from The Bronx, to Queens, to Manhattan, back to the Bronx. I was picking up packages of heroin from Peter to pay Paul. I had fucked up everybody’s money: Albie, George and Reggie’s, Mikie had Piggy out gunning for me. Mr. Harris had died, so I didn’t have to worry about him. Queens was the safest place so I decided to rest up at my grandparents place. They let me stay because I was going to court to get sentenced. I had copped out to the Rockefeller Program and was going to receive five years in the system. I was to happy, but felt I would be safer inside.


I received my G.E.D. while doing my bid. It was the most positive thing about being locked up that had happened to me. I now knew how to walk into the penitentiary. I became the vulture. I had my second homosexual encounter while doing this bid. It was the first time I had experienced oral sex. It felt great. My lust was off and running. I went back a second time before being paroled, but this time the guy wanted me to have anal intercourse with him or else he wasn’t going to give me any head. I became a hoe right there and then. I agreed. Looking back, I guess it was the first time I sold myself. I left the joint being fully institutionalized, and having a couple of tattoos to prove it.


I came home and started using again. One Sunday afternoon, around four o’clock, a couple of detective came to my mother’s apartment, got me out of bed and arrested me. They said I had another case. I told them that I had just come home, and that I hadn’t been in any trouble since. They told me that I had had another case pending when I took the five years. I said that was bullshit! I copped out under the Rockefeller to all cases known and unknown. That was the catch! The Rockefeller legislatures, the lawyers, DA's, and judges knew a defendant couldn’t plead guilty in such a fashion. But, we, the un-expecting addicts didn’t know. We had been tricked again. The man had me, and thousands like me by the balls again. In fact, he never had let go. He always had my nuts in the palm of his hand.


It cost me and my family. Them, the family, had to pay more bucks. I had to pay more time. When it was all over, I had gone back on a parole violation. When I came home again, I was finishing five years parole, and a separate five year term of probation. There was one good thing that came out of my incarceration this time. I received a copy of The Holy Qur’an, and The Hadith. And, I had decided to attend college. I sincerely wanted to study. I truly wanted to become whole heartedly interested in Islam. I was starting to realize what it meant to say, “I am a Five Percenter!”

Higher Education

“Sittin' here on the bench with my back against the fence Wonderin'” (Billie Stewart).


I went to college in the beginning of 1973. I hardly went to class as I was still using-smoking marijuana mainly, but my life was still unmanageable. I met Cat. We hooked up in the summer of ’73 after doing some acid together. It wasn’t my first trip, but it was the first time I had done it with a woman. It was great. We started living together. She got pregnant in 1974. We moved back to NYC, and in the beginning of ’75 my son Understanding Master Allah was born. I took another fall in the spring of ’75 which caused me to leave NYC heading for the West Coast-The Fountain Dripping Blood! Hitchhiking no less!


I remember our layover in one Canadian City. We had been stealing groceries wherever we stopped. Jabber, Moni, and me were stealing everything we could get our hands on, and in the mean time trying to score some marijuana. Canada was Dry! I remember wanting to get high real bad. So bad that while boosting in one department store I, we managed to steal two fifths of tequila, an electric razor, and someother items. We went to the movies to kill some time after selling an item or two. I don’t remember what it was I saw because I was on my way towards getting drunk. 


We had decided to get back on the road when night caught us in the burbs, and we decided to seek shelter in a bus stop. It gets so cold in Canada that all the bus stops are enclosed with heat no less. All I remember is Jabber waking me up and telling me how I performed. He said that the police had awakened me earlier and that I proceeded into a rage. He said that I had picked up my shoes and marched around the shelter hitting the glass with my shoes and cursing out the police. I felt so ashamed. Jabber and Moni wanted to leave me right there. It was then that I started seriously thinking I might have a drinking problem.


The next morning, I awoke with such a terrible hangover. I knew it was time to get out of Dodge. We had been in Canada almost a week and still hadn’t crossed half of her. I, we decided to steal a car. We shopped around for a couple of hours before I found a car with the keys in it. I took the car and picked up Jabber and Moni. Why me? I was the only one who knew how to drive. For the next seventeen hours, we rode and stole across eleven hundred miles. We reached British Columbia on June 28, 1975. I’ll always remember that date because it was summertime and it was snowing. We were in the Sierra Madres. We came to a ski resort town of Banff. It was here that I made a vital mistake. 


I forgot about the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. You know, the ones who ‘always get their man’. Well, I was the man who tried to drive away without paying for a full tank of gas and they got me. They sentenced me to ninety days for grand larceny. I was flown to a maximum federal penitentiary that had a minimum security unit which is where they sent me after two days.


It was a rude awakening being a foreigner in jail. From the moment I was there I was singled out. So, I started acting out. I shaved my head and danced, and played just like they expected a crazy person to do. I didn’t want to get anymore time, so I kept to myself, read a lot, and started practicing Yoga every day.


It was the end of the summer when I got released. The police took me to the border. I traveled for a couple of days before I arrived in San Francisco. I met up with Jabber and Moni in the Haigth-Ashbury section of town, and started living with them in this white guy’s apartment.


This white guy was on disability. He was released from a mental institution where he had been locked down for shooting a rifle at a commuter train back in his home town. He was a follower of Mao, and a member of the communist party. We started stealing together. I stole anything which wasn’t nailed down. We had started talking of putting a band together. So, I decided to outfit it. I stole guitars, amplifiers, mixers, organs, synthesizers, stereo systems, records, clothes, and food. The only thing we didn’t steal was money. We decided to sell weed instead. I sent for my woman and child. We were planning to go to Hawaii. When she arrived in San Francisco, I told her we were going to stay there on the West Coast. I didn’t realize how unhappy, and disappointed she was until it was too late.


I tried to find work, but I was unsuccessful. Khadya found a job, and I started watching Understanding Master. The gods had left to go to Columbia. We had met another brother who became god. His name was I Sun. He went with Jabber and Moni to South America. We had heard there was a group of gods in Oakland also, but we never met them in our travels.


We got our own apartment. It was a storefront located one block south of the Haight, and one block east of Golden Gate park. It was perfect. I purchased an old beat up piano for fifty bucks and put it in the main room. I had a lot of plans. I was still stealing, but not on such a grand scale now that the gods had left. I had purchased a quarter pound of weed, and being new to San Francisco, became my best customer. Khadya grew sick and tired of my wasteful actions. I was left home most of the day to watch Um Allah and get stone. It was about this time that the gods returned. We started hanging out together again. What else did she expect, Khadya?


We met some Rastafarians, and suddenly I had new clientele for my abilities. It was a great arrangement. I would steal any kind of musical instruments or equipment they needed, and they would pay for it in weed or money.


Everything seemed to be working fine until one evening when Khadya came home. She was going on and on about Um Allah and how he was losing weight under my care. She said I wasn’t doing a good job taking care of him. We started to argue. She stepped out and came back within a few minutes, but while she was gone, I had picked my son up in anger and tossed him to the bed. He landed on his butt unhurt, but my visible anger caused to bust out crying. He had come to me with such a beautiful smile on his face, and I had betrayed his reaching out for comfort. That smile will haunt me all my days for it was the last I was to see of my son until twenty three years later. Looking back, I feel that his mother had this all planned. I found out twenty some odd years later that she was pregnant also.


Khadya took my son that night and left for New York. I saw her a week later without my son. We tried to talk. I went off. She had taken out an order of protection against me. Man, I wanted to hurt her something awful, but I had beat her once in the past, and didn’t really want to go there again. I just wanted my son back.


Khadya stayed in San Francisco another week and left. I never saw her again. I was miserable. I felt abandoned, betrayed and lonely. Jabber and Moni moved in with me a couple of days later. I Sun was still south of the border. We went back to stealing. I had money, dope, and the latest clothing, but I wasn’t paying the rent. Around May the landlord got fed up, bro0ke onto his place and forced us to leave. 


I had met a woman named Enid who lived in East Palo Alto. I moved in with her. We partied together for awhile making drug runs back and forth to San Fran. Me, Ahku, Jabber, and Moni decided to pitch in and try our hand at smuggling. We decided to go to Mexico. We were going to bring back all-the weed we could carry. Enid pitched in too. She hit me off with a few hundred dollars.

Trippin’ Out


“Free your mind and your ass will follow” (The Funkadelics).


Izidi, formerly Enid, was pregnant when I left San Francisco. I never said I love you, or take care of yourself – I’ll be back. All I said was peace! and left. We left San Francisco on Independence Day of 1976, the bi – centennial celebration was in full swing. We were going to liberate a few kilos of marijuana from the Mexican Republic, and so we set out through Tijuana into Sonora, then Sinaloa, all the way to Oaxaca. We were getting stoned all the way. We spent the night on the beach of Puerto Angel, Oaxaca about our third day out. We had made a connection and were leaving the next morning to pick – up our package. We were all pretty fucked – up doing mushrooms, drinking tequila, and smoking weed. I remember going swimming, diving off a boat, into the crystal clear blue waters of the Pacific Ocean, just like in the movies. The water was so warm. I had finally made it to Paradise. Iwas content and happy with my life for the first time in along time. I felt as if I could stay there forever.


The next morning we started out on our journey back. Our connection did the driving. What had taken us eight hours to drive around, he did in four. We were stopped by the Army as we come out of the mountain pass. The car was searched, and they were beginning to search us. Jabber had a jar of mushrooms in his pants under his poncho, and there was half a kilo of weed in the trunk under the spare wheel. The leader of the Army patrol had searched everyone, and was just about to lift up Jabber’s poncho when our connection started playing the harmonica. The soldier stopped dead in his tracks and told us to go. We called it a miracle.


We made the buy – ten kilos, and was on our way back to the United States. Jabber and Ahku kept arguing over whether we should break up the buds and put them in the stash. These buds were at least a half pound in weight. They were beautiful. I should have spoken up, but I didn’t. We traveled the rest of journey upon blind faith that we wouldn’t be stopped, and we‘d make it back with the load intact. We, who said there is no mystery god, were relying upon one.


After a couple of days of driving we were close to the last stretch. We stopped and cleaned the car, and it was now my turn to drive. I started driving in the late evening, and was driving all night. I had not too long before taken a nap, and was nearly on my way towards taking another, when we came to Estacion Don, a way – station in the desert where everyone was stopped and searched. We were also. The Federales found some seeds in the glove compartment. We were all immediately arrested and handcuffed.


The Federales proceeded to torture us one at a time. I was the first. Jabber was the last to go. He was the biggest. He talked. I remember thinking how he always had the most mouth, the biggest brag, and he was the first to crack. Maybe, they would have come for me again had he not spilled his guts. Maybe, it was a blessing that he did talk. They kept us chained to poles the rest of the day - just like dogs.


That night the federales shipped us to an army post. We stayed in an empty barracks. In the room next to ours was where they kept the confiscated marijuana. There must’ve been tons of it in that room because the aroma was coming right through the walls. We convinced one of the young soldiers to bring us some weed. I remember getting high late at night when everyone was asleep. We stayed there at that post for a week before they transferred us to the fed joint.


From the moment we walked in, we were the center of attention, and that attracted a bunch of people who were up to no good. They had known of our escapade from the daily paper, and had been waiting for our arrival. Once we settled down and met the other Americans in the jail, we started taking care of business. We wanted only to get high.


I got stoned that day, and played basketball until it was time to be locked down. By the end of the first week there, I had sold everything I had of value, had a little stash of weed, and was getting high as much as I could. I wanted to forget where I was, and I wanted to go home. I decided, we decided that we had to escape. For the next twenty six months, all I did was get high, play basketball, and dream of escaping.


I tried to escape from prison on three separate occasions. The third time, eighteen people got away. Six were caught and brought back to the jailhouse. I was one of those six. For the next thirty four days, I was kept locked in solitary confinement. Drinking and bathing from the toilet, hardly eating, and smoking weed as much as I could.


When I emerged from the ‘hole’, it was as though I hadn’t spent two years there on that street. Everything I had owned was gone. I was back to sleeping on the floor. There was a whole new crowd of faces. I knew I couldn’t survive another two years like the previous two. It became so bad on our side of the street for Jabber, that we decided to move to the other side of the prison block.


It was there that we decided to make the prisoner exchange, and get back to the United States. Ahku couldn’t go. He had to stay behind. If I had had more courage I would have stayed with him. But, I was afraid. I thought I would lose my woman and my son again, which I didn’t really want to risk, having just started to talk to Khadya and Um Allah again. Also, having seen Carlos stay a year past his release date, I thought the same might happen to me.


So, we left Los Mochis one day in September. I think it was the eighteenth. We drove to the capital of Sinaloa, that is, Culiacan, where we spent the night. The next day they flew us out to Tijuana. We stayed in Tijuana for three days. At that time, they drove us to the border and turned us over to the U.S. agents. The agents took us to the Federal Prison in San Diego, California. We stayed there for three weeks. They had separated me, Jabber, and Monique. I was glad to get away from him. Jabber had become depressing for me to be around. 


They transferred me, Jabber, and our old pal from Los Mochis – Frank, to Lompoc. They sent Monique to Terminal Island. When we got to the front gates, they split us up again. They put Jabber on the inside, and me, and Frank went to the honor camp – outside the walls. I was relieved because Jabber seemed to have deteriorated since being in the America. I had gotten use to not being in his circumference.


The same day we got there, Frank and I found out who had the weed. I didn’t have any money to speak of, but Frank did. We got high. That was October ninth – nineteen sevety eight. From that day, until April ninth, nineteen seventy nine, I got high every chance I could. I remember getting really pissed off, and trying to muster the courage to do something to hurt myself because Khaddar never showed up for my probation review. So, I was denied parole. They had to release me on that ninth day of April anyway because I would max out. But, it was January, and I couldn’t do anything about her not showing up for me, so I started over indulging in my other disease – sex. Lust.


I started constantly masturbating again. I was devastated. I felt abandoned once more.


I was paroled from Lompac Federal Penitentiary on April 9, 1979. I went to stay at a half way house in San Jose, California. I had decided to go somewhere I hadn’t been before, and where I knew no one. My purpose was to make a new start. Once more, I brought me along. I found out who had the weed, and once more no matter what I tried to do, it didn’t last very long. Even if it went well, it just didn’t last. I met Harmila. By this time I had talked to Khadya and Um Allah once again, but wanting things when I wanted it, I managed to scare her away. I never heard from her again. Well, Harmila and me became an item. She was on the rebound. She had been dealing cocaine when her man decided to dump her, and keep the business. She wanted an open relationship. Being pussy whipped, I went along for the ride. I wound up moving back to the people I had been staying with, and I brought her along too. We stayed up in the attic. I could’ve made a real go of it. I hooked–up with Monique in San Francisco, and Izidi in East Palo Alto. I got back my clothes, records, instruments, and equipment. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to play music or deal. I started selling stuff.


I can remember staying in the attic one night and going completely crazy because my lady told me she was going out with another man. She had tried to lie and say she needed to communicate with an older man so she might be able to keep our relationship in perspective. The truth, which she finally told me, was that the guy had an eleven inch dick and she wanted to get fucked real good. She liked the big ones. I was crazy with jealousy and envy. You see, I always felt inadequate because of the size of my penis. I always wanted a larger dick. I felt that nine inches would do me just fine. You see, it was part and parcel of my old problem – the light skin, nigger white boy – and as we all know, white boys have small dicks.


I remember suffering mightily that night. Because she didn’t get to see her friend the first night, I suffered the next night also. I can look back and say I grew from that experience. I now know that no matter what transpires in a relationship, the truth is always best.


I remember after that experience meeting other friends of Harmila. Joseph and Timothy who were two gays, Ponder the Super Dick, and others. They were almost always ex-lovers, or tied to her in some sexual fashion. And I always seemed to be right in the middle. Sometimes, I didn’t seem to be there at all. During those times I would feel inadequate, and pray that I might be a better lover. Or I might daydream about having a bigger and therefore better dick.


It was my mothers and that doctor’s fault. They were the reason why I didn’t have the penis I wanted, and the kind of love life my nature dictated to me that I needed to have. I always wanted the freaky action, then, when I got it, I couldn’t last. It was never the drugs. Hadn’t the drugs served me faithfully all these years? You see, if my dick was just longer, it wouldn’t matter if I came quickly, I could stay inside and play around until I got hard again. But, I was always slipping out and dying.


I was a lousy lover. Except, in the beginning, when I first started getting high on heroin, I would screw for hours without coming. I was young. I didn’t know how to get the most out of it. Like, you know, going down on a woman, instead of laying pipe for hours on end. You know, being more versatile. Yeah! I was a lousy lover alright. It was only in my own mind that I was great. And please, don’t let me need a shot of dope. I would fizzle out in a matter of seconds. I didn’t even need any pussy. Without masturbating, I’d be so sick, I’d just come on myself. But, I drift. I remember looking at gay porno flicks with Harmila while over Joe and Thomas’ place. I remember us all sleeping in the same bed, getting up and going to the beach the next day. They went off to find a space to be alone, while Harmila and me found our own crevice. We all were fucking on a public beach. I was never really comfortable, but I went along with the whole scenario. I remember being quizzical and lifting my head up to see them in the act. I remember wanting to employ some of the moves I saw on that film, and imagining what it would be like if all of us had an orgy – thinking, ‘Boy! It would feel great to be possessed again!

People, Places, Things


“Everybody is a star!” (Sly and Family Stone).


That was my first year with Harmila – 1979. The beginning of 1980; I started to run marijuana back to New York City from California. Our brother Malik, who was the only one of to escape from jail in Mexico, had come to San Francisco. I remember the weed was garbage. We couldn’t sell it in town, so I volunteered to take it to NYC. I got stuck with it in Medina. None of the ‘gods’ would touch it.


Then Mo met these white boys from D.C. who wanted some blow. We sought out Messiah. We copped, got high and me with my people pleasing ass self trusted them with all 15 pounds. Needless to say, they never came back. Mo didn’t know where to locate them, nor did he want to go with me down there and try. I returned to California broke, and now without a place to stay. The way to success, which I perceived as being the easy way-out, had collapsed upon me once again.


I was a failure. I sold everything I had not already thrown away. I moved into a hotel room for a week before Iconvinced Harmila to quit her job and return to her mother’s house in Fresno, taking me with her of course; a man who still couldn’t see his problems began when he started drinking and drugging.


I moved to Fresno with Harmila and lived with her, her son, and her mother. I was coolly received. My low self-esteem wouldn’t let me be or feel accepted for me. I was so wrapped up in myself, the self-centeredness of my disease, wouldn’t allow me to see how fucked up and laughable I really was most times. Harmila was always making these cracks to her friends about me loving fur-burgers and hairy tacos. I wasn’t grown enough, nor mature enough to laugh at myself.


I met the people who drank and drugged. I was back to the races. I couldn’t find a job, and I was all the way out in the countryside without a car. I remember trying to make it to town every chance I got. First, you had to walk five miles to the bus stop. Then, you had to ride the bus for about forty minutes to get downtown. After which, you had to catch another bus to wherever it was you needed to go. Putting it bluntly, in Fresno you had to have a car.


I remember picking grapes that summer for the first time. I said never again! You know what they say-“Never say never!”


Harmila found a job with the Fresno police department as a dispatcher in October of 1980. Needless to say, I was still unemployed, but I started going to school for electronics that same month. Somehow or another, we manage to move and get a used car. I was ecstatic about our new apartment. It had a garage, a fireplace inside the living room, a backyard with an in ground swimming pool. It was great. Unfortunately, I could never say no, and so the neighborhood thought of it as their pool also.


I remember having a young lady over one night and getting so wasted that I forgot Harmila was coming home. I got caught in the bed with her. I remember going to the store, and returning home to find my weed stash had been ripped off; a quarter pound of smoke. I knew it was Harmila’s family. I couldn’t prove who it was, and I guess I was too cowardly to do anything about it. I was always scared it seemed, unless I was high, then I got courage.


I remember having to move from the baddest apartment I ever had because there was no way I could stay there and watch over my stash, all the time. Plus the fact, that I didn’t have any regular work. I was still trying to be the big time dealer, and be my best customer at the same time. I had met my pal McGee around this time. He was selling weed too. I started hanging out with him and meeting other people besides Harmila’s family. Of course, everyone I met got high or drank.


McGee’s family was cool. They didn’t look down on me, not as long as I didn’t do stupid things like get so messed up that I ‘d lay on the threshold of the apartment vomiting on the stoop with the door wide open inviting the whole world inside.


Harmila and me, moved to a two bed room apartment over on Orange Avenue, not to far from my friend white boy Bob. I had met Bob in electronics school. I had sold him his first quarter pound of weed. It had got him started in the dealing trade and he was doing very well. Bob’s sister-in–law moved in the apartment across from us. We all became one big happy family. Jabber continued bringing weed from Malik and Ahmed up in the Bay Area, and I was making a little money. I was spending it on cocaine mostly. I had finished my stint at Westland College, but I couldn’t find a job. I was told to go back to San Jose because a technological revolution was about to start there, and I could get in on the ground floor. I was too afraid to leave Fresno, and start over again on my own. So, I went back to regular college. I enrolled at Fresno City College.


Jabber had decided to move his family from Brooklyn to Fresno. He couldn’t stay with any of the gods up in the Bay Area, so he moved in with Harmila and me.


Things did not go smoothly with two families living in the same apartment. Jabber and Algeria were constantly at each others throats, while Harmila and I were always arguing. Eventually, a big fight broke out with Jabber and his earth and as a result, she moved out. I helped her find an apartment of her own. Jabber stayed there for awhile, and Algeria finally made him leave there also. I helped him find his own place over by Fresno City College.


A few weeks passed, when Algeria had made up her mind to return to New York City. She asked me to baby sit one night and I said yes. The next day at school I heard all kinds of vicious rumors. Things like I wanted Jabber’s old lady and such. Jabber came looking for me at my job after I had seen him in the lunch room and he wouldn’t talk to me. He threatened me and said he would meet me at my house. I was determined not to fight him. As a result of my determination, I was almost killed.


You see, Jabber knew of my weakness, namely masturbation. He transferred that to his children, saying he didn’t know what I might do to his kids. I was insulted, hurt. After everything we had been through, how could he think that? My lust, my other addiction, has always gotten me in trouble it seems!? Needless to say, afterwards I decided to never participate in any kind of relationships with other men, especially the gods. I vowed never to go to another rally. I isolated myself and went deeper underground. I didn’t realize this was a manifestation of my disease.


Harmila had been cheating on me, and I on her. I always say in conversation that we had an ‘open’ relationship. That is an exercise in lying. A lie which I have told so much, I believe it. I have never been able to keep a woman because I can’t face the truth: I am not something they want.

Expecting Different Results

“Take another piece of my heart now baby. You know you got it if it makes you feel good” (Janis Joplin).


One night towards the end of our five years together, I was driving Harmila to a party with her friend, Gerard, who I know she was seeing. I had been drinking. She was flirting in front of my face. I went off. So much for being able to deal with truth. She and Gerard went to bed together. I was left in the streets alone. I slept it off in the car. 


It wasn’t long after that that I returned to NYC. I remember getting to the Bronx on a Sunday. The next day I got a job at Montefiore Hospital. I was, looking back, totally ungrateful. You see, I hadn’t even thought of not using. Now I had a good paying job, living with my mother, not paying rent, and living the kind of life I thought I had always dreamed.


I started dealing at the hospital. I was having my coke and eating it too so to speak. It was September 1984. I started meeting all kinds of new people. I started meeting new women. Hell! There was nothing but women – I was in a hospital after all. Nurses fucking galore. I made new connections. My mother knew a Mafia connection. I started getting uncut coke for top dollar. My friend, white-boy Bob, sent me ten pounds of weed. Life was great. I was on top of the heap. Sex, drugs, and rock n’ roll.


Little by little, I started spending more and more of my check on coke. I hooked up with a woman, Connie, who of course was a snorter. She sniffed almost like I did. Almost. That was the beginning of the end. Now, I had two habits to feed. Now, I was coming to work high, then going out to the liquor store on my lunch break. I also started getting co-workers and patients high. I was out of control. Someone was snitching on me. He was telling my supervisors everything I did and said. I was finally confronted.


Needless to say, the confrontation with my supervisors wasn’t long in stopping me from using on the job. I knew who to avoid. But, I got worse every day. I started seeing other women, while still dating Connie. And all at the hospital. People started talking, and Connie found out of course. And still, I kept right on doing the same old thing. Insanity is repeating the same thing over and over again expecting different results. I was strung out on sex, drugs, and rock n’ roll. And I remember saying, when I’d stopped shooting heroin, that I’d never be strung out on anything again.


Well, I made it past Christmas ’84, and a New Year had found me doing the same crazy stuff. On January 10, 1985, I was fucked-up out of my mind, while on the job. I had a small minor accident with some material my uncle was helping himself to, cursed him out, and then proceeded to walk off the job. I didn’t realize that as a member of the 1199 union, I could go back and reclaim my job. I had lost another decent job. I also embarrassed the heck out of my uncle Vernon.


Well, I made it past Christmas ’84, and a New Year had found me doing the same crazy stuff. On January 10, 1985, I was fucked-up out of my mind, while on the job. I had a small minor accident with some material my uncle was helping himself to, cursed him out, and then proceeded to walk off the job. I didn’t realize that as a member of the 1199 union, I could go back and reclaim my job. I had lost another decent job. I also embarrassed the heck out of my uncle Vernon.


The summer of ’85 came around and I found myself enrolling at BMCC at night. I took an accounting course. This action served to improve my self-esteem a little bit, but I was still very lonely. The reason being, that I always had a woman in my life. Even when I was locked up, there was always a woman to communicate with when times got really bad. But, at this point in my life, I was thinking I wasn’t worth having a girlfriend. What was I anyhow? Just a junkie. No, I was more. I was just a messenger. My past would assure me of never attaining a position higher than a messenger.


After summer school of ’85, I attended the fall semester. I remember particularly a history course I took because it was there that I met one of the most intriguing women of my experiences in the life of this world. In short, she turned me ‘out’ – emotionally, as well as, physically. I remember we sat across from each other the entire semester never exchanging more than a sentence or two. It wasn’t until the last couple of weeks of school, upon the return of a written essay final, of which she and I received the highest grade, that she took an interest in me. Boy! We were off to the races. I was smoking crack then, but only on the weekends. I should say only on Fridays-my payday at the messenger gig. Come Saturday, I was always broke. Anyway, we started getting it on all over the place. In the school, on the back staircase, in the school library, in the classroom under the desk she would grab my dick, pull it out, and masturbate me. It was exciting. On the train, on the street, her house, my house, Central Park in the broad day light, it didn’t matter-we fucked every and anywhere.


My other addiction – sex - had finally and fully bloomed. My lust was finally able to be expressed. I remember after having had sex, we were in the kitchen and I was at the counter fixing something for us, when all of a sudden she grabbed my cheeks, spread them apart, and I felt her tongue shoot up my asshole. I was hooked. After that we had made a pact. She tossed my salad regularly, thereby preparing me for the day when she would stick her finger up my ass, and I would in turn, dick her in the ass and fuck the shit out of her. I lied and told her I hadn’t done anything like this before. I suspected she knew better.


I never thought of the fact that she had a man, and a child. Her, and her old man - a white boy - were having problems. He was a junkie, an addict just like me. She said she wanted to break it off, but that he wouldn’t let go!


By the summer of 1986, Kim and I were over as an item. Again, the loneliness set in, but this time I had a habit. A crack habit. My brother had died the summer of ’85, and that’s when I crossed the invisible line of crack addiction. That’s what I told myself anyway. Prior to that, I was running with the old fable that cocaine is not habit forming. Now I had a habit, a messenger’s job, and was trying to go to a four year college. Needless to say, in the fall of ’86, I withdrew from all my classes. I was miserable.


On March 11, 1987, the sixteenth year of my grandfather’s death, I woke up with the determined idea to stop getting high. I was on welfare, working, and in school. I did stop. But, I didn’t know anything about addiction. And I didn’t have a program of recovery. I went to Project Create once a week and spoke to a counselor. I thought that was enough. After all, couldn’t I walk into bars and ask for milk? Just like old Barnaby Jones! I thought I had kicked the habit.

CHAPTER II

THE STORIES OF MY YOUTH


“For centuries we’ve been searching for the origins of life on Earth. We’ve been searching on the wrong planet” (Mission to Mars).


The movie I ordered from Netflix arrived yesterday. So, I was preparing my dinner and movie routine, when one of the coming attractions caught my attention. It was a preview of Brian DePalma’s (2000) Mission to Mars. I had seen the movie already. I especially liked the part where you realize that the only one to survive the initial mission is a Blackman – the knowledge seed, instead of the usual death of the brother somewhere I towards the beginning or middle of the film. I’m being stereotypical for sure. But, the best part is at the end, after the rescue mission has arrived and found the face (with the big lips and nose) – oops there I go again – and the survivors witness (an alien hologram left for their descendents to find) the origins of the Earth and its inhabitants.

The Honorable Elijah Muhammad taught the same lesson to the Nation of Islam, and to all people when he published his work entitled, Message to the Blackman in America. We, as the “gods,” had received the same lesson in The Book of Life. But, it’s a fact of life that “media content sometimes includes unwelcome materials" (Chang, 2006, p. 198). I am starting at the middle though – excuse me. Let me start again, at the beginning.


As I mentioned in the previous chapter, I had these memories – some bad, some good. I went from class 1-6, to class 2-2, to class 3-1, which meant I was getting smarter I think. I loved music, as I said before, and television, the movies, and playing with my toy soldiers, whom would act out the scenes I recalled. But, most of all, I loved to read. Our apartment on Southern Boulevard was a half block away from the public library. 


Man, I loved that place with its high ceilings that stretched forever, which housed the shelves that reached ever-upwards, which contained the objects of my escapes to distant lands. I dreamed of visiting those places and people that I only glimpsed between the black and white lines traversing the cathode ray tube. I would go to the library when I grew weary of playing by myself, or with my friends, tired of playing in the sometimes smoldering, and sometimes snow covered streets and alleys of the South Bronx.




I loved Dr. Seuss. I would read his books every chance I got – in and out of school. I loved to read man. I would read anything and everything. I loved math and science. I asked my mother to buy me a chemistry set even. She did. I asked my mother’s friend J.M. (who I also mentioned in the previous chapter), to buy me a book about the prophets, about Moses in particular. My dad had taken me to see Cecil B. DeMille’s (1956), big, box office production of The Ten Commandments. I was really attracted to Yul Brynner’s characterization of Ramses. I wanted to shave my head bald too.


I was reading comic books, story books, school books, and the book J.M. had bought me entitled, Egermeir’s Bible Story Book. I started buying books from the school’s book fairs, and borrowing books from the library – some of which I never returned. My favorite genre was adventure stories, any kind of adventure. If you look through my small collection of textbooks, and science fiction, you can still find some of those books from my childhood. Books such as: Church’s (1959) The Iliad of Homer,

Baldwin’s (1955) Favorite Tales of Long Ago, McCloskey’s (1951) Centerburg Tales, MacGregor and Pantell’s (1965) Miss Pickerell

On the Moon, Shippen’s (1963) New Found World, and my favorites – McNeer’s (1954) War Chief of the Seminoles, and last, but definitely not least, Wellman’s (1959) Indian Wars and Warriors: West.


Tales and stories of the American Indians, better known today as Native Americans, became my passion. My mother had told me that her father, my Grandpa Sarah (whose real name was Randolph Rankin), was a San Blas Indian from San Andreas, Columbia, which was in an island in the Caribbean Sea of South America. He was the oldest of ten brothers and sisters. 


My mother’s mother, my grandma, Sarah Gardner Rankin, was born, the youngest, of two sisters. She was born on Grand Turks Island, an island in the Caribbean Sea. It was a part of a group of islands owned and ruled by the British. The primary use of the island, and the people on it, was the slave-production of salt.

I had noticed that whenever I watched television, or went to the movies, the Indians always lost, except when it was a story about Custer’s last stand. I knew instinctively that that wasn’t correct. I remember asking my mother, “Ma, why do the Indians call God the Great Spirit? Is there more than one God?” She gave me what would become the corner stone of my faith and belief that day. She said, “It doesn’t matter what you call God. He is the same One no matter where you go, or, what people call Him.” If the Indians weren’t losing, they were helping the white men, and the cavalry to slay their own people. 

My indoctrination was starting at a very early age, except I didn’t know I was being indoctrinated. For example, I was reading stuff like this from one of my early readers, “She was the daughter of the king, and her name was Pocahontas. She ran and threw herself between Smith and the uplifted clubs. She clasped Smith’s head with her arms. She laid her own head upon his. ‘O father!’ she cried, ‘spare this man’s life. I am sure he has done you no harm, and we ought to be his friends’” (Baldwin, 1955, p. 29).  According to National Geographic (2007):

Far from a pristine wilderness, the land inhabited by the Powhatan Indians was carefully managed . . . when the English arrived in 1607, more than 15,000 Indians lived around Chesapeake Bay . . . Within 60 years, English settlers had pushed the Indians off the most fertile waterfront land. Only 2,000 Indians remained (p. 46).

Where do you think those Indians who didn’t stick around went? What happened to Pocahontas dad, the king? How about the two thousand who remained, do you think they were accepted for who they were – original people, and inhabitants of the area?

Mr. Baldwin continued to retell the tales of old-from pages three to one hundred and fifty, there existed/exist twenty-nine stories in this particular children’s reader. James Baldwin was/is touted as a leader of the Harlem Renaissance, and a highly regarded literary author. I’m not trying to knock James, but Mr. Baldwin was a Blackman. There was not one single story of any person of color, and when there was a mention of one, that person, namely Pocahontas, was only mentioned in passing – as a friend of John Smith. Check-out how Pocahontas helped: “The tassantassas [Whites] replaced or degraded so much of the native ecosystem that they made it harder and harder for the Indians to survive in their native lands” (p. 44). John was really beholding to his new found friends of color wasn’t he? He made sure that his people repaid Pocahontas and her peeps, wouldn’t you say? 

Do you mean to tell me Mr. Baldwin couldn’t find one king, or queen, from African history to put in this book? Egypt is not in the Middle East, it’s in Africa. There are stories about the Spartans, King Alfred of England, Robert Bruce of Scotland, or, was Mr. Baldwin being held back, you know – censored, and was he, in his own way - trying to tell me something? Check it out:

There was once a king of Scotland whose name was Robert Bruce. He had need to be both brave and wise, for the times in which he lived were wild and rude. . . . Battle after battle had been fought. Six times had Bruce led his brave little army against his foes; and six times had his men been beaten, and driven into flight. . . . He was tired and sick at heart, and ready to give up all hope. It seemed that there was no use for him to try to do anything more (Baldwin, 1955, pp. 3-4).

Mr. Baldwin continues his tale, and the final victory of Robert Bruce is finally conveyed. I was just a little tot when this book was published, and the opaqueness of racism, discrimination, and repression was drawing its head-up, preparing to strike back, and to retaliate against the forces of justice, freedom, and equality. May be the times allowed only this subtle conveyance to a people whom were/are still under the yoke of oppression. 


Getting back to my grandfather, and his people’s customs and traditions: 

The San Blas Indians have their own rules of domestic government. One of these is that a girl when married never leaves the parental roof-tree. The man has to come to her home and make it his as long as she lives. . . . Chief Robinson, however, had ideas of his own and did not propose to follow the Indian custom. He had been among white people in various ports for several years, and he chose to follow their way in this manner (Coope, 1917, p. 165).

My grandfather’s dad was white. He was said to be a ship’s captain and owner of his own vessel. He is said to have originated from the British Isles which means he could have been British, Scottish, or from Ireland. I’ve never heard from where exactly, but I do know I have this light-skin, red hair, and freckles. Anyway, so, my great grandparent had given-up her customs and traditions also. She was like Pocahontas. She had chosen the manner of white people in the name of love, for I couldn’t imagine either her, or my great grandpa, enduring ten children in the name of progress, or in the name of anything else except love.


I also don’t believe it is because of a lack of love that Ms. Coope wrote the following, but, because of the ignorance of “white privilege” that she says:

Many have asked me how I came to work among these Indians, and in answer to that I can only point to God’s leadings. . . . The results: Honor for me and salvation from God for the Indians. As I look out of my door as I write these lines and see twenty-five of our Christian boys and forty of our girls working in the burning sun, as they have done for two days, to fill in the large holes washed out by the sea at the foundation of my house . . . I can only praise God for these trophies of His grace. He has the power to save and civilize ‘treacherous’ Indians . . . “ (Coope, 1917, pp. 176-177).

I believe if a thing is not meant to happen, then it won’t. I am taught that Allah bestows His grace upon those He chooses, and it is not for me to question. Therefore, I accept that things, that is, ideas and concepts such as Manifest Destiny, globalization (another way of saying Manifest Destiny), and white privilege, have existed, and continue to exist in the world. Autoethnographer Tracy (2005), discloses in his work, Toward a Relationship Paradigm: An Auto-Narrative Reflexive Ethnography of Co-Participation and Co-Construction of the Culture of Meaning, what could be assumed, may in fact appear to be, a well rehearsed and practiced doctrine:


It is important to address the fact that Native Americans and other indigenous peoples have and often continue to present a different problem to mainstream society . . . that is, they often held a different paradigm of person, nature, and culture. This country's approach to these groups was (is) to break them up and to destroy (disempower) their cultures to the level they are not a threat to the dominant paradigm (theirs) (p. 39).

The key word in the above quote being “is.” The use of the present tense makes it perfectly clear, that according to Tracy (2005), this program, “divide and conquer,” is still in place today.


I believe that what was once called “Manifest Destiny,” a program of destruction, and decimation, used and justified during the conquering of North America, has just been relabeled and reframed to encompass a different set of variables, and reborn as “globalization.” In other words, “Shit happens!” I am able to accept it, or reject it, but ultimately, it is Allah’s grace that I have the ability to “keep it movin’.” But, keeping it moving doesn’t mean not communicating – on the contrary – it is all the more reason why we must communicate and get to some sense of similarities instead of differences.

Let me continue by citing something from a work entitled, I Married a San Blas Indian: The Story of Marvel Elya Iglesias, in which we witness the tale from the opposite perspective. It is the story of a white woman married to a native man. The two excerpts, that is, the one above concerning Ms. Coope, and this one, are connected: 

It is the story of Alcibiades (‘Lonnie’) Iglesias and his wife Marvel-‘Pun-sepo’ (‘White Sister’) to the Indians-as, overcoming all handicaps of racial or cultural difference . . . Together they have toiled among Lonnie’s whole-hearted, receptive people, forsaking all the advantages of what we know as material civilization . . . to reap a far better reward. . . . a young bride who was welcomed as a daughter by her husband’s Indian family, and the story of a love so simply, naturally offered her by the people of the islands (Morgan, 1958).

As I said above, the two tales are connected because Lonnie knew Ms. Coope. He was eight when she first came to his homeland. He attended her school for three years. He speaks of his view of progress, and that of his brother Claudio, “Poor fellow! To him civilization seemed to mean simply changing the style of dress and doing away with the women’s cherished nose rings. To me, it means more than that-it is a change of outlook and desires” (Morgan, 1958, p. 35). Lonnie goes on to say about Ms. Coope, “She was an Englishwoman filled with a burning desire to serve the underprivileged in the waste sections of earth” (Morgan, 1958, p. 37), “She began calling me ‘Lonnie’ soon after she came to Nargana, insisting that Alcibiades was too outlandish a tongue-twister for her” (Morgan, 1958, p. 38). 

Ms. Coope arranged for Lonnie to go to school in the United States. I could ask myself, why was it that my grandfather was brought here by his father in the hope of attending Howard University and becoming a dentist? Why did my grandpa meet my grandmother, and, instead of attending university, start making a family of his own? Is love the unmentioned ingredient in all the previous mentioned events? Doesn’t every dad want to see his son do better than he? Doesn’t it seem that that is the natural order of things? Is it love that drives that seemingly natural progression?  Why does Allah put love in one person’s heart, and hate in another? Where one white person wishes to help and heal, how is it nine others want to rob, rape, enslave, and kill? I exaggerate though – I think? The Indians weren’t exactly color blind, or saints either. For example, McNeer (1954) says the following:

The slave question gave these people another reason for their dislike of Indians. Slaves were constantly running away and joining the Seminoles. Although the Indians did not give the runaways their freedom, they treated them in a kindly way. Negro slaves could live in their own villages, and grow corn and tend cattle for Seminoles, who protected them (p. 14).

Slavery is slavery; it’s like pregnancy – one can’t be a little pregnant. However, some masters are better than others. As authors Reid, Mims, and Higginbottom (2005) state in their work entitled, Post Traumatic Slavery Disorder: Definition, Diagnosis and Treatment:

The slave master gave specific Native American tribes (‘the five civilized tribes’) the ‘privilege’ to own slaves. In fairness to the five tribes, the privilege was short-lived because they did not treat the African slaves in the manner the white Man wanted them to (p. 23).     

The culture and tradition of the Native American, like that of the so-called African American was systematically eradicated. So too, was the voice of people of color silenced, for “the oral tradition was lost or broken by the policy of Manifest Destiny,” and “the political role of the conqueror in sanctioning certain stories at the expense of others” (Rakow, 2004, p. 102) continues to effect people of color across the planet to this very day in the specter of globalization.

I could ask myself too, has love changed all that much? For where was the love, when just a few decades before, in this country, the very same Caucasian people raped, robbed, murdered, and waged chemical/germ warfare against a people because of the color of their skin, and because they occupied the land? 

By 1828, when Andrew Jackson became President of the United States, trouble was slowly brewing in Florida. . . . Both the borderers and the planters wanted the Indians out of the way because they wanted the Indians’ land (McNeer, 1954, p. 14). 

McNeer (1954) goes on to tell us, “The war with the Seminoles was longer, more expensive, and more destructive to life than any other Indian war in the history of the United States. It cost the government $40,000,000” (p. 167). Yet, I am reminded by the editor of one my prized children’s books:

Mr. Wellman teaches us one of the great truths of history, that there is gallantry as well as villainy on both sides of any great struggle. . . . Paul Wellman has written a brilliant and balanced account of one of the longest and most significant wars in world history-the Three Hundred Year War for the North American continent (Wellman, 1959).

This is a truth I oft times forget. So, before I get stuck-on-stupid again, and also forget this is a message of love, forgiveness, and understanding - whose purpose is to build a lasting relationship, let me state one more thing from the brother’s work:

America's indigenous people, the Native Americans, experienced a Holocaust similar to Nubian-Americans. It was similar with respect to the numbers of lives that were lost and the degradation the victims experienced. Millions of Native Americans were slaughtered. Currently, they are still experiencing the effects of the 400 to 500 years of continued subjection to brutality, degradation, subordination, and assimilation (Reid, Mims, & Higginbottom, 2005, p. 23).

Let’s not get it twisted. I didn’t hate cowboys, and only love the underdog, the Indians. On the contrary, I empathized with the Indians, they were my peeps, but, in truth, as I said previously, I was an action genre junkie, and that meant I loved cowboy films. 

The cowboy was the action hero of my day. One of my favorite action heroes was “The Duke,” that’s right, John Wayne. Red River (1948) is one of my favorite films. There are scenes within that movie that bring me to tears every time I watch it. It’s not just the video, you know, but it’s a combination of audio and video. As I mentioned earlier, I love music because it rescued me. Chang (2006), in his work entitled, Beating the News Blues: Mood Repair Through Exposure to Advertising, says the following: 

The more negative the mood, the more likely the participant was to select highly energetic and joyful music. Apparently, those in negative mood states not only devote more cognitive effort to music selection, considered a distracting task, but also selectively approach music associated with positive emotions (p. 201).

As to what emotional state I was in, when these particular films were seen, I can’t say. Maybe, I was lonely at the time, or feeling slightly depressed, because the brain, or the memory bank, sure recalls the same feelings and the same reactions occur. "Mood can also affect music selection behavior" (Chang, 2006, p. 201). Well, then, that settles it; I am definitely jazzy, and full of rhythm and blues.


Media in the form of audio and video continues to this very day to have a profound effect upon my person. I can’t comprehend it. Chang (2006) says that I am one of those “individuals who experience a significant reduction of negative mood,” and that I am more, “likely to attribute the mood enhancement to positive feelings for the entertaining materials" (p. 199). According to Rogers (2002), “Current scholars of media effects seldom concentrate on tracing the impacts on a specialized audience of a particular and spectacular media event or message” (p. 199). So, I guess I can’t expect any help there, huh? I can identify it though when someone more capable than me is willing, and able to analyze, and describe some of the emotions I have experienced:

People who perceive that mass media can powerfully influence others may, often quite sensibly, react to that perception themselves. These reactions to presumed influence on others fall into two general categories. One category is prevention: Assuming, for example, that sexual content in media will corrupt the morals of others, people may support censorship of such content in an effort to thwart the undesirable outcome. The other reaction is accommodation: Assuming, in this alternative scenario, that advertising is going to influence public opinion about what is fashionable and attractive, people may adopt these new fashions themselves. In both cases, regardless of any actual direct effect, media may be exerting a very real indirect effect on individuals-an indirect effect via presumed influence on others (Gunther, 2006, p. 52).

What’s that called – communication – helping one another, to discern the media’s (real indirect) effect on the minds of youth, and adult alike? Or, could it be called that term I used previously, namely, indoctrination? Did I make a point here? I’m not sure.


There are a few other cowboy flicks which have the same effect on me. Films such as, The Magnificent Seven (1960), The Good, the Bad and the Ugly (1966), and a film which I haven’t seen in a long time (not exactly a cowboy movie though) – Kings of the Sun (1963).


I love film. I love watching movies. My number one favorite film of all time is The Silence of the Lambs (1991). I guess it’s my favorite because I identify with the monster, namely, Hannibal the Cannibal. I identify with the monster within, the monster of addiction that I must keep caged at all cost.


The ability of film to totally transport me to the open fields of greens, blues, purples, and yellow sunshine - fields I know I once roamed in another life less remembered. A knowledge which tells me that the heroes I view on the screen peering out over their roofs, or teepees, or cabins, with arms folded across the corral fence, the horses falling asleep to the gentle chirping of creatures of the night, peering at the setting sun, witnessing the beauty of the dusk, a knowing that tells me – I was there. "However, there is no dispute over the fact that even if some viewers do not intend to use television programs for learning, they still incidentally learn new facts from the programs they watch"( Hetsroni & Tukachinsky, 2006, pp. 134-135). A knowledge that makes my heart scream, my stomach flip, my veins boil, and my eyes spill steaming hot tears down a face contorted with the understanding of a freedom I once lived in a land long forgotten, an unrecognizable place, a homeland deep within.


I cry, and I die again, and again. I sob for the tenth millionth time. I sob for a land which was much like the plains I witnessed on the screen, plains from which I and, my ancestors were stolen. Plains which I believe I will, in all probability, never stand upon again – at least not in this life - plains which I, as a soul, once roamed freely, but, yet again, I digress.

My grandparents would watch the news three times a day, once in the morning, and twice every night at 6 and 11 PM. I would sit and watch the news with them because, back then, there was only one television. Everything stopped when the news came-on. 


When discussing the effects of media upon black folk here in the good ole U.S.A., as compared to whites, researchers Beaudoin & Thorson (2006) say that, “The relationship between news use and social capital is less positive for Blacks than for Whites and the relationship between entertainment TV viewing and social capital is more negative for Blacks than for Whites” (p. 157). The authors go on to say the following: 

It should be noted that social capital alone is not enough to bring about productive outcomes . . . people who have high levels of newspaper readership and TV news viewing have higher levels of social capital indicators, including association membership, neighborliness, civic engagement, and social trust” (Beaudion & Thorson, 2006, p. 158). 

My grandparents were very involved with their church and with their community. We had all kind of family and friends visiting my grandparent’s home when I was coming-up. May be it had to do with my grandparent’s friends, and family, all being immigrants.


The connectivity that existed in my grandparent’s home was to soon evaporate though. As my aunts, and uncles, and my own mother became more acclimated, and therefore, Westernized in their viewpoints, all my grandparents children seemed to become less cohesive, and the bonds that tied us to the community starter to unravel:

Although there is strong support for the positive association between news media use and social capital and the negative association between entertainment TV viewing and social capital, less research has focused on the direction in which this influence occurs. It is possible that news media use could promote the development of social capital, leading people to participate civically and interact socially. It is also possible that people who are more involved in their communities would pay more attention to local news. Most related research has posited the relationship between the mass media and social capital in terms of the former media effects model. . . . In a symbolic sense, the news media build a sense of community identity, bring people together, and foster senses of confidence and self-efficacy. By tying people more closely together, news, as a shared experience, can create a sense of 'we' by reflecting characteristics and normative standards of the collective (Beaudoin & Thorson, 2006, p. 159).

We, my family, and especially I, had stopped watching the news. We had started viewing more John Wayne, Marilyn Monroe, and Liz Taylor movies, and falling in love with images of blond hair, and blue eyes, images like those of a “white” Jesus on the big screen, for example.


I continued to read much, but my life was to change immensely with my mother’s planned move to the projects. I was fighting a lot already as a child because those who didn’t know me thought of me as white. This was an issue I had struggled with, as I mentioned earlier, since being five years old. I just couldn’t understand why my own people couldn’t tell I was one of them. Around Hewitt Place, I had already established myself. I didn’t have to fight as much anymore. Even though I was this loving, naïve, and still somewhat innocent kid, who brought home all kinds of strays, both animal and human, I was still insecure, and had no confidence in myself. I guess this could be attributed to the trauma I continued to experience with the constant influx of my mother’s boyfriends, I’m not sure. I know I always felt less than, especially when comparing myself to friends and family who had both a mom and dad present:

Studies of children and media have concluded that parents play a crucial role in mediating the negative effects of television content. . . . Among child audiences, some subgroups have been considered more vulnerable to viewing’s negative effects than have others. The reasons for this are several, but include increased amounts of viewing, decreased amounts of adult supervision, and membership in a variety of demographic categories defined as ‘at risk’ by sociological, psychological, and educational research. Children in these groups are thought to receive less direct instruction than what is needed for them to grow into critical television viewers (Warren, 2005, p. 847).

Warren (2005) goes on to say, “Rather, mothers’ ability to provide their children a variety of experiences directly affected development. A high income can be a means of providing those experiences. If a parent’s income and work conditions affect his or her ability to provide such opportunities, then parent-child interaction and child development are affected” (p. 850). "Longer work hours lead to less parent-child engagement and, subsequently, to less mediation. . . . One consistent cultural factor in childrearing is the notion that mothers are often ascribed the role of primary caregiver in early childhood” (Warren, 2005, p. 852). “‘Nuff said,” as we say back in the ghetto - time to move on.

I was now in the fifth grade, and I was sometimes walking to my mother’s place in the Forest Houses to spend the week-ends. I was staying inside a lot when I was at my mothers. My sister was making friends, but I was traveling back to Hewitt Place during the week to go to school, and playing with my friends from there and Southern Boulevard. I had started taking a closer look at my inherited religion because my grandparents had convinced my mother to have me confirmed in St. Margaret’s Episcopalian Church. I started being released from school early on Tuesday afternoons. I would walk the few blocks to the church, and my schooling would continue. I enjoyed the classes for the most part. I had made a connection with God, and with Jesus Christ.

The Hindu’s believe that lust was the first sin? Muslim’s believe it was pride. While to some Buddhist - it was greed. I’m not sure what Christians say the first sin was, but I know that Jesus had entered my life to forgive me for, and protect me from, all sin. I had fallen in love with God, and with His son. My grandmother was taking me to church functions at night where there would be full length films shown about Jesus’ teachings. The only catch was you would never saw Jesus’ face – only a shadow of him, or his silhouette. It was like a Christian tradition or something, or may be an edict from the Pope – I’m not sure which – but at that time, one could not see the face of Jesus, it was forbidden, or so my grandma told me anyhow.

Then a miraculous thing happened. God must’ve heard my prayers because a film came out where Jesus was actually being portrayed in the flesh. It was another Samuel Bronston film, and it was entitled King of Kings (1961), and its star was Jeffrey Hunter playing Jesus. I was spellbound, captivated, I couldn’t get enough of the majestic, noble Son of God. At the end, when they beat Jesus, I didn’t cry, and when they crucified Jesus, I didn’t cry either. But when they rolled that stone away from the mouth of his tomb, man, I remember breaking down and sobbing tears of joy. I cried almost to the point of making myself sick. My mother had to buy me the book and the soundtrack when we left the theatre just to try and comfort me. King of Kings (1961) is another movie’s soundtrack I can’t listen to - even to this day - without shedding a tear.

Let me get back to my confirmation though: I received the Sacramental of Holy Confirmation on March 25, 1962. I took Holy Communion that day (notice the root word - “commune” something or the other - sound familiar?). In the Book of Common Prayer, which I was given upon graduation it says:

The Order for the Administration of the Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion . . . And the Priest, standing reverently before the Holy Table, shall say the Lord’s Prayer, and the Collect following, the People kneeling . . . Then shall the Priest, turning to the People, rehearse the Ten Commandments; and the People still kneeling, shall . . . ask God mercy for their transgressions for the time past, and grace to keep the law for the time to come (1789, p. 67).

I was overwhelmed, ecstatic with having finally accomplished the feat of receiving the Lord’s body and blood. I was truly blessed. Media added another notch to its cross.


I can’t remember exactly when we moved to the projects. But, I do know I was already ten years old, and in the fifth grade. I was well aware that it was to be my final year at P.S. 39 where all my friends from Southern Boulevard went to school.
 I wasn’t happy about the move, to say the least. However, somehow I managed to blank-out some hurtful stuff that I mentioned in the introduction to this story. The summer I was ten was my first summer at Camp Bohatom, and when I came home from camp, I was sent to my cousin China’s home to visit for awhile. It was the home of my mother’s sister Shirley, who was my favorite aunt.


It was very early and China’s parents and baby sister were asleep. We were the only two up at that hour. I hadn’t given any thought whatsoever to the subject of homosexuality, in fact, I wasn’t familiar with the word itself. I can’t remember if I was surprised by my cousin’s suggestion that morning. I knew very little about sex. I can’t say I wasn’t trying my best to find out though. I was. I would peep through cracked doors, and listen as best I could whenever Sister and her boyfriend(s) came over to babysit for my mother. I also had tried to have a bump and grind session with Naomi in the backyard, on top of some old cardboard box, in broad daylight. Other than that, I had no sexual experience to speak of, and so you could say I was young, dumb, and not yet full of come. It was my cousin who seduced me. My naiveté, coupled with my need to wanted and loved, my need to have the void filled that my father’s perceived abandonment had caused, and I had yet to identify, made the invitation to make love as grown-ups seem more than appealing. 


My cousin China knew all the moves, and the steps of preparation. He went first I guess you could say, as I was willing to spread my legs open, and lay upon my stomach, on the cool tiled bathroom floor. Suddenly, more than the void was being filled, and I felt as though I was being possessed:

According to the individual perspective, mental representations of group norms (or perceived norms), and not the norms themselves, exert the most influence on behavior. Here, norms are influential to the extent that people seek to self-validate their opinions and behaviors by comparing themselves to other group members, regardless of whether or not group members are physically present and without necessarily having to experience any form of group coercion (Yanovitsky, & Rimal, 2006, p. 1).

I didn’t have a clue, maybe because I wasn’t part of any group per se. I was, and I continued to be, to this very day, pretty much an outsider. But, that morning, I felt different, I felt a part of.


China said he hadn’t done it right. He said he didn’t get his penis in my anus like he should’ve. Now, it was my turn to get on top of him. Guess what? I couldn’t get it right either. We tried a couple of more times, each of us switching positions, but neither of us succeeding at what my cousin said was suppose to take place:

Between the ages of 7 and 12, the child begins to distinguish between valid and invalid ideas. Authority becomes a dominant concern, regardless of whether it is a parent, teacher, or older child who exerts it. The child often accepts an idea, attitude, or value without question, and issues tend to be seen in terms of balck and white. There is little understanding of what is moral because of total acceptance of the morality imposed by others (Francoeur, 1994, p. xv).

I don’t know what, or who I was that morning. Or, what I had become, or better yet, what society said I had become. 
According to author Francoeur (1994), “In our personal development, socioeconomic and ethnic factors play a major role in the sexual values and attitudes we incorporate into our lives” (p. xvi). “The kinds of values and attitudes toward sex which we adopt in growing up are very much affected by our family’s income level and general socioeconomic status . . . one’s occupation, educational level, and income are closely related to values his or her attitudes, role conceptions, child-rearing practices, and sexual identity” (Francoeur, 1994, p. xvii).


It is said that God looks out for, He protects, fools and babies. I don’t know which I was that morning, if either, and I also don’t know where my religious teachings disappeared to, or my convictions. According to the above citation, maybe I wasn’t old enough to have convictions, I’m not sure. Looking back, I still can’t wrap my mind around the fact that I was so naïve. Yet, as I mention somewhere in this tale, all things happen because they are meant to happen.


I was taught that there is a place where innocent children, who have not committed earthly sin, but who have died, there’s a place where they rest and wait. I was also taught there’s a similar resting place for newborns getting ready to come into the world. I like to believe (the following is a modification of Hinduism and Christianity) that I chose my parents to come through because they were to provide me with the environment I needed to advance. It was/is the perfect match of nature and nurture. It was/is up to me to master the things I needed/need to master so as not to return to this piss stop of a planet, for as the Hindus believe that this Earth is a plane of suffering and pain, so it would seem, especially if your economically poor.


Regardless, if I was born an Indian princess like Pocahontas, or if I was born a homosexual villager on some Pacific isle - in a former life - that doesn’t matter, if my lust, my passion, and my desires were the “things” which were/are holding me back, then those were/are just one of the several things I had/have to overcome in the life of this world:

Most black Americans are much more concerned about issues related to poverty and employment opportunities. . . . attitudes toward homosexuality vary among white, black, and Latino cultures. . . . A boy who grows up among the East Bay Melanesians in the Southwestern Pacific is taught to avoid any social contact with girls from the age of three or four. . . . Adolescent Melanesian boys and girls are not allowed to have sex, but boys are expected to have sex both with an older male and with a boy of his own age. Their first heterosexual experiences come with marriage (Francoeur, 1994, p. xviii-xix).

“The people were Melanesian-tall, black, with bushy hair-members of the Oceanic Negroid race. Their homogenous society belonged to a late Stone Age culture” (Powdermaker, 1966, p. 49).


I now possessed the armament, and characteristics necessary for an active self-medicating addict. I had experienced sex (sort of), I had low self-esteem, I had no confidence (to speak of), I was needy, and I was into rock ‘n roll (I was fighting a lot, as well as, listening to music). The only thing missing was the drugs, which was to come shortly (I already mentioned drinking alcohol on occasions). We are now prepared to fast-forward to the summer of 1967, shortly before that fateful day of my first heroin use.


As I mentioned in the Introduction, I was fourteen and working for the Haryou (Harlem Youth) Act, Inc. which was a program developed as a part of President Johnson’s “War On Poverty,” which was destined to be recorded in the lost column. I was working closely with this sister (Blackwoman) who introduced me to Islam. “Briefly, ‘Islam’ means entire submission to the Will of Allah (God). It is, moreover, a significant name. Its primary significance is the making of peace, and the idea of ‘Peace’ is the dominant idea in Islam” (Muhammad, 1965, p. 81). “Islam is our salvation. It removes fear, grief, and sorrow from any believer, and it brings to us peace of mind . . . “ (Muhammad, 1965, p. 18). She gave me the “Student Enrollment,” or as “The Gods” called that particular set of lessons, the “One to Ten.” The “One to Ten” was the first set of questions The Honorable Elijah Muhammad issued to his elite followers, and which they had to answer correctly without error to determine their place in the Nation of Islam (NOI):

The teachings of the Nation of Islam were presented to its members in a catechism (question and answer) format; the grouped sets of questions and answers were designated as a lesson . . . The NOI Student Enrollment Lesson began thus: 1. Who is the Original Man? The Original Man is the Asiatic Black Man, the Maker, the Owner, the Cream of the Planet Earth, the Father of Civilization, and the God of the Universe. . . . After studying it and memorizing it word-for-word, he would recite it to the proper Mosque authority . . . he was now officially registered into the Nation of Islam and his name was written in the ‘Lamb’s Book of Life’ (Allah, 2007, p. 81).

After reading the first question of the lesson, a light went-off in my brain. I knew from that moment, that what I had said at the age of five, namely, that I was Black on the inside, was absolutely true. From that moment, I became the same as all men, and women, on the Earth. I had had my first spiritual awakening.

CHAPTER III

IN SEARCH OF ANSWERS


“Does anybody really know what time it is?” (Chicago).

I was stuck-on stupid – again. I had to call Linda, my children’s mom, and tell her about my plight, about how I was struggling with writer’s block. I had concluded studies in my health theory class ten days ago, and I still hadn’t started writing the final. I knew Linda had experience with this type of situation. 

I was feeling incompetent, inadequate, and frustrated. I was weary of dealing with my teenage children and their willfulness. To top it off, my computers were acting out. None of the machines at home had acted correctly since moving and getting back-on the school’s network. 

I was changing all my applications, switching and trying them-out on different machines, and different operating systems where appropriate. I was pissed-off, and feeling helpless. Linda suggested I go to the library. What a novel idea. Of course my reply was, “I didn’t spend allthis money on the latest gadgets and technology, not to mention time, just to turn around and go to no damn library!”

That was this morning around 7 o’clock. It’s now approximately 3:30 PM, and I am getting ready to open the Friday Freedom Meeting of NA here on campus. The meeting starts at 4 o’clock. I have just come from the library, having had an idea about - on what I wish to write this paper. My old stand-by has come to my aid once again. Whenever, I get stuck, I try to recall what Hemingway once wrote in one of his stories, “A writer writes.”

I remember about seven weeks ago, it was a little before 4 PM that Monday afternoon, May 12, 2008 – I was thinking to myself, “Wow! This is the last class I am ever going to take with Mary Lee.” I’ve taken four classes with Dr. Horosewski to date. I was asked a question the other day while filling-out some evaluation on eHarmony, “Who after your parents has been the most influential in your life?” I count my grandparents as my parents also, so I didn’t put them down as the answer. After my Grandma, and Grandpa Sarah, there’s my advisor, Dr. Mary Lee Horosewski. I thought about how funny that is, her being the same age as my oldest son, Rhazes, and all. I owe so much to Mary Lee. I wouldn’t be where I am today if it weren’t for her.

As I was saying, I had discussed with Mary Lee, on a couple of occasions, what I wanted to write the final on, but things started happening at home with my children – Josef’s visit on his way to New York from California for instance – and the idea had slipped to the outer regions of my memory.

So, here I am in the room where we hold the NA meetings, and I see this book, Health and Medicine in the Lutheran Tradition: Being Well, by Martin E. Marty (1983):

A natural human instinct leads us to greet others with at least casual concern about their health and well-being. ‘How are you?’ usually means ‘Are you well?’ Most mortals consider being well the second most important question of life. They do not ordinarily ask, ‘Are you wealthy?’ (p. 3). 

I remember, I said, “Peace! What’s up? How you been?” to all those I knew that first morning of class. There were eight grad students, and two undergrads, and Mary Lee made the eleventh person. There were two grad students that I didn’t know. Both were females. One in particular I had heard was a yoga instructor. I was looking forward to sharing health perspectives with her, but unfortunately, she had to withdraw from the course.


Mary Lee spent the first day of class giving us a pre-test. She wanted to find out how much we knew about paradigms, theories, models and such. The next day we started focusing upon health theories in particular. The first theory/model we were going to discuss was The Health Belief Model (Hochbaum, 1958). There were eight theories and/or models we as a class were going to present and discuss at length. I was personally familiar with five of the eight having; as I mentioned previously; taken Mary Lee’s health class in the past.


Before I get into my viewpoint of health communication theories though, I had mentioned that I asked Mary Lee about making the final paper for this class, a chapter in my dissertation, and that I had a simple idea on health that I wanted to explore. Of course it would be “simple” because what else could an ex-con junkie crack-head alcoholic with a bunch of fired brain cells suffering from AADD (Adult Attention Deficit Disorder) on top of PTSD (Post Traumatic slaveryDisorder) have, but a simple idea.


Anyway, my idea was to explore an analogy, you know, create a metaphor, sort of like Shannon’s and Weaver’s (1949) treatise entitled, The Mathematical Theory of Communication, only not so intricate and detailed, nor original – yeah right. The only difference being, I wanted to explore this analogy from a health communication perspective, instead of a mathematical one.


For example, we might start by us looking at Pierce’s (1980) work entitled, An Introduction to Information Theory: Symbols, Signals, and Noise, where Pierce gives credit to both Shannon and Weaver when he states that, “Although communication theory grew out of the study of electrical communication, it attacks problems in a very abstract and general way. It provides, in the bit, a universal measure of amount of information in terms of choice or uncertainty.”  Communication transmissions “which might be messages or numbers to be transmitted, involves one bit of information” (p. 8).


A “bit” physically, or abstractly, represents exactly two possible states which can exist, and labeled as either zero or one, on or off, yes or no, true or false, and so on. A bit can represent any conceivable combination of couples. What determines a healthy state of communication when speaking in terms of these imaginable couples can be restricted simply (there’s that word again), to whether the ability to change states, from say on to off, exists or doesn’t exist. For example, if a light bulb cannot be turned-on by the wall switch, then the mechanism which controls the proper function - that is, the motion from off-to-on  - could be malfunctioning, in which case a closer examination of the object, namely the light bulb, would be deemed necessary in order to determine if the object were truly “healthy” or not. If upon closer examination, for instance, the unscrewing of the light bulb, determined that it was no longer functioning, then we could say the light bulb was in a state of being “unhealthy.”


Keeping this simple illustration in mind, let’s continue with a quote from Pierce (1980):

Because communication theory discusses such matters in very general and abstract terms, it is sometimes difficult to use the understanding it gives us in connection with particular, practical problems. However, because communication theory has such an abstract and general mathematical form, it has a very broad field of application. Communication theory is useful in connection with written and spoken language, the electrical and mechanical transmission of messages, the behavior of machines, and, perhaps, the behavior of people (pp. 8-9).

Therefore, bear with me, as I attempt to use my simple understanding of communication theory, “Communication theory tells us how to measure the rate at which a message source, such as a speaker or a writer, generates information. Communication theory tells us how to represent, or encode [emphasis authors], messages from a particular message source efficiently for transmission over a particular sort of channel, such as an electrical circuit, and it tells us when we can avoid errors in transmission” (Pierce, 1980, p. 8), and in particular, health communication theory, in symbolically connecting - using metaphor(s) – the motion/behavior of so-called inanimate, and animate objects.


Marcovitz (2005), in his work entitled, Introduction to Logic Design, defines bit(s) as “a contraction for binary digits” (p. 3). Marcovitz (2005) preceded his explanation of the term bits, bywriting the following on the first page of his book:

A digital system is one in which all of the signals are represented by discrete values. . . . most electronic systems contain a large amount of digital logic. Internally, digital systems usually operate with two-valued signals, which we label 0 and 1. Although multi-valued systems have been built, two-valued systems are more reliable, and thus almost all digital systems use two-valued signals. . . . The inputs and outputs of a digital system represent real quantities (p. 1).

Thus, in order not to get bogged down in explanatory detail, as, after all, this is only a humble, simple analogy - we will agree that what we speak of, though metaphorical, is in the final analysis – real - as real as, you and I are capable of determining real, anyway. So, whether we are talking about so-called “inanimate” objects that make up digital systems, or animate objects that form a nerve ending, the end product of both, we shall agree, are real quantities, whether they are intangible or tangible, ideas or things.


Before we continue any further, “A word of caution about natural language in general, and English in particular, is in order. English is not a very precise language” (Marcovitz, 2005, p. 3). I use this citation because our proposal concerns health communication, and this communication takes place within the framework of the English language, at least for us, that is, my audience and I. By something being labeled as not being very precise, there is an implication of error. Error can be introduced in any system whether inanimate, or animate. Regardless of the system, the input, the data, the unit of information, must be “encoded.” However, before encoding can occur, the unit of information being sent as the “transmission,” must be received.


According to Weaver (1949), a receiver can be defined as:

A sort of inverse transmitter, changing the transmitted signal back into a message, and handing this message on to the destination. When I talk to you, my brain is the information source, yours the destination; my vocal system is the transmitter, and your ear and the associated eighth nerve is the receiver (p. 7). 

As can be seen, Weaver’s (1949) final object of reception is an organic, animate entity - for lack of a better descriptor – a nerve. Weaver (1949) used his understanding of human communication, to make the leap from Dr. Claude E. Shannon’s (1948) explanatory treatise for the Bell Telephone Laboratories, of an electronic system, to that of a biological one.


In regards to the matter of error which I mentioned previously, Weaver (1949) goes on to say, “In the process of being transmitted, it is unfortunately characteristic that certain things are added to the signal which were not intended by the information source” (p. 7).  


James Lovelock (1988), in his work entitled, The Age of Gaia: A Biography of Our Living Earth, states that, “The idea that the Earth is alive is at the outer bounds of scientific credibility. . . . The concept that the Earth is actively maintained and regulated by life on the surface had its origins in the search for life on Mars” (pp. 3-4). Lovelock (1988) continues this train of thought with “The idea that the Earth is alive is probably as old as humankind” (p. 10). The author mentions a Scottish scientist, a name that some of my readers might recognize, namely, one James Hutton, who in 1785, made the first public statement, expressing as a fact of science, that the Earth was a super-organism. Hutton made a comparison of the “the cycling of the nutritious elements in the soil, and the movement of water from the oceans to the land, with the circulation of the blood” (p. 10), says Lovelock (1988). 

Why mention this now, you might wonder? Somewhere above, I used the term “so-called inanimate object(s).” Well, there were scientists in Hutton’s day, as there are scientists in these days of ours, who still think the Earth is an inanimate, inorganic object. Also, if Hutton could compare something as large as an inanimate/inorganic Earth, to the circulation of human blood, I thought, surely I can make a simple comparison of electronic circuitry to that of nerve-endings and such – you think? 

“Science is not obsessively concerned with whether facts are right or wrong. The practice of science is that of testing guesses; forever iterating around and towards the unattainable absolute of truth” (Lovelock, 1988, p. 12). Having quoted that, let us continue in this glorified tradition, for are we not – all of us – seekers after truth? Let me then proceed with this quote:

While model-making may be quantitative and predictive, it still wears a fashionable statistician’s label, perhaps because it presupposes that complex problems can be reduced to simple definitions and rules. But life is more complex than any model. The simplest model usually applied to life is that of a machine (Nitecki, 1990, p. 3).

My simple analogy shall not pretend to be a quantitative model, nor a predictive proposal, but only as I said previously, a simple analogy. For, as Nitecki (1990), goes on to say:

But life, in a constant state of change, is a more fortuitous concourse of processes then any such simple analogy. It is a process, not an entity, occurring at many levels from the chemical to the social organizations of human societies. It occurs on many spatial and temporal scales (p. 3).

So, here we are – here at the junction of analogy and storytelling. Shall we continue?


A healthy Earth can be said to be one that is communicating properly its state of being healthy. For example, I consider waking-up on a warm summer morning to blue skies, instead of brown, a healthy statement, or communication from the Earth. On the other hand, I would consider waking up one morning to a scenario like director, and producer M. Night Shyamalan’s, The Happening (2008), where the plants are attacking people as a defense mechanism, causing people to suddenly commit suicide, and fostering communication between different species of plants, as an unhealthy communication from the Earth.


What, then, do I think constitutes a healthy communication when speaking about electronic circuitry, and human nerve endings? There are as many different electronic circuitry components, as there are human nerve endings – I would think. Then, just what is it, I am comparing? First, let me state what objects I will be examining. Remember, though, it is no more than a supposition: “In science, a hypothesis is really no more than a ‘let’s suppose’” (Lovelock, 1988, p. 11).


Therefore, let’s begin by examining some elementary electronic terms and components, and their accompanying circuitry, such as “AND,” “OR,” or “NOR” gates, digital and analog transmission, and the relativity of Ohm’s law, namely, V = IR, or, phrased another way, voltage equals current times resistance.


 In order for Shannon (1948), to examine, and study transmission and reception of a signal, or message, there first had to exist some force to enable the message to transmit. This force, also known as electromotive force (emf), is usually called voltage, and is represent as the “V” in Ohm’s law. It is this force that “is responsible for pulling and pushing of the electric current through a circuit” (Shrader, 1991, p. 7). Shrader (1991) goes on to say:

The force is the result of an expenditure of some form of energy to produce an electrostatic field. An emf exists between two objects whenever one of them has an excess of free electrons (is negative) and the other has a deficiency of free electrons (is positive). Should the two objects be connected by a conductor, a discharge current will flow from the negative body to the positive one (p. 7).

It would seem from what I have chosen to write above, that one only needs the necessary force to produce a transmission. However, this is not the case. “Electric pressure, or emf, by itself can do no work” (Shrader, 1991, p. 24). In the name of simplicity, also, in order for us not to get bogged-down in the physics, and chemistry, of electronics, we will acknowledge the accepted fact that energy, and power, are not the same thing. “Power is the ability to do work and is measured in watts” (Shrader, 1991, p. 24). Suffice it to say, the relationship between energy and power is expressed as P = VI, where P is power. But, remember we said above that V = IR, therefore P is equal to I squared times R. So, if the electromotive force is doubled while the resistance remains constant, then the power is four times greater.


Having simply explained the elementary properties of any electronic circuit, we are now ready to examine the single electronic component known as a “gate.” “Digital systems are full of gates. A gate is an electronic circuit that will function in some desired manner when one of more high- or low-voltage signals are fed to its inputs” (Shrader, 1991, p. 229). Marcovitz (2005) tells us that, “The most basic element is the gate. A gate is a circuit with one output that implements one of the basic functions, such as OR and AND. Gates are available with two inputs, as well as three, four, and eight inputs” (p. 48). Notice that although gates may have several inputs, as stated above, a gate has only one output. Some other terms used when analyzing gates as functions are, “combinational logic,” and “switching algebra,” or “logic functions.” According to authors Hayes and Horowitz (1989), from their work entitled, Student Manual for the Art of Electronics:

Comforting Truth #1: To build any digital device (including the most complex computer) we need only three logic functions: And, OR, NOT. All logic circuits are combinations of these three functions, and only these. Comforting Truth #2: Perhaps more surprising: it turns out that just one gate type (not three) will suffice to let one build any digital device. . . . allows one gate type to build the world (p. 287).

Unfortunately, for our purposes, we will not elaborate any further on how this is possible. For, while it may simplify matters for the electronic engineer, it will only serve to complicate our examination, and subsequent comparison.


According to Marcovitz (2005):

Switching algebra is binary, that is, all variables and constants take on one or two variables, 0 and 1. Quantities that are not naturally binary must then be coded into binary format. Physically, they may represent a light off or on, a switch up or down, a low voltage or a high one, or a magnetic field in one direction or the other. From the point of view of the algebra, the physical representations does not matter (p. 46).

What that means for us, in terms of our simplified comparison, is that only the “state” of the object is essential. In particular, “on” will mean the circuit is “closed,” and therefore energy, in the form of electrons, will flow, and transmission will occur. Whereas, “off” will mean the circuit is “open,” and therefore energy will not be able to flow, and transmission cannot take place. If transmission is non-existent, then it is highly unlikely that reception is possible.


If energy converted to power, is applied to a digital system containing a gate, at a rate of 3V to 5V, the gate will produce an output, and for our purposes, we can say that a transmission has taken place. But, if there is no voltage present, or for that matter, a low voltage, say between the values of 0.5V to 2.5V, an output will not be produced, and in turn a transmission will not occur.


In the case of a voltage being present which is measured, and hence considered “low,” we will, for the purposes of our analogy, call such a voltage, an unhealthy voltage, or better yet, an “unhealthy energy source.” Likewise, a transmission being born as a result of an existing output, we will call that voltage, a healthy voltage, or, a “healthy energy source.”


A digital system, or a computer, as mentioned previously, is made-up of many gates. Some gates, are transmitting, some aren’t. Some gates are receiving, and some aren’t. It’s exactly the same with us human beings – at any given instant - some of us are sending/transmitting signals/messages, and some of us are receiving those messages which are sent. There is a saying within the rooms of recovery, namely, the meeting places of Alcoholic Anonymous (AA), and Narcotics Anonymous (NA), and that is, “Learn to listen, and listen to learn.” It is implied from this statement that hearing, and listening, are two completely different things (activities, events, or what have you). I might ask, “Is receiving a message - hearing a message, or listening to a message?”


“In humans (and other mammals) the ear has three major components: the outer, middle, and inner ears” (Keener & Sneyd, 1998, p. 701). The outer ear performs an initial filtering of sound waves while the function of the middle ear has a dual function of transmitting sound vibrations, and impedance matching. “Most of the events central to hearing occur in the inner ear, in particular the cochlea. . . . The cochlea is a tube, about 35 mm long, divided longitudinally into three compartments and twisted into a spiral. The three compartments are the scala vestuibuli, the scala tympani, and the scala media . . . The task of the cochlea is to identify the constitutuent frequencies of a sound wave, and thus identify sound” (Keener & Sneyd, 1998, p. 701-704). 


Authors Keener and Sneyd (1998), go on to write the following about the workings of the ear, in their text entitled, Mathematical Physiology:

Transduction of sound into electrical impulses is carried out by the organ of Corti, which sits on top of the basilar membrane. Hair cells in the organ of Corti have hairs projecting out of the top., and these hairs are attached to a flap called the tectorial membrane that sits over the organ of Corti. Waves in the basilar membrane create a shear force on these hairs, which in turn causes a change in the membrane potential of the hair cell. This is transmitted to nerve cells, and from there to the brain (p. 704).

The key words, located in the above quote, are electrical impulses, waves, force, potential, transmitted, and nerve cells. These are the same terms used previously when speaking about the properties of electromotive force, current, and resistance present in all electrical/electronic systems.

Dr. Sigmund Grollman *1978), has this to say about nerve cells and neurons, in his text entitled, The Human Body: Its Structure and Physiology:

Axons of nerve cells terminate by branching into many fine filaments, called terminals, or telodendrites. . . . The endings may establish contact with the tissue of an organ (neuroeffector junction) or with a dendrite or cell body (soma) or axon of another neuron . . . the junction is referred to as a synapse . . . The function of the synapse is to transfer electrical activity from one neuron to another. If the first neuron can depolarize the second neuron to its threshold, an ‘all or none’ impulse is then generated in the second neuron (p. 144).

The synapse, by transferring electrical activity from one neuron – through itself – and ultimately to another neuron, is similar to, and what I would hence call a “gate” in the human system.


“Transmission of impulses through synapses may be mediated either electrically or chemically” (Grollman, 1978, p. 144). Dr. Grollman (1978), goes on to explain that “electrical coupling” only occurs in a few instances in “mammalian systems.” These instances are located, where the cells form, what the author refers to as “tight” junctions. The author further explains that this region of tight junctions “must be present to facilitate electrical coupling between the cells” (Grollman, 1978, p. 144).

Most neurophysicists maintain that electrochemical changes are responsible for the passage of the nerve impulse. This is the most widely accepted theory, and it assumes that nervous conduction and excitation are the result of altered permeability of the nerve membrane (Grollman, 1978, p. 174).

Again, there exists, the key words which we have borne witness to previously, namely, words such as electro-changes, impulse, conduction, and lastly – theory. The analogy of an electronic component, namely a “gate,” and a segment of the human composition, namely, a part of a nerve cell, and/or neuron, called a synaptic ending, has thus been rightly established.


It is now time for us to establish the final connection, as it were, in our analogy. What connection is that, you might be exasperatedly wondering at this point? Why, the connection between the transmitted/transmitter, and the received/receiver of course.

Receptors are usually modified sensory nerve endings that are specialized to respond to stimuli of a single kind. . . . the receptors of the ear, only to sound waves . . . This exclusive ability to respond to only one type of stimulus is a very great advantage, since in this way protection is gained against unnecessary confusion arising from stimulation other than the one to which the receptor in question has become adjusted (Grollman, 1978, p. 180).

So, in conclusion, “gates,” whether of the electronic kind, or of human tissue, when receiving the correct amount of voltage, or stimuli, are then prompted by their very nature, to conduct, or transmit, a signal/message, and given the lack of, or, presence of noise/interference, a signal/message may, or, may not be received.


    The question I often ask myself is: What happened to my decision making ability that afternoon I decided to try heroin? I had information on the affects of its usage. Was something present that interfered with my ability to receive the message that would have changed my destiny-my life? Or, was the much needed communication ever transmitted:

Behavior is a function of the subjective value of an outcome and of the subjective probability, or expectation, that a particular action will achieve that outcome. Such formulations are generally termed value expectancy theories. Mental processes such as thinking, reasoning, hypothesizing, or expecting are critical components of all cognitive theories (Strecher & Rosenstock, 1997, p. 41).

All of the unfortunate junkies – men and women - who I witnessed on the streets of the Bronx whilst coming-up, all of them transmitted a message of despair, and hopelessness. Smitty, who I loved dearly, was living proof, of the effects of shooting dope. His behaviors were preordained, that is, in the sense that every day, he had to use. I lived with him every day. I was constantly being rightly guided in thought and words, but the deeds, the actions I witnessed were of the complete opposite. Yet, I still chose to use dope that fateful day. I rationalize my using that day by saying I was already addicted, I just didn’t know it. It may be true. However, I now have other alternatives, or theories - for lack of a better term – from which to choose.


For example, let’s begin by examining the Health Belief Model (HBM). The Health Belief Model was created as an explanatory framework:

The HBM is a value expectancy theory. When value expectancy concepts were gradually reformulated in the context of health-related behavior, the translations were (1) the desire to avoid illness or to get well (value) and (2) the belief that a specific health action available to a person would prevent (or ameliorate) illness (expectancy) (Rimer, 1997, p. 43).

 The HBM can, however, also be extrapolated for motivational purposes. Janz and Becker (1987) wrote almost thirty five years after its inception, “The HBM has continued to be a major organizing framework for explaining and predicting acceptance of health and medical care recommendations” (p. 1). The Health Belief Model (HBM) is one of the most widely used conceptual frameworks for understanding health behavior. Developed in the early 1950s, by Hochbaum (1958), and other social psychologists, “the development of the HBM grew out of real concerns with the limited success of various programs of the Public Health Service in the 1950s” (Rimer, 1997, p. 43). The model has been used with great success for almost half a century to promote greater condom use, seat belt use, medical compliance, and health screening use, to name a few behaviors. 

In the year of my birth, 1952, “Hochbaum (1958) studied probability samples of more than 1,200 adults in three cities that had conducted recent TB screening programs in mobile X-ray units” (Strecher & Rosenstock, 1997, p. 43). It uses the desire to avoid a negative health consequence as the prime motivation. For example, HIV/AIDS is a negative health consequence, and the desire to avoid HIV/AIDS can be used to motivate intravenous drug users into using safer, less harmful, drug practices. Similarly, the handing out of free condoms to drug using communities can also lessen the perceived threat of HIV/AIDS.

“The Health Belief Model (HBM) relates a socio-psychologic theory of decision making to individual health-related behaviors” (Harrison, Mullen, and Green, 1992, p. 107). Avoiding

a negative health consequence is a key element of the decision making process as it relates to the HBM. For example, a person who's addicted to drugs, like I was, and decides to get help, like I did, might be advised, to increase his/her exercise regimen in order to look and feel better. That example does not fit the model because the person is not motivated by a negative health outcome — even though that health action, of getting more exercise, may be the same as for the person who wants to avoid a heart attack.


According to Rimer (1997), the HBM, “is used to understand why people accept preventive health services and why they do not adhere to other kinds of health care regimens” (p. 38). The HBM, in the past, assumed that all of its participants in research (for example, survey takers), or in actual practice, were rational individuals. It also assumed, at the time of its creation, that all its participants would behave/act/react as white, middle-class, heterosexual males. In the year 1975 Becker and Maiman wrote that the HBM was “basically a ‘value expectancy’ model developed to explain an individual’s health actions under conditions of uncertainty” (Harrison, Mullen, & Green, 1992, p. 107). It assumed that, before all else, one placed a value on his/her life/living/existence. It didn't take into account addicts, like my self - for example, who might be exhausted from just existing/surviving, and might reservedly wish to perish. The HBM also didn't take into account, the circumstances of future participants who might have entirely different worldviews.

The process of getting potential participants to adhere to a program which might prevent illness is, or should be, the primary concern of not only the HBM, but of any health related theory, program, or practice. According to Salmon and Atkinson (2003), in their work entitled, Using Media Campaigns for Health Promotion, “The most widely used frameworks . . . employ a basic expectancy-value mechanism . . . the messages are primarily directed toward influencing an array of beliefs regarding the subjective likelihood of each outcome occurring; attitudinal and behavioral responses are contingent upon each individual's valuation of these outcomes” (p. 455). The authors go on to say:

The incentive appeals for complying with a recommendation should build on the existing values of the target audience . . . The basic most frequently used dimensions in the health domain is physical health: negatively valued unhealthy outcomes (death, illness, and injury) tend to be featured more often than positive reinforcers . . . Clearly, there is a need to diversify” (Salmon & Atkinson, 2003, p. 456).

I imagine how my life might have been changed if instead of being told, “You're going to die a horrible death if you continue getting high,” I was shown a better way to live, or at least told about new alternatives, theories, and practices. But, to be completely honest, the desire to change was absent from my life. I was deaf, dumb, and blind at the time of my initial heroin use. I’ll get back to this point further-on in this story. However, “recent research concerning the HBM continues to emphasize individual health beliefs” (Rimer, 1997, p. 41).

The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) and the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) are two theories which are used to explain, and to understand the relationship between attitudes and behavior. Fishbein first introduced the TRA in 1967. Ajzen and colleagues later added the variable perceived behavioral control, and extended the TRA. The TRA became the TRA/TPB, and it is concerned with the relations between beliefs (behavioral and normative), attitudes, intentions, and behavior. 


According to authors Montano, Kasprzyk, and Taplin (1997), in their article entitled, The Theory of Reasoned Action and The Theory of Planned Behavior, “Both theories focus on theoretical constructs concerned with the motivational factors as determinants of the likelihood of performing a specific behavior” (p. 85). Also, Schuz, Sniehotta, Mallach, Wiederman, and Schwarzer (2007) say that the TPB, “construe health behavior change as a continuous process and assume that the theory's factors are relevant for all individuals” (p. 59). To some scholar’s, this might be considered a weakness of the theory, while to others, it could be, its strength.

The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) model illustrates that human behaviors can be predicted from behavioral intention, attitude, and the influence of subjective norms. The intention of a person to behave in a particular manner is a function of two determinants, namely, the person’s nature and the social influences on that person. A person’s positive or negative view toward performing a particular behavior is known as his or her attitude (Garg & Garg, 2007, p. 258).

That which was my nature, then, seems to be the ingredient that was missing. The TRA, according to the above citation, should have predicted my drug use. I was being told by all – the “gods,” my grandparents, my aunts and uncles, my cousins, my older siblings, my moms, Smitty, my mom’s friends, and my friends – to stay away from heroin! Therefore, the social influences were all positive, well, most of them anyway, and were being exerted in a direction away from drug usage. My view towards using heroin – in any form – was totally negative. I knew what dope could do. It wasn’t for me. My intention, up to that fateful day, was to never get high on it. 


So, what happened? What happened to the message? Why did communication fail that fateful day? Or, did it?


According to authors Blanchard, Fisher, Sparling, Nehl, Rhodes, Courneya, and Baker (2008), “Within the TPB, an individual’s intention has 3 determinants. . . . attitude . . . 

subjective norm . . . The final determinant is perceived behavioral control (PBC) . . . “ (p. 341). The authors go on to say, “Ethnicity seems to moderate certain relationships within the TPB” (p. 342). Mind you, this particular bit of research, while using the TPB, and suiting my purposes, was not focused on addiction, or the using of drugs, but on the more general topic of physical activity (PA). The authors further allude to some research that has pointed to African Americans association of health with goodness and/or conduct:

Thus, the idea of taking charge of one’s health (eg, by engaging in PA) may be foreign to the African American community. . . . In terms of the affective attitude-intention relationship, the concept of religiosity may be more closely aligned with influencing instrumental rather than affective outcomes of PA . . . (Blanchard, et al., 2008, p. 342).

So, is that the reason the message wasn’t received, or, wasn’t transmitted? Did my new found belief in Islam keep me in harm’s way instead of allowing me to sidestep the apparent danger?


According to researchers Sharma and Kanekar (2005), when speaking of the creation of the TPB, and the deficiencies of the TRA, “It was felt by some researchers including Professor Icek Ajzen that theory was deficient in explaining behavior especially of people who have little or feel they have little power over their behaviors” (p. 3). That wasn’t the case for me though. In fact, my new way of life, namely, al-Islam (Islam), had given me a sense of all-powerfulness. Sharma and Kanekar (2005) go on to say, “The third important predictor was found to be normative belief of parents” (p. 3). Though my mother might have thought that heroin use was wrong, she lived with a junkie. My father, who also knew drug usage of this kind was potentially fatal, was unfortunately silent upon the matter, at this point in my life. Therefore, though the normative belief of my parents where against drug use, or more precisely, heroin use, their actions said something different:

We take drugs to help us feel better but they can have harmful side effects and are subject to abuse. . . . Drug abuse can have serious medical, social, and legal consequences. Those in authority, especially the parents of children at risk for drug abuse, have an obligation to prevent it. Talk is recommended to prevent drug problems, even as drugs are increasingly recommended to address communication problems arising from social anxiety, hyperactivity, depression, and other maladies. Talk in this culture is the appropriate way to get legal drugs when you think you need them-that is, by talking to your doctor-and talk is also the way to prevent illegal teenage drug abuse-by talking to your kids. Talk is assumed to be a potent remedy. To serve effectively, either as the 'antidrug' or as a way to get drugs, its potency must be at least comparable, in a sense, to that of drugs themselves as a force influencing human behavior. The importance of talk and communication generally is, in fact, a common-place assumption of this culture (Craig, 2004, pp. 659-660).

To blame the message not being transmitted upon my parents shoulders, was my convenient excuse for many a year. My tale went something like this once upon a time, “But nobody told me!” However, today, this story is an attempt at finding answers, not finding fault. May be there aren’t any answers:

It requires a good deal of confidence that one can, in fact, alter such lifestyles before successful change is possible. Thus, for behavioral change to succeed, people must (as the original HBM theorizes) feel threatened by their current behavioral patterns (perceived susceptibility and severity) and believe that a change of a specific kind will be beneficial by resulting in a valued outcome at an acceptable cost, but they must also feel themselves competent (self-efficacious) to overcome perceived barriers to taking action (Rimer, 1997, p. 47).

May be there’s something greater than me and you, than us. May be there’s someone, or something that has the answers because I’m sure I don’t. I’m also sure that science doesn’t either.

CHAPTER IV

THE LIVING DEAD


“I am everyday people” (Sly and the Family Stone).

Researchers Noar, Chabot, & Zimmerman (2007), state in their article, entitled, Applying Health Behavior Theory to Multiple Behavior Change: Considerations and Approaches, that, “Health behavior theories are attempts to describe why individuals do or do not engage in particular health behaviors, and how individuals go about changing their unhealthy to healthy behaviors” (p. 276). Authors Noar et al. (2007) go on to say that, “Traditionally, these health behavior theories have been applied in studies to a single behavior at a time” (p. 276). The reason I quote these authors at this particular junction of my story is because this discourse is an attempt, just like a theory, to describe why I did, or did not, engage in particular healthy behaviors. How I went about changing my unhealthy behaviors for healthy ones is a part of my story that in all probability will not make sense to some of my readers, that is, unless you have some knowledge of addiction. We’llsee. So, let us continue, you (my audience), and I on this journey into the life of a junkie, crack-head.

Willie was dressed like he usually dressed – sharp: Mr. Tony’s silk tailored-made pants, Byle Shop alpaca knit shirt, and matching Plaboy shoes. He had about four glassine bags of heroin in his possession. It was a sunny afternoon in July, and the year was 1967. I was a month away from turning fifteen. I was surprised to see Willie with those bags of dope that day. I was even more surprised to see my friend Freddie so eager to try sniffing some. But, to hear me say something like, “Freddie, I can’t let you go down that road by yourself,” and then sniff some myself, well that was the mindblower. You see, up-to that point in my life, I never had any inkling, or desire, to try dope.


The one thing I remember most about that afternoon, I mean besides, and more importantly than, getting sick as a dog, was that all my problems seemed to disappear. I was at once relieved, and ill, for I had finally given up my sojourn. I was no longer responsible, nor held accountable for my parents getting back together. I had given-up.


Four months later, I had escalated my usage from sniffing everyday – to shooting every chance I got. I was fifteen years old. By the time I was seventeen years old, I was shooting 45 to 60 bags of heroin a day. I shot-up 3 or 4 times daily. There was so much heroin that I had to use a mayonnaise’s jar top to cook in, and two syringes to draw it up. Hours before I was to turn eighteen, I was arrested for the third time since turning sixteen, and becoming eligible to be tried as an adult. It was my third felony arrest. My addiction was out-of-control. I was the living, walking, and talking dead. I knew I needed help, but I was ignorant of where, or to whom, I needed to ask, and my parents were at a lost also.


The Transtheoretical Model (TTM) is, according to author Horneffer-Ginter (2008), as written in his article entitled, Stages of Change and Possible Selves: 2 Tools for Promising College Health, “considered a tool for identifying how best to target health-promotion efforts on the basis of an individual's readiness to change” (p. 351), and as such shall continue our discussion concerning the communication, transmission, and reception of messages. 


Looking-back, I can now honestly imagine that I was totally incapable of hearing, or filtering, any positive message that fateful first day of heroin use. I was unable to produce the necessary voltage, the 2.5-3V needed to manifest the necessary stimuli, was completely void, null, gone, kaput. I was already an addict, but I didn’t know it. My “gates,” my synaptic centers were incapable of firing, or producing the needed transmission level, so the message couldn’t be received because it never was sent.


From the year 1967, to the year 1970, I virtually got high every day. I knew what it was to go through withdrawals, and it was something I avoided at all costs. When I was finally arrested, and I copped-out to a five year sentence, I was in a position to forcibly kick the habit I had acquired. I thought I was ready to change.


”The transtheoretical model (TTM), also known as the stages of change model . . . focuses on the individual's readiness to change behavior, based on the concept that behavior change is a multistep process” (Gatewood, Litchfield, Ryan, Geadelmann, Pendergast, & Ullom, 2008, p. 360).


When the TTM originated in the late 1970s, I had just finished serving another five year sentence. I had sworn-off everything except smoking marijuana because weed wasn’t a drug and nobody I knew ever suffered from withdrawals when they didn’t have a joint to smoke. I had absolutely no knowledge about addiction. “The problems involved in modifying lifelong habits of eating, drinking, exercising, smoking, and sexual practices are obviously far more difficult to surmount than those involved in accepting a one-time immunization or a screening test” (Rimer, 1997, p. 47). I had decided when I was being transferred from the Mexican penal system, to the federal penitentiary in the states, that I was giving-up my old life. “Specifically, sociodemographic factors, particularly educational attainment, are believed to have an indirect effect on behavior by influencing the perception of susceptibility, severity, benefits, and barriers” (Rimer, 1997, p. 46). I was still poor, black, young, dumb, and full of come.


“From the initial studies of smoking, the stage model rapidly expanded in scope to include investigations and applications of a broad range of health and mental health behaviors. These behaviors focus on alcohol and substance abuse“ (Prochaska, Redding, & Evers, 1997, p. 60). It was the year 1979, and I had paroled to San Jose, CA – the home of Silicon Valley, birthplace of the integrated circuit, and the personal computer. I had decided on San Jose because I didn’t know anyone living there. I could move away from the life I was used to living. I could get a fresh start, a new lease. I proceeded to find a temporary job, and I had starting taking Vista classes in drafting. I was applying to San Jose State, but I couldn’t sit around and wait, I had to do something positive right away, or else I was heading for trouble.


They say, “Youth is wasted on the young.”  Man, I tell you, I was in the right place, at the right time. The computing revolution was just starting, but I was still getting wasted, and thinking it was alright, that I was doing something different. I thought I was ready to change, but I simultaneously thought that I had already changed enough - forever. I had set myself up to become a victim of “the personal fable [which] involves a pervasive unrealistic belief of one's uniqueness, omnipotence, and invulnerability to harm” (Bright, McKillop, & Ryder, 2008, p. 18). Even though I was no longer a kid, I was 27 years old, but I was still under the hypnotic influence, and insidiousness of addiction. It continued to tell me, and I continued to succumb to what researchers Bright, McKillop, and Ryder (2008) referred to as an “adolescent cognitive egocentrism reflected in [an] individuals belief of omnipotence, invulnerability, and uniqueness” (p. 18), which might be the main ingredient of what we in NA describe as Allah’s - God’s protection, and we call denial.


“The TTM is an integrative model of behavior change that incorporates process oriented variables to explain and predict how and when individuals change behaviors” (Johnson, Paiva, Cummins, Johnson, Dyment, Wright, Prochaska, Prochaska,  & Sherman, 2008, p. 239). According to researchers  Prochaska, Redding, & Evers (1997), in their article entitled, The 

Transtheoretical Model and Stages of Change, “The Transtheoretical Model uses stages of change to investigate processes and principles of change from across major theories of intervention” (p. 60). The TTM combined theories such as the HBM, the TRA, and the TPB, theories we briefly discussed in the previous chapter. The authors go on to state that, “The comparative analysis identified only ten processes of change among these theories, such as consciousness raising from the Fruedian tradition, contingency management from the Skinner tradition, and helping relationships from the Rogerian tradition” (Prochaska et al., 1997, p. 60). Like I, ““Research participants said that they used different processes at different times in their struggles” (Prochaska et al., 1997, p. 60). 


Prochaska et al. (1997) say that, “The stage construct is important, in part, because it represents a temporal dimension”

(p. 61). I started using heroin in 1967, and it was now 12 years later. I knew that I needed to stop, and I did. I had sworn to never be strung-out on anything again. I had stopped drinking, and drugging altogether, except for smoking weed (which wasn’t really a drug-remember?). So, when looking at the TTM, I must’ve been at the precontemplation stage because I ignorantly didn’t think I had to stop anything:

Precontemplation is the stage in which people have no intention to take action in the foreseeable future . . . People may be in this stage because they are uninformed or underinformed about the consequences of their behavior, or they may have tried to change a number of times and have become demoralized about their abilities to change (Prochaska et al., 1997, p. 60).

Looking back, maybe I had become demoralized. I couldn’t begin to count the number of times I had tried to stop, only to start again. “Both uninformed and underinformed groups tend to avoid reading, talking, or thinking about their high-risk behaviors” (Prochaska et al., 1997, p. 60). I hadn’t heard of any twelve step program such as AA or NA at this point in my life. I never read any literature concerning recovery either. Back in 1970, just before I took my third fall, I had been admitted to a detox. It was supposedly a twenty one day program – I stayed for seven. I never talked about using with “the gods” when we were locked-up in Mexico. They weren’t addicts. And the bid I had did before that, the one where I took the weight, the one up in Canada, well, there was no one to talk to in that place. I stayed to myself in order to survive.


According to the definition of the Stages of Change, of the TTM, each of the six stages, namely, 1) Precontemplation, 2) Contemplation, 3) Preparation, 4) Action, 5) Maintenance, and 6) Termination are qualitatively, and quantitatively different. Also, they are not considered developmental stages. What that implies is, if measured, change requires different cognitive/emotional/behavioral activities in different stages.


Individuals employ various behaviors which typically encompass cognitions, emotions, and evaluations of a temporal framework. One employs, according to the TTM, certain decisional balance, and a degree of self-efficacy, hence allowing one to mediate the transitions between stages. This was the first construct of the TTM, conceptualized as strategies, and labeled as the “Processes of Change.”


The literature on the TTM varies as to how many stages there are, and just what those stages are termed. Originally, there were six stages, the sixth being relapse. Some of the more recent studies which define the Stages of Change, say the sixth stage is termination, and still others say there are only five stages, the last stage being maintenance.


The TTM defined two kinds of processes, namely, 1) experiential processes (thinking, feeling, experiencing), and 2) behavioral (doing). The experiential processes which consisted of consciousness raising (increasing awareness), dramatic relief (emotional arousal), environmental reevaluation (social reappraisal), social liberation (environmental opportunities), and self reevaluation (self reappraisal). These processes were said to usually occur during the stages/transitions between precontemplation to contemplation, and contemplation to preparation, but could also occur during the preparation to action stage/transition.


“Contemplation is the stage in which people intend to change within the next six months. They are now aware of the pros of changing but are also acutely aware of the cons” (Prochaska et al., 1997, p. 61). I no longer became dope sick, in other words, no longer suffered from withdrawals, that was a positive of not using heroin, a pro of changing, and it translated to how I viewed my present, and any future drug use, I might’ve had planned at the time. If I didn’t get sick when I didn’t have a particular drug, then I rationalized that I wasn’t strung-out, and that was all the reason I needed to use. I was semi-conscious of the withdrawal effects of alcohol, what people called the DTs, but I hadn’t reached the point of self-identifying as an alcoholic.


Had my consciousness been raised? I guess, maybe, to a certain degree it had. I was aware of my need to stop drinking and drugging, but my experience dictated just exactly what that meant to me. The pros of not doing anything but smoking weed, especially while I was behind bars, far outweighed the cons. I couldn’t imagine being strung-out on anything inside the joint. I saw what happened to people who needed anything, and couldn’t afford to get it. They became victims. I remember one young guy, as soon as he hit the cellblock some Mexican gang members had him in the back of the block, and in the showers. When he emerged from the showers, he was dressed-up, and made-up as a woman. The whole gang had had their way with him. It was that quick. Weakness is not a luxury behind bars.


The con of not using, of changing my active drug use – my behavior – was a strange new life that I couldn’t comprehend because all I knew now centered around getting and using drugs. 

“Our whole life and thinking was centered in drugs in one form or another – the getting, and using and finding ways and means to get more. We lived to use, and used to live” (World Services Office Inc., 1976, p.3). That’s how I lived, how I survived, and I really couldn’t envision a life without drugs, and/or the lifestyle that went with them.


“Preparation is the stage in which people intend to take action in the immediate future, usually measured as the next month. They typically have already taken some significant action in the past year” (Prochaska et al., 1997, p. 61). I can’t count the number of times I was in the preparation stage. The literature of NA speaks about this fleeting characteristic of addiction as follows:

At some point our using became uncontrollable and anti-social. This began when things were going well, and we were in situations that allowed us to use frequently. This was usually the end of good times. We may have tried to moderate, substitute, or even stop using, but we went from a state of drugged success and well-being to complete spiritual, mental and emotional bankruptcy. This rate of decline varies from addict to addict (World Services Office Inc., 1976, p.6).

I had gotten to a place of perpetual preparation. I was always prepared to stop, yet, never ready to stay stopped, and that made the difference. Prochaska et al. (1997) describes us addicts as follows,  “These individuals have a plan of action such as joining a health education class, consulting a counselor, talking to their physician, buying a self-help book, or relying on a self-change approach” (p. 61). Yep! That was me alright. I was always talking about, “I’m ready now – word.”


“Action is the stage in which people have made specific overt modification in their lifestyles within the past six months. Because action is observable, behavioral change often has been equated with action” (Prochaska et al., 1997, p. 63). There were a few times I had gotten clean, and managed to amass some quality abstinent time. I say abstinent because, as my sponsor said/says, “People in recovery don’t use.” I had stopped using on several separate occasions. Once for eleven months, another time for twenty-two months, and again for twenty months. Each time I started back using because I thought I could do it differently, and, thereby control my using:

Our addiction enslaved us. We were prisoners of our own mind and were condemned by our own guilt. We gave up the hope that we would ever stop using drugs. Our attempts to stay clean always failed, causing us pain and misery (World Services Office Inc., 1976, p.7).

My son said to me one day, “Dad, how you going to take care of us, and you can’t even take care of yourself?” He was seven years old. I had never felt so much pain, misery, and shame, as I felt that day. I couldn’t control anything – not my kids, not my using, not one single thing.


I had been attending meetings off-and-on for approximately thirteen years. I had heard enough suggestions from my family, counselors, therapists, to finally take a serious look at myself. Researchers Noar, Chabot, and Zimmerman (2007) state in their work entitled, Applying Health Behavior Theory to Multiple Behavior Change: Considerations and Approaches, that “A behavior change principles approach suggests interventions teach individuals common principles of behavior change as well as how to apply those principles to a variety of health behaviors” (p. 278). The rooms of NA had told me time, and time again, that I had to change everything about me – not just my using habits. The people in the rooms told me I had to find new people to hang-out with, new places to hang-out in, and new things to do in those places with those people.


I don’t know what came over me, but I knew I was ready because I started to experience a sense of relief: “Dramatic relief initially produces increased emotional experiences followed by reduced affect if appropriate action is taken” (Prochaska et al., 1997, p. 63). I started following some of the suggestions I had been hearing over the years. I was praying for acceptance as my sponsor Mike had suggested, and it was working.

I was able to lay some of my pride aside, and begin working on the steps of NA. It was beginning to work because I was finally working it – the program that is:

Maintenance is the stage in which people work to prevent relapse, but they do not apply change processes as frequently as do people in action. . . . They are less tempted to relapse and increasingly more confident that they can continue their changes (Prochaska et al., 1997, p. 63).

On September 30, 2001, I had used for the last time. The next day, October 1, 2001, was my first clean day.


The Stages of Change, as define by Prochaska et al. (1997), differ from the twelve step programs of recovery because they “estimate that maintenance lasts from six months to about five years” (p. 63), whereas some adherents of the twelve step programs say that the first five years of abstinence/clean time is early recovery. Old timers of these programs say, that it takes the first five years to get your brains back, and another five years to re-learn how to use them.


The Stages of Change, as define by Prochaska et al. (1997), also differs from the twelve step programs of recovery because, the researchers define the termination stage as follows:

Termination is a stage that applies to some behaviors, especially the addictions. . . . This is a stage in which individuals have no temptation and 100 percent self-efficacy. No matter whether they are depressed, anxious, bored, lonely, angry, or stressed, they are sure they will not return to their old unhealthy habit as a way of coping. It is as if they never acquired the habit in the first place (p. 63).

Prochaska et al. (1997) would imply, by the above statement, that not only are all temptations gone, but also all involuntary features of addiction, such as using/drinking dreams and/or nightmares, and momentary flashbacks of yester-years. Old timers in the rooms of AA/NA constantly and continually speak of becoming complacent, and of their companions, and peers, who because of their complacency and not sticking with the basic foundation they established from the beginning, fall a victim to relapse. Sometimes they speak of their friends who after twenty-five, or thirty years of recovery go back out, use, and die.


“Self-motivation combines both cognitive and affective assessment of one's self-image with and without a particular unhealthy habit” (Prochaska et al., 1997, p. 64). As I said previously, it was what my son said to me that day that had made me motivated to stop using. “We tried limiting our usage to social amounts without success. There is no such thing as a social addict” (World Services Office Inc., 1976, p.14). It was hard to see myself as a success in the beginning. My ideas of success were temporary engagements of control, or so I thought. I was of the viewpoint that if I had enough drugs, I could control my using, and selling, and any circumstances and/or events those activities might produce. “Petty frustrations, minor setbacks and loneliness often make us feel that we are not getting any better” (World Services Office Inc., 1976, p.16). As time passed, I became more ingrained in the process, and accepting of proceeding one day at a time, little achievements/accomplishments kept occurring, and adding-up. “Any form of success was frightening and unfamiliar” (World Services Office Inc., 1976, p.14). My image of me started to change, and I was able to envision a future without drugs. I saw myself as being able to live-up to the promise I had made to Allah:

What a change from the way we use to be! We know that the N.A. Program works. The program convinced us that we needed to change ourselves . . . We discovered new opportunities. We found a sense of self worth. We learned self-respect. . . . we come to accept a Higher Power’s will. We lose our fear of the unknown. We are set free (World Services Office Inc., 1976, p.16).

I will never forget that sign on the counselor’s door: Change or Die.

CHAPTER V

THE SECOND FOURTH COMING

“A child is born with a heart of gold - the way of the world makes his heart grow cold” (Earth, Wind, & Fire).

The first verses revealed in The Holy Qur’an, to the prophet Muhammad ibn Abdullah (peace and blessings be upon him), were from Surah (Chapter) 96, entitled, Al-‘Alaq (The Clot), “Read in the name of thy Lord who creates – Creates man from a clot, Read, and thy lord is most Generous, Who taught by the pen, Taught man what he knew not” (Ali, 1917, p. 1228). This verse from the holy book of the Muslims (submitting ones) is similar to the beginning of a book in Injil (The Gospel); similar in that they both deal with forms of communication; where it tells, we, of the human families that, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (p. 145).

It matters not whether it be written, read, or spoken; whether it is a nod of the head, a wave of the hand, or a smoke signal off in the distance, we as humans, as people, it is said, “cannot not communicate.”Who are, we, the people? According to the tradition of the people of these shores and borders known as the United States of America, to “form a more perfect union, establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity,” supposedly defines who we are as a people.

Burke (1989) tells us that, “A definition so sums things up that all the properties attributed to the thing defined can be as though ‘derived’ from the definition” (p. 56). Well, those attributes, namely, justice, domestic tranquility, blessings and liberty, those qualities are definitely present. Those attributes presently exist just where they were foretold that they would reside, among the “ourselves,” and the “posterity” of them that wrote it. It was never meant to be a promise to any other people. Read it closely, than compare it to what is transpiring within this country today. Maybe, I could proceed, being a user of the negative, by defining who the “people” are not. That would definitely be an easy task: the “people” are not those of color. Yet, the Holy Qur’an tells us that Allah said, “And surely We created man of sounding clay, of black mud fashioned into shape” (Ali, 1917, p. 527): 

It is only when a core self begins to cohere that exploration of the spaces between self and other, inner and outer, reality and illusion become possible. Although the self may change, have its own inner world and be affected by emotion and desire, it still maintains some sense of continuity. Yet, this is so much part of our lives that it tends to be taken for granted. . . . The idea of a core self posits an alternative concept of subjectivity to that offered by modernist notions of the unified self or postmodern denials that the self exists at all (May, & Williams, 1998, pp. 135-136).

Does it matter what the core self was contained in originally? To some it does, you better believe it. To some the container is the begin-and-end-all. If it didn’t, I wouldn’t know people, see people on the city streets, and have family members light-skinned like me, trying to get by. “The Negro does not become equal to the white by a kind of intellectual 'passing'” (Burke, 1950, p. 195). I’ve never seen the act of passing occur the other-way-around, you know, whites getting by as blacks, except in the movies, which, again, alludes to the fact that almost everybody denies, skin color, the container, does make a difference.

With all my clean time, and knowing that the disease of addiction is speaking to me, I am still listening to it. The Holy Qur’an calls the disease by another name. It calls it al Shaitan (the Devil), “And the devil promises them only to deceive. Indeed over My servants – thou hast surely no authority over them. And they Lord suffices as having charge of affairs”(Ali, 1917, p. 576). As we say in the rooms of Narcotics Anonymous, Allah’s (God’s) in charge! But saying that and practicing it, are two different things.

Addiction according to Webster’s New Universal Unabridged Dictionary is a noun derived from the Latin word addictus which is a personal pronoun of the Latin word addere, meaning to devote, to deliver over. It is the condition of being addicted (to a habit); habitual inclination. Addiction is defined on the Internet as: “Uncontrollable craving, seeking, and use of a substance such as a drug or alcohol.”  Addiction, also labeled as substance abuse, is defined according to the DSM-IV-TR (the official handbook of psychiatry) as follows:

The essential feature of Substance Dependence is a cluster of cognitive, behavioral, and physiological symptoms indicating that the individual continues use of the substance despite significant substance-related problems. There is a pattern of repeated self-administration that can result in tolerance, withdrawal, and compulsive drug-taking behavior. A diagnosis of Substance Dependence can be applied to every class of substances except caffeine. The symptoms of Dependence are similar across the various categories of substances, but for certain classes some symptoms are less salient, and in a few instances not all symptoms apply (e.g., withdrawal symptoms are not specified for Hallucinogen Dependence). Although not specifically listed as a criterion item, "craving" (a strong subjective drive to use the substance) is likely to be experienced by most (if not all) individuals with Substance Dependence.

The above definitions of addiction have been cited as a foundational framework for discussion because acceptance of the disease model of addiction, as advocated in the rooms of Narcotic Anonymous is probably the most controversial and debated topic in the entire field of substance abuse/addiction:

The conceptualization of chronic drunkenness as a disease did not originate in America. References to chronic drunkenness as a sickness of the body and soul, and the presence of specialized roles to care for people suffering from “drink madness,” can be found in the civilizations of ancient Egypt and Greece. Isolated and periodic references to chronic drunkenness as a disease, and even occasional calls for state-sponsored treatment, continued through the centuries before the first European migrations to America. It took a lot to birth a disease concept of alcoholism in America. The breakdown of community norms that had long contained drunkenness in colonial America and a shift in consumption patterns from fermented beverages to distilled spirits led to a dramatic (nearly three-fold) increase in alcohol consumption between 1790 and 1830. In the face of these changes, several prominent individuals “discovered” addiction and called for a new way of understanding and responding to the chronic drunkard (White, 2000, p. 47).

This research study was conducted as an autoethnographic  report. It did not delve in the third person of objectivity, in attempts to answer questions concerning health and addiction quantitatively:

In some arenas, doctoral candidates choosing to do qualitative rather than quantitative research may have to fight a stiffer battle to establish themselves as credible. They may also have to be comfortable with being outside the center of the conventional educational establishments (Seidman, 2006, p. 13).

This research study in its entirety was subjective in nature, as the researcher was an active participant in the qualitative study of group membership within the rooms of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), and Narcotics Anonymous (NA).

Throughout most of my story, I have discussed drugs more so than alcohol. Therefore, we shall propose to begin this chapter with a history of Narcotics Anonymous.

The group psychotherapy program of what is officially called in the literature of health communication as Narcotics Anonymous is defined on their official web site as:

Narcotics Anonymous is an international, community-based association of recovering drug addicts with more than 33,500 weekly meetings in over 116 countries worldwide. . . Narcotics Anonymous sprang from the Alcoholics Anonymous Program of the late 1940s, with meetings first emerging in the Los Angeles area of California, USA, in the early Fifties. The NA program started as a small US movement that has grown into one of the world's oldest and largest organizations of its type. For many years, NA grew very slowly, spreading from Los Angeles to other major North American cities and Australia in the early 1970s. In 1983, Narcotics Anonymous published its self-titled Basic Text book, which contributed to tremendous growth. Within a few years, groups had formed in Brazil, Colombia, Germany, India, the Irish Republic, Japan, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom. Today, Narcotics Anonymous is well established throughout much of the Americas, Western Europe, Australia, and New Zealand. Newly formed groups and NA communities are now scattered throughout the Indian subcontinent, Africa, East Asia, the Middle East, and Eastern Europe. Narcotics Anonymous books and information pamphlets are currently available in 27 languages, with translations in process for 16 languages (Narcotics Anonymous World Services).

NA was born because of the restrictive nature of Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, where it is suggested that one limits their conversation, or sharing, to one’s problem with alcohol. This suggestion is usually followed as a matter of respect for the group. 

When AA was first formed, ”The spark that was to flare into the first A. A. group was struck at Akron, Ohio, in June 1935, during a talk between a New York stockbroker and an Akron physician” (World Services Organization Inc., 1976, p. xv), drugs and drug addicts, were a social taboo, even more so than today. Alcohol was legal, and so was viewed as an accepted vice. (I have heard from ‘old-timers’ in both AA, and NA, that the co-founder of AA, referred to as the stockbroker from New York, was a coke head also). And though AA has been extremely successful, “More than a million people have recovered in A.A., most of them as hopelessly addicted to alcohol as we were to drugs” (Alcoholic Anonymous World Services Inc., 1976, p. xv), many of whom used drugs (illegal and legal) themselves - the word “drugs” couldn’t be uttered in an AA meeting. 

      The founders of NA were active members of AA, who recognized a need to include other substances:

The Twelve Steps of Narcotics Anonymous, as adapted from A.A., are the basis of our recovery program. We have only broadened their perspective. We follow the same path with a single exception; our identification as addicts is all-inclusive with respect to any mood-changing, mind-altering substance. Alcoholism is too limited a term for us; our problem is not a specific substance, it is a disease called addiction (World Services Office Inc., 1976, p. xv).

On the first page of the “Basic Text,” officially entitled, Narcotics Anonymous, it states the following: “This book primarily concerns itself with the nature of recovery” (World Service Office, Inc., 1982, p. 1). The same could be said of this research study: This research study, this story, my story was/is primarily concerned with recovery – a spiritual recovery. 


As human beings we are in social relations constantly. We look forward to the relations we enter to be a success, for whatever reasons. For example, take the following statement which one might say, touches upon social economy:

Human relationships take time and investment. The more invested one becomes in the success of a relational partner and with a relationship the more likely more one will expend efforts toward maintaining these relationships and repairing them should problems arise (Kalbfleisch, 2002, p. 17).

According to Kalbfleisch (2002), at the heart of many a relationship can be found much more than “a simple exchange of information and accomplishment of ability. At the center of this relationship is the human connection of two people: one more advanced in a particular area, one less advanced; both joined in a common commitment to achieving success” (p. 64). Kalbfleisch (2002) has labeled this type of relationship as mentoring. We in the rooms of recovery, namely, AA/NA, call this a sponsoring relationship in most cases. It is a matter of viewpoint. At any one time during a typical day, I can have many sponsors/mentors.


The Christians have a saying, and it goes like this, “God works through people.” Well, seeing as this final chapter of my story shall conclude with spirituality as a theory of recovery from addiction, I guess we shall begin using the terms Allah, and God, quite a bit. The literature of AA states the following concerning the interpersonal relationship(s) mentioned in the previous sentence:

Our next problem will be to discover the person in whom we are to confide. Here we ought to take much care, remembering that prudence is a virtue which carries a high rating. Perhaps we shall need to share with this person facts about ourselves which no others ought to know. . . . This person may turn out to be one’s sponsor, but not necessarily so” (World Services, Inc., 1981, pp. 60-61).

In AA/NA the person Allah (God) works through, probably more closely, intimately, than any other interpersonal relationship, is the person designated as one’s sponsor. If one believes in Allah (God), then one accepts the notion that Allah is All-Knowing. This belief coupled with the risk of self-revealing to another individual about things only I, and Allah know of, place the sponsorship relationship in a spiritual perspective similar to that of a religious devotee and the act of confession:

The fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous is built around the rebuilding of personal values, including honesty and personal responsibility, and directly addresses the willingness-and even the necessity-of the recovering individual to step out of themselves and to access their relationship with the transcendent (Miller, 2003, p. 1).

In the rooms of Alcoholic Anonymous, and Narcotics Anonymous, one of the slogans we use is, “Keep coming back!” To me, this is the same as saying, “Don’t give up,” or “It’s never too late.” When I first started making meetings in the fall of 1988, I hated those three words: Keep coming back. I deplored and despised the fact that I was an addict, and had to make meetings.

Alcoholic Anonymous, and Narcotics Anonymous, are based on the “disease concept” of addiction. The disease of addiction is theoretically – incurable. The incurable nature of the disease, leads one to rely on a source of power greater than one’s self – a “higher power.” According to Brown (2006), “Alcoholics anonymous (AA) is widely accepted as a model for alcohol treatment. However, the emphasis of the AA program on the importance of a higher power in recovery from alcoholism has led to controversy“ (p. 654). However, the controversy lays basically, outside of the rooms of the twelve step programs. Brown (2006) goes on to exclaim, “The philosophy of AA is belief in divine intervention and reliance on a higher power to maintain sobriety” (p. 654). Underwood (2002), in her article entitled, The Daily Spiritual Experience Scale: Development, Theoretical Description, Reliability, Exploratory Factor Analysis, and Preliminary Construct Validity Using Health-Related Data, states the following: “The National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism just funded a set of seven proposals after a request for applications to solicit research examining the relationship of spirituality to alcoholism” (p. 22). 

The growing popularity of explanations other than scientific can be found within the literature, as witnessed by the following quote from Thoresen (2002): “Interest in possible relations between religion, spirituality, and health has attained the status of a 'hot topic.' Scientific audiences have become interested, with special issues on spirituality and health scheduled or published in scholarly journals (e.g. American Psychologist, Journal of Health Psychology)” (p. 3). I believe that the belief in anything other than the Westernized scientific method is where the controversy originates:

Although most of the research has been devoted to the determination of whether spirituality or religious behavior actually has significant effects on health (positive or negative), it is in the other half of the endeavor, the examination of the potential for translation into clinical practice, where the more substantive controversies exist. . . . In the meantime, a more immediate and certainly welcome outcome is that the medical community has extended an invitation for the spirit, mind, and body to once again reside together (Mills, 2002, p. 2).

According to Mills' (2002) article, Spirituality, Religiousness, and Health: From Research to Clinical Practice, that invitation has been accepted:

The number of empirical studies on spirituality, religiousness, and health has proliferated in the scientific literature. . . . In recent years, every major medical, psychiatric, and behavioral medicine journal has published on the topic. . . . Usually, such an increase in interest and publications on a topic follows a new discovery . . . This is obviously not the case in this instance because spirituality and religion have been relative constants of culture (p. 1).

The relatively recent tendency has been for culture to be associated with “the other.” This association may have led to the lack of enthusiasm to research such “notions” as spirituality and religion.

I can remember way back when I would talk to my grandparents, and they might say something to me in the form of admonishment or thereabouts, “You know, lying and stealing, is not within the true spirit of the church.” I might’ve been playing softball, or wrestling with one of my uncles, and they would say, “Poor sportsmanship, being a sore loser, is not in the spirit of the game.” Sunday would come around, my grandparents, my aunts and uncles; all of us would go to St. Margaret’s Episcopalian Church (St. Margaret was located in the South Bronx, on the corner of 156th Street and Dawson Avenue). The priest would talk about “the spirit” of Holy Communion. Grown-ups were always mentioning, or using the term “spirit.” Us kids didn’t use that word too much, in fact, I don’t remember hardly ever using it, except maybe when I was about ten years old, and studying to receive communion. Even as children though, we knew what that word “spirit” meant. We were reading comic books, and watching television, where we would view cartoons like Harvey’s Casper The Friendly Ghost. We kids all knew ghosts were spirits.

So, when I became an adult, having been socialized to define spirit in certain terms and particular frameworks, I started associating drinking and drugging, and the whole life style that went along with those activities, as things that contained “bad” spirits:

Mankind likes to think in terms of extreme opposites. It is given to formulating its beliefs in terms of Either-Ors, between which it recognizes no intermediate possibilities. When forced to recognize that the extremes cannot be acted upon, it is still inclined to hold that they are all right in theory but that when it comes to practical matters circumstances compel us to compromise. Educational philosophy is no exception (Dewey, 1938, p. 17). 

In fact, I guess I sort of transposed those bad spirits from the alcohol, marijuana, cocaine, and heroin, smack dab into myself (no pun intended). I began to no longer think of myself as religious, or spiritual, if, in truth, I ever had. The literature of health communication distinguishes between spirituality and religion: “Spirituality is a broader term than religiosity, as a person can be spiritual but not religious” (Brown, 2006, p.654). For me, coming-up as a child, and also as a young adult, being a dope-fiend notwithstanding, religion and spirituality were the same thing. According to Slay (2007), in his article, Let’s Get Spiritual: 

While the terms 'spirituality' and 'religion' do not mean the same thing, they are often packaged together for the sake of convenience. It is also possible to have life enriched by both. Accordingly, it seems easier to tackle them together as part of an approach to care and treatment that assesses the whole person's needs, given the complexity of the issues (p. 28).

Slay (2007) goes on to say:

It is notoriously difficult to define spirituality in words that mean the same thing to everyone. A useful starting point is to see spirituality as the expression of a person's humanity, whatever it is that helps to shape that person, and the well of inner strength from which that person draws support at a time of crisis. . . . Spirituality can therefore play a most important part in the journey of recovery from mental distress of all kinds (p. 28).

It’s so weird. I thought that everyone had to feel as I did about God, spirits, angels, the devil, and religion in general. 

My grandparents, especially my grandma and grandpa Sarah, were always talking about my soul. They practically raised me. They saw me starting to go down the wrong path before anyone else did. They would sit me down and, they would plead with me. According to King (2007), “Using the words 'hope' and 'love' in a conversation begins to change the tone and sets up asking about religious and spiritual issues” (p. 426). Talking along these lines, and in this fashion, they always hoped to get me back on the right road. They tried really hard to set me straight. My grandpa passed away at the age of sixty-seven. My grandma, who was about five or six years younger than her husband, lived to be ninety-four. She continued to give me hope by always saying, “It’s never too late.”


Science has been reluctant to give-up its hold on the fields of sociology, and health: 

Claims about religion, spirituality, and health have recently appeared with increasing frequency, in both popular media and professional journals. . . . These studies, it has been suggested, have demonstrated the beneficial impact of religious activities on those who practice them (Sloan, 2002, p. 14). 

I remember learning the lessons of Elijah Muhammad, and the Nation of Islam, as a Five Percenter. When we discussed those questions and answers among ourselves, there wasn't any mention of belief, faith, or anything spiritual. One knew Allah (God), one did not believe in Him, for there was no “mystery god.” I have grown-up now, but the same type of language is used among the research, scholarly community. “Ancient wisdom, situated within major religions, echo much of the message voiced by Hippocratic medicine in ancient Greece, the notion that lifestyle (including beliefs, emotions, and behaviors) powerfully influences health and risk of disease” (Thoresen, 2002, p. 3). “The notion that spirituality, religiousness, or both may be related to health has been with us for centuries” (Ironsen, Solomon, Balbin, O’Cleiriqh, George, Kumar, Larson, & Woods, 2002, p. 34). How can we call ourselves scientists of any sorts, and let these concepts of dealing with phenomena not be investigated because we don't agree with the words being employed:

As in any field of research, true progress can only be built on the foundation of valid and reliable data . . . Concepts such as sense of peace, faith, compassion, religious behavior, and belief in God have needed to be addressed and incorporated into definitions of spirituality and religiousness (Mills, 2002, p. 1).

Being a mu'min (believer), I have had the fortune to study Islam, where, according to Dion (2002), in her article Business Ethics and Spirituality Among Jews, Christians, and Muslims, brotherhood should abound:

According to Islam, every human being must insure that all creatures and other elements of nature are not mistreated. To attain a harmonious relationship with the natural environment one must understand that, according to the tradition, all creatures are equal in the eyes of Allah and that they constantly try to please Him (p. 39).

Imagine, if this was the prerequisite of science, or the scientific research community, how much nicer our planet Earth might be? Maybe, acceptance and tolerance is the answer. I think that the scholarly community could learn a thing, or two, from my sponsor.

I said previously that I hated having to admit that I must continuously attend Alcoholics Anonymous and/or Narcotics Anonymous meetings. The number one reason I kept “coming back,” was because the third step told me, I was now in a place where I could have, and express, my own beliefs about Allah (God). “Prior spiritual experiences can have significant influence on recovery” (Brown, 2006, p. 656). My knowledge of the Holy Qur’an, and Islam (my way of Life) was now an asset. Being a member of a so-called “sub-culture” (a Five Percenter) was no longer a detriment.

I became a Five Percenter when I was fourteen. Being a Five Percenter meant being labeled as a renegade from the mosque. It also meant being labeled as a member of the reputedly largest gang in New York City during the late sixties, and early seventies. When I started attending meetings, and realized I was truly being accepted for whom I was, that became the pivotal point in my transition. “For many in recovery, the Twelve Step program fosters a new identity when they surrender to their higher power as a source of strength. Members admit wrongdoings and trust in their higher power to repair their character flaws” (Brown, 2006, p. 655). Words like spirit, religion, and faith rejoined my small repertoire. I embraced, as I said before, the third step, and now added the second tradition as another reason to keep coming back. 

The second tradition stated that “nobody” ran this “little anarchy” of a program – Allah (God) was in charge. I was being called a spiritual person by my peers in rehab. I began to accept me because “being spiritual . . . is part of who many people are-it forms the root of their identity as human beings and gives life meaning and purpose. Spiritual needs become particularly pressing at times when medical illness threatens life or way of life” (Koenig, 2002, p. 6). While remaining unconfused concerning the two terms used in the literature, namely spirituality and religion, I agree with Koenig (2002) and his work, Spirituality in Patient Care: Why, How, When, and What, where he states that, “Not only is religion vital to the identities of many people, it is often used to cope with troubling life circumstances-especially sickness and disease” (p. 6). Koenig (2002) goes on to define coping in terms of religion:

What exactly is 'religious coping'? Religious coping is the use of religious beliefs or practices to reduce the emotional distress caused by loss or change. Patients may 'turn over' their problems to God . . . patients may pray, meditate, read religious Scriptures, attend religious services, perform religious rituals (receive the sacraments or be anointed with oil, for example), or rely on support from clergy or members of their church, synagogue, mosque, or temple. Religious beliefs and practices, then, are used to regulate emotion during times of illness, change, and circumstances that are out of patients' personal control(p. 7).

Alcoholic Anonymous, and Narcotics Anonymous (referred to as AA/NA respectively from this point forward), are both said to be spiritual, not religious programs. However, both program's members can be heard consistently uttering the phrase “turn it over.” Turn it over is derived from the third step where it states, “We decided to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.“ New comers sometimes have a problem with the word “God,” and, any notion of religion. Not being able to draw the fine line that the programs do, they often get stuck when reaching this step.

While others may have had problems upon reaching this junction of their recovery process, it was here that I began to actually listen to what was being said. It was extremely difficult for me to imagine making ninety meetings in ninety days-especially without using. Nor could I, imagine going to a meeting high. However, Allah, the God of my understanding - Who had made many, if not most, of my using days miserable - the concept of letting Him be in charge, that had become my anchor.

I had had enough. I was sick and tired of being sick and tired. It is said, “Religious beliefs influence the medical decisions patients make when seriously ill” (Koenig, 2002, p. 7). I remember Mike, my sponsor, going over the first three steps with me the last time I came back to the rooms after a relapse. He said, “You can't. He can. You let Him. Any questions?” I had no questions.

Though I hated those three words, Keep Coming Back, and was never able to utter them in a meeting (until I arrived in North Dakota), I kept coming back to the rooms of AA/NA. I can't count the number of times I went back-out and used again. Mike, who always kept things simple, said to me, “Rule! People in recovery don't use. You can't use and be in recovery – it's that simple. If you want a better life, stay in the rooms!” Again, according to Koenig (2002):

There is growing evidence from systematic research that religious beliefs and practices are related to better mental health, better physical health, and less need for health services. . . . Nevertheless, many questions remain unanswered. We know that religious or spiritual involvement does not always have positive effects on health, and even when it does so, the underlying biological mechanisms are poorly understood (p. 13).

Koenig (2002) goes on to claim, “There is a strong historical link between religion and healthcare that has been all but forgotten” (p. 19). Science has made it difficult, if not impossible, for a “spiritual” person such as me to mention anything religious and scientific in the same breath. 

It's almost as if we care not to remember that most of the ancient thinkers were both – spiritual/religious and scientific:

For as long as anything identifiable as empiricism has existed there has also been an anti-empirical, idealist approach. The two have contended over the centuries so that many of today's critiques are merely variations on a theme from earlier times, as are the alternative solutions (McDonald, 1993, p. ix).

Christians say, “God helps those who help themselves.” The Holy Qur'an has a similar passage, where it tells Muslims that Allah (God) won't change a people's condition until they change their own condition. 

I can't recall the number of times I called upon Allah to help me stop using. In thirty-seven years of getting high, and receiving the pain, misery, and suffering that went along with it, I must've prayed to Him at least a million times, “Please Allah! Help me! I can't keep doing this.” I remember in rehab, a counselor had a sign on his door which read, Change or Die:

Most members of monotheistic religious traditions believe that a benevolent creator rules the universe and responds to human prayer, that all things (even negative events and difficult life situations) have a meaning and purpose, and that after death there is hope of eternal life, happiness, and the end of suffering. Such beliefs help people integrate and adapt to negative life circumstances more easily. In particular, they give sick patients hope and help them to persevere in difficult circumstances that are not changing (Koenig, 2002, p. 46).

Mike had told me to keep saying the Serenity Prayer, you know, the part where we ask for the “courage” to change the things we can change within ourselves.

When I finally woke-up from my state-of-being one of the living dead, I was damn near fifty years old. My life had passed me by. It was only by Allah's (God) grace that I had managed to get a degree that same year. It was the year of 9/11. I, and the whole world, saw that life is very precious, and can be snatched from you in the blink of an eye.

So, here I was living in the aftermath of 9/11, with a degree in accounting, trying to make-up for thirty-seven wasted years. I wanted everything yesterday. I started praying for strength, patience, fortitude, perseverance, forgiveness, mercy, and a multitude of other qualities and attributes that I had lost to the disease of addiction. Again, Mike, my sponsor, was there keeping it simple for me to grasp.

I thought that my way of life, Islam, would have me doing recovery differently:

Islam aims at reaching a balance between individual and social obligations, between material and spiritual needs, so that all activities are oriented toward the achievement of well-being in this world as well as in the afterlife. This suggests moderation in consumption habits, altrustic behavoir, and the quest for personal peace. Thus, each economic decision has a spiritual and ethical dimension (Dion, 2002, p. 161).

Mike told me, my thinking was a manifestation of the disease. He reminded me that I wasn't unique. Mike simply said, “Pray for acceptance Rule. If you’re granted acceptance, everything else will come.” Mike saw that I needed balance in my life.

I had been assigned the task of balancing a bank account for a particular chamber of commerce within the five boroughs of New York City. After working at the site for two weeks, I had refused to continue. The agency, Accountemps, told me I could refuse any work that compromised my ethics as a professional, however, when I did so, I was “black-balled.” 

 
On July 1, 2002, after being virtually fired from my temp job, I started working a regular accounting position. I had been clean for exactly nine months. I told my director, Spence, who had taken a chance by hiring a guy with my background, that I was beholding to him, and that I was ever so grateful for his belief in me, but, if ever I should be asked to do anything unsavory, he could count me out. I told him about my last assignment, and how I had been asked to fix the accounting records of a non-profit corporation. 

I had been taught certain values when I choose Islam as my way of life at the age of fourteen. These values were almost identical to the values I had been taught when being confirmed at St. Margaret's Church. Again, upon entering recovery, these same values were being re-enforced, the principle among them being honesty. According to Dion (2002), “Each Muslim is individually accountable for the management of Creation and therefore responsible to Allah for his [her] management of natural resources and for the way he [she] behaves in regard to the common interest of the community” (p. 162).

Dion (2002) proceeds to further explain the duties and responsibilities of a believer, “Islam requires balance in the use of property since greed is inherent to the human being and that one's thirst for prosperity must be controlled” (p. 164). Mike would often tell me about the benefits of recovery. People of AA, they call it, “the twelve promises.” He said that I would begin to gain some awareness, which would lead to some balance in my life. He also told me, I would never be perfectly balanced because I would never be cured. Mike said, “Rule, you'll always be an alcoholic, and a junkie!” He continued, “The moment you think you're 'well,' you're in trouble.”

I started working for this non-profit, The Floating Hospital, in a section of the Bronx called “Little Italy.” Many of the refugees from Bosnia, and Serbia, had settled there. Many of them are Muslims, and they are Caucasians. There are still remnants of the last ethnic community who settled within this approximately six square block area. 

On Friday afternoons, some of the “wise-guys,” still meet outside the coffee shop on the corner. In fact, if you look closely, there are wise-guys all around. No dirt happens within this area. All kinds of drugs are being sold, and various criminal activities are also taking place in the proximity of that six block area, but nothing goes down in the immediate vicinity of Arthur Avenue. Did I forget to mention, Fordham University is directly across the street?

Off-and-on, for thirty-seven years, “I almost felt ashamed I was sick. I felt I was letting everyone down-my family, my friends, my colleagues” (Ladun, 2002, p. 43). I had been sick for such a long-time, but was unable to accept it. Identifying with the disease concept of AA/NA was difficult, and disarming. It had been easier to view myself as simply a bad person. I kept hearing slogans at meetings though, slogans that kept me hopeful. There were slogans like, It's an inside job, and Get your house cleaned-up and in-order:

 I decided right then and there; healing on the inside is a choice. You can choose to allow it [the disease] to make you bitter, which is the easy choice . . . or you can choose to allow it to make you better spiritually (Ladun, 2002, p. 85). 

Ladun (2002) goes on to say, “I found another way to feel better and not bitter was to focus on how to fight the disease and not be defeated by it” (p. 85). Ms. Ladun was speaking about her bout with cancer, but in accepting the fact that I had a disease, I was able to identify, and empathize with her plight. The only difference was that I had to arrest my disease on a daily basis, which was contingent upon my spiritual and conscious contact with the God (Allah) of my understanding.


I had tried to break into the public domain. It was part of my deal with Allah (God). I had established two corporations – one for profit, and the other, a not-for-profit. I had leased computers from Dell (one laptop, two desktops, and three servers). I went back to school, to study a subject at the graduate level, of which I had not a foundation. I was working for a non-profit corporation (one of the oldest in the greater metropolitan New York area), yet I could not seem to make any headway. I was talking to people, and attending conferences, and getting extra financial training in non-profit government accounting, but nothing was bringing me closer to where I thought I needed to be. I leased 29 static IP addresses from AT&T because I had decided to learn networking, and live multimedia streaming, on my own, but there where technical difficulties. My apartment was just too far from the substation to be effective, or efficient, for I needed download and upload transmission speeds of at least 1.5Mbps (at a cost of $765/month). I was operating at a miserly 144Kbps up and download (at a cost of $150/month). I felt it was worth it - to get some experience at doing what it was that I had promised Allah (God), I would give back. 

After being fired from The Floating Hospital, for not turning a blind-eye, but instead exposing some shady accounting practices, I had decided to return to school. I attended Baruch College's School of Business, where I studied Computer Information Systems. I was one of the few people entering the program who did not have a bachelor's degree in Computer Science.

During this same time period, I was getting back together with Khadya, my oldest son's mother (for the third time), but in 2002 when I was commuting from Eastern, PA, to work in the Bronx, just when I thought things were going fine, she said it was over. I guess I sort of suffered an emotional relapse because I stopped going to class, and started making a lot of meetings instead. I wasn't sure what life had in store for me at that point. I wanted to run because I felt foolish. I applied to the University of North Dakota. Khadya had told me they were looking to diversify their student body.

Because I hadn't withdrawn from Baruch, I had messed-up my academic record. I knew I needed a master's degree in order to advance. I had this career I had begun, but because of the wreckage of my past, I couldn't advance. According to Thoresen (2002), “Broadly speaking, the term religion is often viewed as a societal phenomenon, involving social institutions composed of members who abide by various beliefs and adhere to certain rules, rituals, covenants, and formal procedures” (p. 43). I didn't consider myself religious, but I felt as though I had been abiding by the rules. Nothing seemed to be working at that point in my life. I had completely forgotten the fact that any day in an addict’s life, when he or she doesn't use, is a successful day.

I was studying computers all the time, but I couldn't get my foot in a door anywhere. While, “The inner experience of spiritual feelings are an integral part of the everyday religious and spiritual lives of many individuals” (Underwood, 2002, p. 22), I was on the brink of giving-up, and using again. I decided that Allah (God) was testing me. It says somewhere in The Holy Qur'an, that one cannot say he, or she, is a believer without being tested at least twice a year. I earnestly began again, “Seeking meaning and purpose in life, as well as those experiences which provide, for example, a greater sense of inner peace, harmony, hopefulness, and compassion for others and oneself” (Thoresen, 2002, p. 4). I decided to apply to the University of North Dakota a second time.

I was turned down a second time. I had to get back into school. I applied to Lehman College, my alma mater. I applied to the Computer Science department. I was accepted, and I began school in the fall of 2004. The academic year proved to be a pretty good one for me scholastically. I learned a few things about computers, and about myself. I learned mainly that though my artistic/scientific side loved coding, and putting together web sites, I definitely wasn't a programmer. However, because I was determined, I vowed to continue learning. After all, hadn't I made a deal with Allah (God)?

I asked Him to help me do what I couldn't do for myself – to stop using. I said, “Allah! If you help me stay clean, one day at a time, I'll learn everything I can about computers, and then I'll give it back to those who need, or ask for the knowledge. This I swear!” I had tried everything. I had tried rehabs, jail, locking myself into my apartment, traveling across the country, Methadone, making meetings, and nothing had kept me clean. 


I had received my Bachelor's degree in Accounting, was working, and making the most money I had ever earned legitimately. I had started Graduate School even. I had decided to try to earn a Master of Science in Computer Information Systems. I got involved with multimedia, in particular, streaming live audio and video. I didn't know a thing about computers, or programming. I was enrolled full-time, and I was working full-time also. I was still dipping and dabbing with drugs though. I would disappear for weekends at a time. The attack on the World Trade Center had come, and I was right there almost in the midst of it. I guess that finally opened my eyes – I wasn't in control of anything. I had to seek help, but I couldn't stop everything and sign myself into a rehab again. I was out of ideas. I had tried them all anyway. So, I made a deal, and Allah (God) accepted the bargain.

Just when I had given-up on ever hearing from the University of North Dakota (I had applied a third time), an acceptance letter appeared in the mail. It was June. The School of Communication had provisionally accepted me. I immediately started making arrangements to travel to North Dakota.

I arrived in Grand Forks on July 7, 2005. I walked down University Avenue that first afternoon and was welcomed by strangers on the street. It didn't take me long to decide that I was going to attend the university. I left two masters programs just shy of completion back in New York to come to the northern plains area. 

On Thursday, August 11, 2005 at approximately 5 PM, I kissed my kids, and my mother good-bye, and headed out West. I arrived in Grand Forks on Sunday, August 14, 2005 at 12 Noon. I thanked Allah for a safe trip.

I started my first day of school at the university on my birthday, Monday, August 22, 2005. I was fifty-three years old. However, things started to change pretty rapidly. You see, we addicts are said to have a built-in “forgetter.” We remember the good-times, and conveniently forget the bad. I had forgotten that people always mistake me for “white.”

CHAPTER VI

BACK TO LIFE

“If you want to make the world a better place, then take a 

look at yourself and make a change” (Michael Jackson).


I remember attending my son Josef's graduation from the 8th grade. He was leaving Intermediate School 181. He was going to be attending Harry S. Truman High School in the Bronx, New York. He was staying in the neighborhood, and would be attending the same high school his older brother Jamaal had graduated from 10 years earlier.


I remember the principal announcing a guest speaker, one of the guys I had gone to high school with, who was now a politician. She said over the loudspeaker, “And here is our state representative, Mr. Larry Seabrook!” Larry started talking about how he was getting one million dollars from the government to build a multimedia studio at Truman. Almost everyone in the auditorium stood-up and started applauding, well, almost everyone. I knew Larry.It was the spring of 2003. I had been studying for my Masters of Science in Computer Information Systems. My concentration was in streaming multimedia, especially its application concerning capturing real-time (live) video on the World Wide Web. I had formed two corporations, one for-profit, and, the other, a not-for-profit. I had leased some servers from Dell, purchased a camcorder, and I was paying AT&T for 29 static IP addresses. My next move was to transfer operations from my apartment, to the community center, and, to begin working with the people at Truman High School.


Truman never got its multimedia studio, and, in October of 2003, I lost my job as an Accounting Clerk/Bookkeeper. The monies that I had been funneling into the venture were all but gone. I was in debt up to my eyeballs. I couldn't run the non-profit I had formed because I still didn't have a Master's degree. I didn't have the experience, the credentials, or, the connections to approach anyone at the high school. All I could do, was literally, give the equipment away.


I now sit, each Wednesday, in a communication seminar entitled Public Scholarship. The year is 2008. It is 4 ½ years later, and, unfortunately, I don't feel any closer to learning how; I still can't seem to get my foot in the doorway of the community. I always felt that I was a member, albeit a far removed one because of my drug addiction. But, upon cleaning up my act; and getting my BS, MA, and now working on my PhD; I thought I would be further along the path of service.

I started to take this class a few semesters back, but became dishearten when the talk around the table centered, and was focused upon, getting published. According to Cooper (2002):

At some point in our careers we face forks in the road. One route, well paved and maintained, points to scholarship and research. Another leads to teaching. Bending to the underbrush, a third path, barely worn, fades off into service and the faint call of public work. In spite of institutional rituals and appointment, promotion, and tenure bylaws to the contrary, these routes remain, for most intents and purposes, separate pathways

(p. 2).

My calling, I'm glad to say, is to the underbrush. I am struggling to find a way, to give back to the community that I selfishly took so much from during my 37 years of addiction.


“The purpose of the state is to enable individual freedom . . . to achieve individual freedom, citizens must enjoy a right to participate in free trade in discovery and ideas“ (Cohen, 2006, p. 13). How can I, how can we, as students, not be given the alternative, in our educations, to give back to the communities from whence we came? If this thing called “community engagement,” is not present within the document that is supposedly the formula for producing tomorrow's scholars, then the purpose of the state has not been fulfilled.

Just what do I know about communication? What do I know about community or public anything, for that matter? How does communication theory come into the picture when I consider the public sphere? “Perceptions of rising apathy along with growing social problems in the United States prompt concerns about a 'crisis of democracy,' and many social critics point to a lack of meaningful public discourse as a root cause” (Zoller, 2000, p. 192). If the public has no place to meet – publicly – and discuss, not argue, the issues of the day, can a public be said to even exist?


Public Discourse - that's what my degree will say – PhD. in Communication and Public Discourse. But, what good is the degree, if I don't put it to practice. Better yet, what if there is truly no platform from which to launch this hypothetical practice? Zoller (2000) goes on to describe the fallacy of participation where it concerns the so-called public: “Public participation must involve the collective development of alternate meaning systems to that of narrowly defined corporate interests” (p. 192). The public cannot theoretically participate if there is no public discourse. Public discourse as a theoretical framework cannot stand on its own either. According to Zoller (2000):

Public discourse rooted in individual autonomy alone offers little means to develop common interests and values through which to render individual action meaningful. Yet any move toward consensus in dialogue entails risks of extinguishing vital differences and reifying dominant interests. Although the growth of interest in theories of public dialogue and participation in the field of communication provides vitally important perspectives, the risks and difficulties of developing dialogue must be examined in concrete practice (p. 192).

This is an instance, a somewhat picture perfect example of what I spoke of earlier, namely, theory is not practice. How does one implement their need to give back, to be of service to the public, to the community?


Dialogue is only one of many theories applied to the study of public scholarship. Communication theorists offer many different conceptions of dialogue. For example, Poulos (2008) defines dialogue as moments “we just stumble into.” He goes on to suggest, it's within these “moments of dialogue” that some of the potential contributions to public scholarship may be found through “new opportunities for transcendence” (p. 117). Unfortunately, according to the literature of communication, the “others” of community are often only tolerated, if that, when they are included within the discussions of the public.


According to Asen (2003), “Democracy could not function properly if citizens did not participate actively in public life. The need for public participation, in turn, depended crucially on an optimistic assessment of citizens' capacity for public deliberation and judgment” (p. 174). In seeking public participation, or dialogue, those deemed as elite, and/or privileged, must move beyond a mode of tolerance, towards an arena of equal voice. Asen (2003), in critiquing Dewey's theory of the public sphere, says that Dewey focused on “existing relations among publics” (p. 176). Asen (2003) further states that “Dewey identified communication as the problem of the public” (p. 176).


I struggle with re-establishing myself as a productive member of public/community. My record of convictions follows me wherever I go. I have been arrested over twenty times, and have received five felony convictions within three different countries. How do I communicate that I have changed? How do I begin to carry-on a discussion that explains I am no longer a taker, but wish to give back whatever I am capable of contributing to my community? Asen (2003) states that “Dewey conceived of communication as an artful and fluid social process” (p. 176). So far, the fluidity of process hasn't manifested itself on my behalf. 

There are millions of Black men like me in this country. We are excluded from the process, not only because of our actions of the most recent past, but also because of the ancient past which defines us according to our origins: using terms like “jungle,” and “dark continent,” and “third world.” This does not include the millions upon millions which are excluded simply because their skin isn't light enough.


Asen (2003) mentions contemporary singularity as a concept receiving theoretical endorsement. He states the following, “singularity reduces discursive diversity and elevates the norms and practices of more powerful groups over others. In this way, singularity effectively negates the perspectives of people previously prohibited from participating in particular discursive forums” (p. 177). Whether one agrees/disagrees with Dewey, or Asen, concerning the existence of too many publics isn't the issue. Representation is at the center of any communication, be it in theory, or practice. The issue is, precisely, who isn't represented.


It may seem that I, as the Blackman of North America, may have come a long way since the concepts of community, and public were used as frameworks to form a modern, working, model of modern democracy in this country. A paradox was, and is, in the making though. For as more marginalized groups utilize their right of free expression, the notions of justice and equality seem to recede further, and further, into the background of bigotry and betrayal. The apathy that Dewey (1927) spoke of in his essay, The Eclipse of the Public, ring truer today, some eighty years later:

Skepticism regarding the efficacy of voting is openly expressed, not only in the theories of intellectuals, but in the words of lowbrow masses: 'What difference does it make whether I vote or not? Things go on just the same anyway. My vote never changed anything.' Those somewhat more reflective add: 'It is nothing but a fight between the ins and outs. The only difference made by an election is as to who gets the jobs, draw the salaries and shake down the plum tree.' (p. 118).

As we say in the ghetto of the South Bronx, “If you Black – get back!” We vote and nothing changes. The ghetto is still there, and the pockets of luxurious living and life still exist, also untouched (unless a person of color has broken through the invisible barrier of unequal housing), within its midst.


Communication theory and its potential contributions to public scholarship can also be found in the writings of Ruth Reviere (2001). Her essay, Toward an Afrocentric Research Methodology, contains a central thesis which states that, “the traditional Eurocentric research criteria of objectivity, reliability, and validity are inadequate and incorrect, especially for research involving human experiences” (p. 709). Should this notion of Afrocentrism be just slightly practiced in the arena of public scholarship, it might go far towards securing a place at the table of equal communal policy, at least for people who identify as having origins of African descent. But, what of the many unheard of members of communities across this land? They must be served also. As Ms. Reviere (2001) says, “Eurocentric criteria for evaluating research in the social sciences are inadequate and inevitably deceptive” (p. 710).


The rule of the day hasn't changed. It has been the same for thousands of years: Divide and Conquer. I believe that this is at the center; it is the core philosophy of a criteria that she says, “are inappropriate when human behavior enters into the equation” (Reviere, 2001, p. 710). 


Ms. Reviere (2001) spells out the conceptual framework of Afrocentrism as, “the scholar's assuming the right and the responsibility to describe reality from his or her own perspective” (p. 711). When that right and responsibility can be extended to all living beings (not just scholars), making up the communities which form the publics which inhabit the Earth, then theory will have truly made a contribution to  not only public scholarship, but to all forms of learning.

It's rather difficult to define the word philosophy, “Philosophy is notoriously difficult to define, according to the Oxford Companion to Philosophy. The Penguin Dictionary of Philosophy notes that philosophy is the study of 'the most fundamental and general concepts and principles involved in thought, action, and reality'” (www.fixedreference.org). Another web site, one that is considered inappropriate for scholarly citation, said the following concerning the difficulty surrounding the ability to define the term:

Philosophy is difficult to define . . . philosophy differs from science in that its questions cannot be answered empirically, i.e. by observation or experiment, and from religion, in that its purpose is entirely intellectual, and allows no place for faith or revelation. . . philosophy does not try to answer questions by appeal to revelation, myth or religious knowledge of any kind, but uses reason, 'without reference to sensible observation and experiments' (en.wikipedia.org).

I'll come back to this issue of what is deemed quotable and unquotable. Let us continue by citing some scholarly stuff:

Public scholarship can be defined as scholarly activity intended to serve the public interest. Though rooted in academic practices such as service, service learning, community engagement, and civic education, public scholarship is much more than the sum of these. . . . It recognizes that new knowledge is created in its application in the field, therefore benefiting the teaching and research missions of the university (Yapa, 2006, p. 73).

This definition, for the most part, seems to support the role of the researcher, and the university. This very same scholar, however, goes on to express, what might be considered by some, as a slightly different viewpoint, within the same article:

Consider a series of social problems such as poverty, racism, and destruction of the environment. I will argue that academics are not in a position to produce knowledge that can help society address these problems in useful ways. In fact, the knowledge we have produced thus far on such matters is deeply implicated as causative agents of the very problems we wish to solve (Yapa, 2006, pp. 75-76). 

This is what scholarship is all about – right - to choose a topic, and then be able to discuss its merits? To be able to argue is the basis of good scholarship – yes, or no? I thought to myself, “Rule, if it is difficult for the thinkers of yesterday, and today, to define a word that 'thinkers' use, how the hell are you going to do it. You ain't no thinker brother. Keep it simple stupid!”


What is considered, deemed, scholarly enough to be included within a lofty scholarly, peered-reviewed publication? The above quote, the one from wikipedia.org, will never be considered worthy of placement within a peered-reviewed journal of any note. Though the essay be about things “public,” specifically “public research,” and the site one of the public domain, it is verboten (forbidden), “Thou shalt not use a web site such as wikipedia.org – where the public can come and define things as they choose.” Mind you, wikipedia has been claimed by networking scholars to be just as reliable, if not more so, then the Encyclopedia Britannica. For example, check-out what one scholar said about commons production and distribution, “Peer production and nonmarket production are producing desirable public information-news and commentary-that offer qualities central to democratic discourse,” (Benkler, 2006, p. 168). Yapa (2006) had the following to say about John Dewey:

He [John Dewey (1850-1952)] believed that the Cartesian dualisms between mind and reality, knower and known, and knowing and doing were most unfortunate because they had the undemocratic consequences of perpetuating a hierarchical class society of elitist thinkers at the top and workers at the bottom (p. 74). 

Seventy years ago, the bigotry of academia, as opposed to the public, existed in the same form as it does now.


Remember, back at the beginning, when I used a quote from the public domain? It said something like, I couldn't use religious terms when trying to define philosophy, well, according to “the scholarly” anyway, I can't. To claim to be a public scholar, one who desires to help to bring about some small change, how can I notoriously think of not discussing things spiritual and religious? Notice I said discussing, not arguing. I wish to be part of the solution, not part of the problem:

Those who equate communicative rights with unregulated freedom to use private wealth to control media have an easier time making their arguments than those who want to show the public importance of diversity in media. And when we do make claims on the public, we find it too easy to equate this with a single common identity-like the idea of a nation-rather than emphasizing the idea of participating in a common public life that bridges lines of difference (Calhoun, 2005, p. 3).

Calhoun (2005) goes on to say:

Our thinking about the public sphere is challenged by the visible public influence of religion-which many secular thinkers have thought clearly private. In fact, world religions like Christianity and Islam themselves offer arenas of global communication. They constitute transnational public spheres just as secular civil society organizations and movements do. But it remains true that most thinking about democratic public spheres has been deeply secular, and so is challenged by the prominence of religion (p. 3).

We must be about, “Finding ways to integrate religion into public conversation rather than only confronting religious difference as an obstacle” (Calhoun, 2005, p. 6). Why argue? Can't we all just get along? The answer seems to be no. No, we can't just get along.


I guess I still haven't answered the question though. If it is true that, “A faith in human intelligence was absolutely required of advocates of democracy. To doubt citizens' capacity to participate in democratic methods like public deliberation was to doubt the very possibility of democracy itself” (Asen, 2003, p. 175), then my question is what happened, where'd the faith disappear to? Calhoun (2005) states that, “But if strangers become a public because they are connected to each other in a larger whole, then at the center of the idea of public must be the processes of communication that make this possible” (p. 2). Asen (2003) says that, “In intellectual matters and others, a broadly practiced art of communication would reject the elevation of particular discursive norms and practices over others as regulative of public discourse” (p. 182). The $64,000 question: The key word in the two above cited quotations is - you guess it – communication. I haven't come forth with an answer as to what is my philosophy. I hated being called a philosopher by my cousin Teddy when I was a kid. I guess I still have an aversion to that title. I have no philosophy. I have a way of life. It is Islam (the way of Peace). I lied, stole, cheated, and attempted to kill, and argued too. I did this for thirty-seven years. I am tired. I don't wish to argue any longer. I don't care if others care to – that's their business. I believe that we all do the best we can at any given moment, or we don't. In the end Allah (God) is the Judge. It's that simple for me.


When I first began as a Communication major in the Masters program at this university, I was asked to define communication. My fellow classmates were called upon to do the same. The professor, being young, and somewhat egotistical, deemed everyone’s definition unfit and proceeded to enlighten us.


I am now in Communication at the final Ph.D. level. I’m now being asked to define the sociality of the term “spiritual.” Well, that’s not exactly what I’m being asked to do. The question being put to me this time is somewhat more difficult, or should I say, more complex. “Traditional scientific approaches, still very much at play today, require researchers to minimize their selves, viewing self as a contaminant and attempting to transcend and deny it” (Wall, 2006, p. 2). The question of whether the term spiritual is scientific enough, whether its sociality is acceptable to the powers that be, and preside, over this abstraction called society.


I guess I should start by determining what science means to me, and what this whole process of achieving the designation of Doctor means to me also. I remember working in one of the largest hospitals in the world, and hearing those in the medical profession define medicine as being an “unproven science.” Reaching a bit further back, I also remember being a child of about eight or nine (I mentioned this back in chapter one or two), and asking my parents for a chemistry set for Christmas. My favorite experiment was one involving the use of Sulfur. I would prepare the compound, pour it over a copper penny, remove it, and presto, I would now have in my possession an exact copy of a Lincoln head penny.


I loved science back then when things were simpler. When entertainment was listening to The Lone Ranger over the radio, and one repeated such monologue/dialogue as “The Shadow knows!”

I also loved/love numbers and the science of using them – mathematics. When in junior high school, I started dissecting frogs in the name of science, and using the science of numbers – mathematics – in conjunction with what some called a higher science known as Biology. I didn’t especially enjoy cutting-up the frogs, but I was told that all would be well because all this experimenting and research was being done with the expressed purpose of helping mankind. So, I bought into it. I put away any reservations I might have had then, being the young naïve boy of twelve that I was.


You see, at an early age, I was being “socialized” to believe that science was, regardless of being proven or not, regardless of being defined or not, regardless of being hard or soft, regardless of being physical or social, science was conducted to benefit mankind, to benefit the men, women, and children of our planet - the planet Earth:

What happens in socialization is that the social world is internalized within the child. . . . Society not only controls our movements, but shapes our identity, our thought and our emotions. The structures of society become the structures of our own consciousness. Society does not stop at the surface of our skins. Society penetrates us as much as it envelops us. Our bondage to society is not so much established by conquest as by collusion. . . . The walls of our imprisonment were there before we appeared on the scene, but they are ever rebuilt by ourselves. We are betrayed into captivity with our own cooperation (Berger, 1963, p. 121).

When I was a child, there was no Computer Science, nor was there an Industrial Science, or the Science of Technology. Today, just about everything, or anything, can be called a “science.” We can take any term, connect it to science, and have a new field of inquiry. Any term, that is, except spiritual.


Why am I sitting here at this keyboard preparing to argue, or, defend my reason for recognizing the term spiritual as being just as scientific as any other term? Well, I am here because, simply, I thought I might be able to learn something, to achieve something that would translate to benefits for those I left behind in the ghetto of the Bronx, New York. I thought I might finally be able to help the some people of the planet, some of the less fortunate people, by becoming a scientist, and giving back to those in need. I thought that I might make a difference in some small fashion. I thought communication research would/could help others, and if it does, than as a social science, it has done what a science is meant to do. If, it doesn’t help others than what, should I call it “bad science?”

According to Burke (1950), in his work entitled, A Rhetoric of Motives, tell us the following:

Science, as mere instrument (agency), might be expected to take on the nature of the scenes, acts, agents, and purposes with which it is identified. And so far as a faulty political structure perverts human relations, we might reasonably expect to find a correspondingly perverted science (p. 29).

A couple of pages later, Burke (1950) continues with, “A science takes on the moral qualities of the political or social movements with which it becomes identified” (p. 31). Possibly, I shouldn’t call it science at all, but instead call it bad research. “One's morality as a specialist cannot be allowed to do duty for one's morality as a citizen. . . . a specialty at the service of sinister interests will itself become sinister” (Burke, 1950, p. 31). Or, maybe not call it research at all:

Research is often done by people in relative positions of power in the guise of reform. All too often the only interests served are those of the researcher's personal advancement. It is a constant struggle to make the research process equitable, especially in the United States where a good deal of our social structure is inequitable (Seidman, 2006, p. 13).

Maybe, we should just label it as another functionary of those powers I mentioned a few sentences back. Some researchers refer to the concept of power(s) as hegemony, but I prefer to keep it simple – everyone’s babies got to eat - life is complex enough. McDonald (1993) noticed that:

The usefulness of much, if not most, research can be found in its public relations function: legitimizing the status quo. Prisoners are shown to be seriously deviant, and so needing to be locked up. Inner-city children are shown routinely to do badly at school, and so little should be expected of them. Some people may be actually harmed by social science investigations; certainly few have benefitted (p. 7).

If science benefits some, those of privilege mainly, and not others, how shall we then labeled it? What term shall we as intelligent persons call it? I cannot say. However, McDonald (1993) goes on to say, “The purpose of the social sciences is explanation: why certain events happen and others do not” (pp. 10-11). Does social inquiry allow for answers to such questions as why some people benefit from “science,” while others are left out of the equation? Some say yes.


I call sociological inquiry “science.” Is that important? To some social scientist it is because to some “science” is limited to specific methods of investigation. To me, there is/are no appropriate method of doing research in/for the social sciences. This might not be the case in the physical sciences. For example, if I try to divide the basic foundation of life without following the proper method, or procedure, without enlisting the proper protocol, I might blow something up, you know, something like a city or two, and a couple of hundred thousand people or so. 


As Earl Babbie (1989) has noted in his work entitled, The Practice of social research:

There is no end of a social problems undeniably in your own backyard-possibly in your front yard: crime in the streets, inflation, unemployment, homelessness, cheating in government and business, child abuse, prejudice and discrimination, pollution, drug abuse, increased taxes, and reduced public services are but a few. . . . and problems like these are unlikely to be solved by technology. You and I are the only ones who can solve them (p. xxvi).

We have a saying among “the gods,” and that is, You and I, we, are the first three letters of the Universe:

The temporal, kalam cosmological argument, dates back to medieval Muslim philosophers such as al-Kindi and al-Ghazali. Like all cosmological arguments, the kalam cosmological argument is an argument from the existence of the world or universe to the existence of God. The existence of the universe, such arguments claim, stands in need of explanation. The only adequate explanation, the arguments suggest, is that it was created by God. This argument has the following logical structure: (1) Everything that has a beginning of its existence has a cause of its existence. (2) The universe has a beginning of its existence. Therefore: (3) The universe has a cause of its existence. (4) If the universe has a cause of its existence then that cause is God. Therefore: (5) God exists (www.philosophyofreligion.info).

Instead of focusing my attention on - arguing scientifically - what method is the correct method to use for research, and whether that method is empirical enough to be called “science;” instead of focusing my attention upon the concept of research paradigms, and trying to decide whether to call myself a positivist, a realist, or a constructivist, I choose to claim that the existence of God predicates the notion of spirituality, I also choose to call myself a member of the universal citizenry - an Earthling – a unifying term. 

To be of Earth, to be an advocate of unifying communication, instead of un communicado de division (a communication of division), is to me what being social is about, but as Durkheim (1938) has said, “There are, as it were, no human events that may not be called social” (p. 1). For me, sociology, the mother of the social sciences, is multi-paradigmatic. I think the fact that we refer to our many faceted discipline as “the” social sciences is indicative of its many frameworks that are used by its members as guides to solving the world’s problems.

Historically, sociology has not solved the world’s problems. “Western science expanded and advanced through colonialism” (Glesne, 2006, p. 9), and colonialism, whether it be called “Manifest Destiny,” or “Globalization,” is perpetrated and upheld by the world’s minority, namely, the Caucasian man and woman, and if possible, solving their problems specifically. Whether in the oil fields of Nigeria, the rain forest of Brazil, the Sea of Japan, or the hallowed halls of higher education, the values of individualism and materialism are upheld and indoctrinated within the unsuspecting minds of men and women, the old and the young, citizens and students, at home and abroad. Mills (1959), in his famous work The Sociological Imagination, tells us that:

The social scientist at work is not suddenly confronted with the need to choose values. He is already working on the basis of certain values. The values these disciplines now embody have been selected from the values created in Western society; elsewhere social science is an import (p. 178).

We, as not only students, or teachers, but as learning human beings, as Earthlings, can change, and in changing, change history. We can view not “his” story, but “ourstory,” as a relative repository of narratives to be valued and learned from because of not only their differences, but preferably, because of their similarities. “History, if viewed as a repository for more than anecdote or chronology, could produce a decisive transformation in the image of science by which we are now possessed” (Kuhn, 1962, p. 1). It is more difficult for some of us, than for others, to allow for differences. According to Baranov (2004), “Non-Western cultures often value things other than technical and material progress. Social harmony and respect for tradition may enjoy greater value than patterns of social and technical development that disrupt established social relationships” (p. 33). There must be a place for tradition alongside multinational trade. For, do we not claim, that as scientist of society that:

Science is founded on what philosophers have called the 'correspondence theory of truth.' This is the view that scientific propositions are true when they correspond to certain facts of reality in the external world: science simply represents what is given in the world, scientific work is free of values, and hence science is neutral 

(Yapa, 2006, p. 76). 

There must be a sense of responsibility to maintain indigenous tradition in conjunction with technical development. “Others” way of life must be respected not just tolerated for the moment:

But American respectability has a pervasive quality about it. This may be ascribed in part, perhaps to the lingering aftereffects of the Puritan way of life. . . . But facing this world of respectability is an 'other America,' present in every town of any size, an America that has other symbols and that speaks another language This language is probably its safest identification tag. It is the language of the poolroom and the poker game, of bars, brothels and army barracks. . . . The 'other America' that speaks this language can be found wherever people are excluded, or exclude themselves, from the world of middle-class propriety. . . . We find it expressed powerfully in the world of the American Negro. . . . in the worlds of hipsters, homosexuals, hoboes and other 'marginal men'

 
(Berger, 1963, pp 43-44).

We must transcend differences. Cast away tolerance, and embrace those connections that permeate all of creation; we only have to open our spirit to view them. We have become blind to the truth of ourselves:

It is quite true that some sociologist, especially in America, have become so preoccupied with methodological questions that they have ceased to be interested in society at all. . . . In science as in love a concentration on technique is quite likely to lead to impotence (Berger, 1963, p. 13)

I choose to plant a seed of freedom and culture, the seed of the arts, of love, romance, and of spirit. My method must express the sameness of self, the sameness of the soul:

Striving for freedom as a human being generically, he must do so as a Negro specifically. But to do so as a Negro is, by the same token, to prevent oneself from doing so in the generic sense; for a Negro could not be free generically except in a situation where the color of the skin had no more social meaning than the color of the eyes (Burke, 1950, p. 193).

According to sociologist Carolyn Ellis (2004), “Learning about yourself is justification enough for doing a study” (p. 37). She continues with, “We all have stories to tell” (p. 37).

The nature of things to be studied under sociology were from its inception, says Ellis (2004):

Grounded in understanding deviance, evil, dysfunction, mental illness, abuse, and abnormal behavior. . . . those are the things we’re usually trying to work through or get over. When we’re happy, we don’t want o stop doing what we’re doing to write about it. Happiness and the mundane don’t always make a good plot, which works better with a buildup of tension and usually some resolution. Even romance is difficult to write about” (p. 43).

Once hearing/reading the terms “plot” and “romance,” and let’s not forget ”spiritual” used with any type of discourse, some social scientist would consider whatever the terms referenced - to not be a work of “science.”


I believe, as I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, that the modern use of the term science implies that scientific knowledge can be found and applied to just about anything, anywhere.  For me, the method to use in any application of social science worthy of conveying the voice of the underrepresented (but not the only method), is autoetnography, which is, as this report has been:

Usually written in the first person voice, autoethnographic texts appear in a variety of forms-short stories, poetry, fiction, novels, photographic and social science prose. They showcase concrete action, dialogue, emotion, embodiment, spirituality, and self-consciousness. These features appear as relational and institutional stories affected by history and social structure, which themselves are dialectically revealed through actions, feelings, thoughts, and language (Ellis, 2004, p. 38).

When I view myself as the phenomenon, and write “my story,” focusing on the struggles of my personal, as well as, my academic life, then I am primarily discussing personal narrative – a rising from the slums narrative – an emphatic narrative:

Any improvement in social status is a kind of transcendence. And where one is a member of an extremely underprivileged class, as with the Negro in America, an individual attempt at the transcending of inferior status gets increased poignancy from the fact that, atop all the intensity of such effort in itself, there is a working at cross-purposes (Burke, 1950, p.193).

Ellis (2004) defines a personal narrative’s purpose as conveying an understanding of a specific “aspect of life lived in a cultural aspect” (p. 45). My purpose in conveying this story is to deliver a message, and to maybe, bring the light of identification to those who have struggled with the same issues.


It has been said that, “Stories are always about more than your own experience” (Ellis, 2004, p. 37). Autoethnography allows me to write artistically. There is a side of me that loves the technical aspect of research report writing also. I love mathematics, as I said before, and I love doing the calculations, and figuring out problems, and applying formulas. This is where I have trouble though. 

It is said that, “Artistic approaches to research focus less on behavior than on the experience the individuals are having and the meaning their actions have for others” (Eisner, 1981, p. 6). Eisner (1981) goes on to say that, “Artistic approaches to research try to locate the general in the particular. They attempt to shed light on what is unique in time and space while at the same time conveying insights that exceed the limits of the situation in which they emerge” (p. 7). If I am totally honest with myself, I am more artist than scientist. There I said it – trouble eliminated – you think.

I am trying to shed some light on my experience as an addictive person, on my mentality, and my need to feel that I am in control at every moment, while at the same instant, trying to flee from any situation, which is unfamiliar, and uncomfortable.

   Place on top of that, myriad emotions, one being the fear of success, and what you have is a real mess on your hands, or should I say, my hands. Why fear of success you might ask? Success is unfamiliar, and therefore, it is uncomfortable. Knowing that the closer I come to achieving my goal(s), the more I will try to sabotage any endeavor, doesn’t forestall the inevitable outcome. What is my motive, as Kenneth Burke might ask? Why do I do this, while being cognitive before the act:

The ethnographer constructs versions of social reality, and persuades his or her reader of the authenticity, plausibility and significance of representations of social scenes or settings. . . . The sociological message is conveyed through the use of descriptive writing, in which implicit analysis and 'point of view' are inscribed (Atkinson, 1990, p. 57). 

I have to think I am writing in a manner that if not autoethnographic, “An auto-ethnography by any other name is still an auto-ethnography” (Wall, 2006, p. 6), is damn close to it. It is part of my caretaking issue. In order to take care of me, I have to feel, to know that I am being as real as I can possibly be – not a phony, or a liar and a schemer, a shady throwback of days gone-by.

It is imperative that this story is believable. Why? Because that is also part of an autoethnographer’s duties: “One function of all forms of data representation is to confer a sense that what is being portrayed is real. Authenticity is not a bad quality for any research of any kind to have” (Eisner, 1997, p. 8). “The focus of biography rather than formality is a concern for some, because personal experiences are placed on a pedestal and separated from other discourses in their contexts” (Wall, 2006, p. 8). That's not my concern though. My concern is that “'evocative autoethnography' that draws upon postmodern sensibilities and whose advocates distance themselves from realist and analytic ethnographic traditions” (Anderson, 2006, p. 373), for all attempts and appearances at advocacy, has yet to be truly accepted among academia. The many who would like to embrace autoethnography, have not yet done so, because they have too many labels swimming around in their heads. Instead of using the term “auto-something,” maybe, I should have used a citation containing the word “story” because that's all any of this stuff is. I need to know that I am communicating with you, my audience, for it is you who will make the difference, more so than I, for I have wasted most of my life, as this story, I hope has conveyed:

We need to see what we do not so much as representation but as communication. Eventually we transform ‘data’ into an ethnographic text. Language sits in for life. We use words. We write. We take our audience into account. . . . the world as we ‘know’ it cannot be separated from the language we use to explain, understand, or describe it. . . . We can't extricate ourselves from language. . . . try as we may to report and represent accurately, we necessarily invent and construct the cultures we write about. We cannot help but read something into what is there, because we are there with it” (Ellis & Bochner, 1996, pp. 19-20).

It is my hope that my children will one day, when they are ready, read this report, and maybe, if they have taken the wrong path, it might serve to turn their life(s) around. For, as I tell them, “If I should die the day after I complete this process, and I have the Ph.D. behind my name, then know that if a junkie, crack-head like me can do it, so can you!”


My scholarly aspirations dictate that I inform my audience, the reader(s) of this paper, especially my children, as it is they who would frown upon learning, and the pursuit of knowledge, that: 

One job that scholars increasingly want done is engendering a sense of empathy for the lives of the people they wish us to know. Why empathy? Because we have begun to realize that human feeling does not pollute understanding. In fact, understanding others and the situations they face may well require it (Eisner, 1997, p. 8).

As, we, “the gods,” were taught, so I impart to you, my children, “Knowledge plus wisdom equals understanding, the supreme understanding of love, hell, and the difference between right and wrong.”

I am pondering a move back to New York City with the intention of bringing a new understanding to an age old epidemic. Maybe, Allah will bless me with a much needed transcendent solution to replace the tolerant empathy infused within the hallowed halls of power. 

It frightens me to think that I might be headed back to the very thing I’ve tried all my life to escape - poverty, ignorance, and disease. Que lastima (What a pity), I don’t know what Allah’s purpose is for me. My culture is born of the streets of New York, the streets of the Bronx. Edelman (1996), says the following about the borough from which we hail, “ . . . the burned-out buildings rubble-filled lots, number joints, and clandestine auto-chop shops around Fox Street and Longwood Avenue were profoundly depressing. . . . this was not a bad time to be in the South Bronx-after the gang warfare and the arson wave of the 1970s and before crack hit in the late 1980s” (p. 280). I was raised a half block away from Longwood Avenue, right around the corner from Fox Street. I’m afraid Professor Edelman is mistaken however. The gang warfare never left the South Bronx, or any part of the Bronx. It just took a different shape and form. Anywhere there’s money to be made, there will always be gangs, paradigms, “A paradigm governs, in the first instance, not a subject matter but rather a group of practitioners. Any study of paradigm-directed or of paradigm-shattering research must begin by locating the responsible group or groups” (Kuhn, 1962, p. 180), groups of similar thinkers and doers. 

John Dewey (1927) wrote with a prophesying voice:

When the public is as uncertain and obscure as it is to-day, and hence as remote from government, bosses with their political machines fill the void between government and the public. Who pulls the strings which move the bosses and generates power to run the machine is a matter of surmise rather than of record, save for an occasional overt scandal (p. 120).

You can call them politicians, businessmen, labor organizers, investors, researchers, the mafia (Italian or Russian), Hell Angels, Crips or Bloods, or the like - they are still cut from the same mold which is get dollars, the babies got to eat, survival – can you feel me? Some survive and exist in ivory towers, others in tenements and projects.

I started this story with a quote, and so shall we end:

The individual, then, who is not only urban but urbane is one who, however passionately he may be attached to his own city, roams through the whole wide world in his intellectual voyages. His mind, if not his body and his emotions, is at home wherever there are other men who think (Berger, 1963, p. 53). 

I conclude with another and final citation from Peter L. Berger's Invitation to Sociology (1963): 

The sociological perspective is a broad, open, emancipated vista on human life. The sociologist, at his best, is a man with a taste for other lands, inwardly open to the measureless richness of human possibilities, eager for new horizons and new worlds of human meaning. . . . It probably requires no additional elaboration to make the point that this type of man can play a particularly useful part in the course of events today (p. 53). 

In the case of my transformation and reformation, my part and performance, this remains to be seen. May Allah (God) continue to bless me and mine and ours – Insha Allah (if God please)!
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