Black Men and Public Space
By Brent Staples

My first victim was a woman—White, well dressed,
probably in her early 20s. | came upon her late one
evening on a deserted street in Hyde Park, a relatively
affluent neighborhood in an otherwise mean, impover-
ished section of Chicago. As | swung onto the avenue
behind her, she cast back a worried glance. To her,
the youngish Black man—broad, 6-feet, 2-inches tall,
with a beard and billowing hair, both hands shoved
into the pockets of a bulky military jacket—seemed
menacingly close. After a few more quick glimpses,
she picked up her pace and was running in earnest.
Within seconds, she disappeared into a cross street.

That was more than a decade ago. | was 22 years old,
a graduate student newly arrived at the University of
Chicago. It was in the echo of that terrified woman’s
footfalls that | first began to know the unwieldy inheri-
tance I'd come into. . . . It was clear that she thought
herself the quarry of a mugger, a rapist, or worse.
Suffering a bout of insomnia, however, | was stalking
sleep, not defenseless wayfarers. . . . | was surprised,
embarrassed, and dismayed all at once. Her flight
. . . made it clear that | was indistinguishable from
the muggers who occasionally seeped into the area
from the surrounding ghetto. | soon gathered that
being perceived as dangerous is a hazard in itself.
| only needed to make an errant move after being
pulled over by a policeman. Where fear and weapons
meet—and they often do in urban America—there is
always the possibility of death.

In that first year, my first away from my hometown, |
was to become thoroughly familiar with the language
of fear. At dark, shadowy intersections, | could cross
in front of a car stopped at a traffic light and elicit the
thunk, thunk, thunk, thunk of the driver—Black, White,
male, or female —hammering down the door locks. On
less traveled streets, after dark, | grew accustomed
to but never comfortable with people crossing to the
other side of the street rather than passing me.

After dark, on the warren-like streets of Brooklyn,
where | live, | often see women who fear the worst
from me. They seem to have set their faces on neutral,
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and with their purse straps strung across their chests
bandolier style, they forge ahead as though bracing
themselves against being tackled. | understand, of
course, that . . . women are particularly vulnerable to
street violence, and young Black males are drastically
overrepresented among the perpetrators of that vio-
lence. Yet these truths are no solace against the kind
of alienation that comes of being ever the suspect. ..

Over the years, | learned to smother the rage | felt at
so often being taken for a criminal. Not to do so would
surely have led to madness. | now take precautions to
make myself less threatening. | move about with care,
particularly late in the evening. . . . On late-evening con-
stitutionals, | employ what have proven to be excellent
tension-reducing measures: | whistle melodies from
Beethoven and Vivaldi and the more popular classical
composers. Even steely New Yorkers hunching toward
nighttime destinations seem to relax, and occasionally,
they even join in the tune. Virtually everybody seems
to sense that a mugger wouldn’t be warbling bright,
sunny selections from Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. It is my
equivalent of the cowbell that hikers wear when they
know they are in bear country.

Engaging With Sociology

1. Brent Staples goes out of his way to reassure
others that he is harmless. What might be
some other responses to this experience of
having others assume one is dangerous and
untrustworthy?

2. How might one’s sense of self be influenced
by these responses of others?

3. How are the looking-glass self and role-taking
at work in this scenario?

4. Have you ever experienced a similar situa-
tion in which you felt fear or others feared
you? If so, how does that affect you?

Source: Staples (2001). Reprinted with permission
from Brent Staples.




