












P R EFA C E 2001: D EM O C R A C Y

M ATTER S IN R A C E M ATTER S

BLA CK  people in the United States
differ from  all other m odern people ow ing
to the unprecedented levels of unregulated
and unrestrained violence directed at
them . N o other people have been taught
system atically to hate them selvesɇ
psychic violenceɇ reinforced by the
pow ers of state and civic coercionɇ
physical violenceɇ for the prim ary
purpose of controlling their m inds and
exploiting their labor for nearly four
hundred years. The unique com bination of
A m erican terrorism ɇ Jim  Crow  and
lynchingɇ as w ell as A m erican barbarism



ɇ slave trade and slave laborɇ bears
w itness to the distinctive A m erican
assault on black hum anity. This vicious
ideology and practice of w hite suprem acy
has left its indelible m ark on all spheres
of A m erican lifeɇ from  the prevailing
crim es of A m erindian reservations to the
discrim inatory realities against Spanish-
speaking Latinos to racial stereotypes
against A sians. Yet the fundam ental litm us
test for A m erican dem ocracyɇ its
econom y, governm ent, crim inal justice
system , education, m ass m edia, and
cultureɇ rem ains: how  broad and intense
are the arbitrary pow ers used and
deployed against black people. In this
sense, the problem  of the tw enty-first
century rem ains the problem  of the color
line.



The basic aim  of a dem ocratic regim e
is to curb the use of arbitrary pow ersɇ
especially of governm ent and econom ic
institutionsɇ against its citizens. Based on
this uncontroversial criterion, the history
of A m erican dem ocracy in regard to black
people from  1776 to 1965 w as a colossal
failure. This also holds for red, brow n,
and yellow  peoples. For one generationɇ
thirty-five yearsɇ w e have em barked on a
m ultiracial dem ocracy w ith significant
breakthroughs and glaring silences.

R acial progress is undeniable in
A m erica. N ever before have w e had such
a colorful m enagerie of professionals in
business, education, politics, sports, and
the labor m ovem ent. G lass ceilings have
been piercedɇ not sm ashedɇ by
extraordinary persons of color. O vert



form s of discrim ination have been
attacked and forced to becom e m ore
covert.

Yet the legacy of w hite suprem acy
lingersɇ often in the face of the very
denials of its realities. The m ost visible
exam ples are racial profiling, drug
convictions (black people consum e 12
percent of illegal drugs in A m erica yet
suffer nearly 70 percent of its
convictions!), and death-row  executions.
A nd the less visible ones are
unem ploym ent levels, infant m ortality
rates, special education placem ents, and
psychic depression treatm ents.

The m ost im m ediate consequence of the
recent experience of m ultiracial
dem ocracy is increasing class division



and distance in A m erican society and
black com m unities. This is so prim arily
because the advent of the m ultiracial
A m erican regim e coincided w ith
escalating levels of w ealth inequality. The
new  inclusion of people of color w ithin
the professional slices of A m erican
society occurred alongside the expansion
of unaccountable corporate pow er in the
econom y and governm ent and the
unleashing of arbitrary police pow er in
poor com m unities of color, especially
black, brow n, and red. The result is black-
m iddle class achievem ents that constitute
black progress alongside devastated black
w orking and poor com m unities that yield
unprecedented increases in prison
populations and overlooked victim s of
police abuse. D ecrepit schools,



inadequate health care, unavailable
childcare, and too few  jobs w ith a living
w age set the stage for this social m isery.

D em ocracy m atters in race m atters
because class and gender m atter in
A m erican society and black life. W ealth
inequality (the top 1 percent have w ealth
equivalent to the bottom  95 percent, or 48
percent of the financial net w ealth in the
country!) tips the balance against fair
opportunity in education, em ploym ent, and
other crucial life-chances. Corporate
pow erɇ w ith its plutocratic, patriarchal,
and pigm entocratic realitiesɇ lessens the
abilities of citizens and w orkers to have a
m eaningful voice in shaping their destiny.
Police pow erɇ disproportionately used
against poor com m unities of colorɇ
requires just and fair regulation if it is not



to be view ed as illegitim ate and arbitrary.

The m ajor culprit of dem ocratic
possibilities here and abroad is the ever-
expanding m arket culture that puts
everything and everyone up for sale. The
expansion of corporate pow er is driven by
this pervasive com m ercialization and
com m odification for tw o basic reasons.
First, m arket activities of buying and
selling, advertising and prom oting w eaken
nonm arket activities of caring and sharing,
nurturing and connecting. Short-term
stim ulation and instant titillation edge out
quality relations and substantive
com m unity. Second, private aim s trum p
public aspirations. Individual successɇ
som etim es at any cost by any m eansɇ
dow nplays fair and just transactions so
w orkers' and citizens' pow er is w eakened.



A nd no dem ocracy can survive, no m atter
how  strong its m arkets are, w ithout a
serious public life and com m itm ent to
fairness and justice.

The kind of structural transform ation
w e need is best represented by the forces
of R alph N ader, A l Sharpton, and D olores
H uerta. W e have seen stirrings of this
m ultiracial alliance of concerned citizens
and neglected w orkers in Seattle,
Philadelphia, Los A ngeles, H arlem , and
San A ntonio. B ut I believe black
progressives w ill play a disproportionate
role.

The im pact of the m arket culture on
black life has been devastating. A s
Stanley C rouch rightly has noted, fifty
years ago black com m unities w ere the



m ost civilized and hum ane in A m ericaɇ
highly nurturing, caring, loving, and self-
respecting behind the w alls of A m erican
apartheid. The m arket invasion, including
the ugly drug invasion, has transform ed
too m any black neighborhoods into hoods,
black civic com m unities into black uncivil
com bat zones. This transform ation results
from  the double im pact of strong m arket
forces and vicious w hite suprem acist (and
m ale suprem acist, heterosexist)
stereotypes that disproportionately shape
black perceptions and practice. N eedless
to say, this holds for A m erican society as
a w hole. But for a hated and hunted
people w hose prize possessions have
been subversive m em ory, personal
integrity, and self-respect, to becom e
captive to historical am nesia,



m aterialisticobsessions, and personal
accom m odation for acceptance at any
costs yields black nihilism  and collective
suicide.

The m ajor tragedy of black A m erica in
the past decade or so is the low  quality of
black leadership and the relative
inattention to the deep crisis of black
youth. To put it bluntly, w e sim ply do not
have enough black leaders w ho love and
respect black people enough to tell them
the truthɇ and trust them  w ith the truth. W e
have too m any black leaders w ho give in
too quickly and sell out too easily. A nd,
like W ednesday night at the A pollo
Theater, m ost black folk know  w ho is for
real, com m itted, and serious, and w ho is
not. But too often, the choice for high-
quality leadership is lim ited. A nd w e find



ourselves betw een a rock and a hard
place.

This is especially so in regard to black
youth. W ith roughly 40 percent of black
children living in poverty and alm ost 10
percent of all black young adult m en in
prison, w e face a crisis of enorm ous
proportions. Yet this crisis is not even a
blip on the national radar screen of
A m erican politics. This is a sham e and a
disgraceɇ and black leaders m ust bear
som e of the responsibility. H ow  can black
youth respect black leaders w hen their
plight and predicam ent is so flagrantly
ignored by the m ainstream ɇ a m ainstream
that black leaders speak to and influence?
W ith few  exceptionsɇ A l Sharpton,
M arian W right Edelm an, the B lack
R adical C ongress, the N A A C P's A C T-SO



program s for young people, and a few
othersɇ black leadership tends to
dow nplay the black youth realities at the
expense of black professional
advancem ent. A gain, this priority is an
issue of class and gender in black
A m erica. A nd it is now  com ing back to
haunt black leaders.

A s w e enter the tw enty-first century, w e
m ust connect the urgent black dom estic
issues to pressing class and gender issues
in the corporate globalization around the
w orld. A s D anny G lover constantly
rem inds us, environm ental, consum ers',
and w orkers' protections in our
increasingly interdependent w orld of
capitalist m arkets are crucial if race
m atters are to be enhanced. If pro-
dem ocracy m ovem ents w eakenɇ and



citizens and w orkers becom e m ore feeble
ɇ race m atters w ill explode. A nd w e
know  the ugly cycle this w ill yield. W e
m ust do betterɇ but only if w e m uster the
vision, courage, and w ill to do so.
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For the sake of one's children, in
order to m inim ize the bill they m ust
pay, one m ust be careful not to take

refuge in any delusionɇ and the
value placed on the color of the skin

is alw ays and everyw here and
forever a delusion. I know  that w hat I
am  asking is im possible. But in our

tim e, as in every tim e, the im possible
is the least that one can dem andɇ

and one is, after all, em boldened by
the spectacle of hum an history in

general, and A m erican N egro history
in particular, for it testifies to nothing
less than the perpetual achievem ent

of the im possible.



. . . A nd here w e are, at the center
of the arc, trapped in the gaudiest,

m ost valuable, and m ost im probable
w ater w heel the w orld has ever seen.
Everything now , w e m ust assum e, is

in our hands; w e have no right to
assum e otherw ise. If w eɇ and now  I
m ean the relatively conscious w hites
and the relatively conscious blacks,
w ho m ust, like lovers, insist on, or

create, the consciousness of the
othersɇ do not falter in our duty now ,
w e m ay be able, handful that w e are,

to end the racial nightm are, and
achieve our country, and change the
history of the w orld. If w e do not

now  dare everything, the fulfillm ent
of that prophecy, recreated from  the

Bible in song by a slave, is uopon us:



G O D  G AV E N O A H  TH E
R A IN BO W  SIG N , N O  M O RE

W ATER , TH E FIR E N EX T TIM E!

JA M ES B A LD W IN , The Fire
N ext Tim e (1963)

TH IS past Septem ber m y w ife, Elleni,
and I m ade our biw eekly trek to N ew  York
C ity from  Princeton. I w as in good spirits.
M y m orning lecture on the first half of
Plato's Republic in m y European C ultural
Studies course had gone w ell. A nd m y
afternoon lecture on W . E. B. D u Bois's
The Souls of Black Folk in m y A fro-
A m erican C ultural Studies course had left
m e exhausted yet exhilarated. Plato's
pow erful sym bolism  of Socrates' descent
to the great port of Piraeusɇ the



m ulticultural center of G reek trade and
com m erce and the stronghold of A thenian
dem ocracyɇ still rang in m y ears. A nd D u
B ois's prescient pronouncem entɇ "The
problem  of the tw entieth century is the
problem  of the color line"ɇ  haunted m e.
In a m ysterious w ay, this classic tw osom e
posed the m ost fundam ental challenges to
m y basic aim  in life: to speak the truth to
pow er w ith love so that the quality of
everyday life for ordinary people is
enhanced and w hite suprem acy is stripped
of its authority and legitim acy. Plato's
profoundɇ yet unpersuasiveɇ  critique of
A thenian dem ocracy as inevitably
corrupted by the ignorance and passions
of the m asses posed one challenge, and D u
B ois's deep analysis of the intransigence
of w hite suprem acy in the A m erican



dem ocratic experim ent posed another.

A s w e approached M anhattan, m y
tem perature rose, as it alw ays does w hen
I'm  in a hurry near the Lincoln Tunnel.
H ow  rare it is that I m iss the grinding
gridlockɇ no m atter the day or hour. B ut
this tim e I drove right through and
attributed m y good luck to Elleni. A s w e
entered the city, w e pondered w hether w e
w ould have enough tim e to stop at
Sw eetw ater's (our favorite place to relax)
after our appointm ents. I dropped m y w ife
off for an appointm ent on 60th Street
betw een Lexington and Park avenues. I
left m y carɇ a rather elegant oneɇ in a
safe parking lot and stood on the corner of
60th Street and Park A venue to catch a
taxi. I felt quite relaxed since I had an
hour until m y next engagem ent. A t 5:00



P.M . I had to m eet a photographer w ho
w ould take the picture for the cover of this
book on the roof of an apartm ent building
in East H arlem  on 115th Street and 1st
A venue. I w aited and w aited and w aited.
A fter the ninth taxi refused m e, m y blood
began to boil. The tenth taxi refused m e
and stopped for a kind, w ell-dressed
sm iling fem ale fellow  citizen of European
descent. A s she stepped in the cab, she
said, "This is really ridiculous, is it not?"

U gly racial m em ories of the past
flashed through m y m ind. Years ago, w hile
driving from  N ew  York to teach at
W illiam s C ollege, I w as stopped on fake
charges of trafficking cocaine. W hen I told
the police officer I w as a professor of
religion, he replied "Yeh, and I'm  the
Flying N un. Let's go, nigger!" I w as



stopped three tim es in m y first ten days in
Princeton for driving too slow ly on a
residential street w ith a speed lim it of
tw enty-five m iles per hour. (A nd m y son,
C lifton, already has sim ilar m em ories at
the tender age of fifteen.) N eedless to say,
these incidents are dw arfed by those like
R odney K ing's beating or the abuse of
black targets of the FB I's C O IN TELPR O
efforts in the 1960s and 1970s. Yet the
m em ories cut like a m erciless knife at m y
soul as I w aited on that godforsaken
corner. Finally I decided to take the
subw ay. I w alked three long avenues,
arrived late, and had to catch m y m oral
breath as I approached the w hite m ale
photographer and w hite fem ale cover
designer. I chose not to dw ell on this
everyday experience of black N ew



Yorkers. A nd w e had a good tim e talking,
posing, and taking pictures.

W hen I picked up Elleni, I told her of
m y hour spent on the corner, m y tardy
arrival, and the expertise and enthusiasm
of the photographer and designer. W e
talked about our fantasy of m oving to
A ddis A baba, Ethiopiaɇ her hom e and the
site of the m ost pleasant event of m y life. I
toyed w ith the idea of attending the last
day of the revival led by the Rev.
Jerem iah W right of C hicago at R ev. W yatt
T. W alker's C anaan B aptist C hurch of
C hrist in H arlem . But w e settled for
Sw eetw ater's. A nd the ugly m em ories
faded in the face of soulful m usic, soulful
food, and soulful folk.

A s w e rode back to Princton, above the



soothing black m usic of Van H arper's
Q uiet Storm  on W BLS, 107.5 on the radio
dial, w e talked about w hat race m atters
have m eant to the A m erican past and of
how  m uch race m atters in the A m erican
present. A nd I vow ed to be m ore vigilant
and virtuous in m y efforts to m eet the
form idable challenges posed by Plato and
D u Bois. For m e, it is an urgent question
of pow er and m orality; for others, it is an
everyday m atter of life and death.



IN TR O D U C TIO N : R A C E

M ATTER S

Since the beginning of the nation,
w hite A m ericans have suffered from

a deep uncertainty as to w ho they
really are. O ne of the w ays that has

been used to sim plify the answ er has
been to seize upon the presence of
Black A m ericans and use them  as a

m arker, a sym bol of lim its, a
m etaphor for the "outsider." M any

w hites could look at the social
position of blacks and feel that color

form ed an easy and reliable gauge
for determ ining to w hat extent one
w as or w as not A m erican. Perhaps



that is w hy one of the first epithets
that m any European im m igrants

learned w hen they got off the boat
w as the term  "nigger"ɇ it m ade them
feel instantly A m erican. But this is

tricky m agic. D espite his racial
difference and social status,

som ething indisputably A m erican
about N egroes not only raised doubts
about the w hite m an's value system
but aroused the troubling suspicion

that w hatever else the true A m erican
is, he is also som ehow  black.

RA LPH  ELLISO N , "W hat 
A m erica W ould 

          Be Like w ithout Blacks" 
(1970) 



W H AT happened in Los A ngeles in
A pril of 1992 w as neither a race riot nor a
class rebellion. R ather, this m onum ental
upheaval w as a m ultiracial, trans-class,
and largely m ale display of justified
social rage. For all its ugly, xenophobic
resentm ent, its air of adolescent carnival,
and its dow nright barbaric behavior, it
signified the sense of pow erlessness in
A m erican society. G lib attem pts to reduce
its m eaning to the pathologies of the black
underclass, the crim inal actions of
hoodlum s, or the political revolt of the
oppressed urban m asses m iss the m ark. O f
those arrested, only 36 percent w ere
black, m ore than a third had full-tim e jobs,
and m ost claim ed to shun political
affiliation. W hat w e w itnessed in Los
A ngeles w as the consequence of a lethal



linkage of econom ic decline, cultural
decay, and political lethargy in A m erican
life. Race w as the visible catalyst, not the
underlying cause.

The m eaning of the earthshaking events
in Los A ngeles is difficult to grasp
because m ost of us rem ain trapped in the
narrow  fram ew ork of the dom inant liberal
and conservative view s of race in
A m erica, w hich w ith its w orn-out
vocabulary leaves us intellectually
debilitated, m orally disem pow ered, and
personally depressed. The astonishing
disappearance of the event from  public
dialogue is testim ony to just how  painful
and distressing a serious engagem ent w ith
race is. O ur truncated public discussions
of race suppress the best of w ho and w hat
w e are as a people because they fail to



confront the com plexity of the issue in a
candid and critical m anner. The
predictable pitting of liberals against
conservatives, G reat Society D em ocrats
against self-help R epublicans, reinforces
intellectual parochialism  and political
paralysis.

The liberal notion that m ore governm ent
program s can solve racial problem s is
sim plisticɇ precisely because it focuses
solely on the econom ic dim ension. A nd
the conservative idea that w hat is needed
is a change in the m oral behavior of poor
black urban dw ellers (especially poor
black m en, w ho, they say, should stay
m arried, support their children, and stop
com m itting so m uch crim e) highlights
im m oral actions w hile ignoring public
responsibility for the im m oral



circum stances that haunt our fellow
citizens.

The com m on denom inator of these
view s of race is that each still sees black
people as a "problem  people," in the
w ords of D orothy I. H eight, president of
the N ational C ouncil of N egro W om en,
rather than as fellow  A m erican citizens
w ith problem s. H er w ords echo the
poignant "unasked question" of W . E. B .
D u B ois, w ho, in The Souls of Black Folk
(1903), w rote:

They approach m e in a half-
hesitant sort of w ay, eye m e
curiously or com passionately,
and then instead of saying
directly, H ow  does it feel to be
a problem ? they say, I know  an



excellent colored m an in m y
tow n. . . . D o not these Southern
outrages m ake your blood boil?
A t these I sm ile, or am
interested, or reduce the boiling
to a sim m er, as the occasion
m ay require. To the real
question, H ow  does it feel to be
a problem ? I answ er seldom  a
w ord.

N early a century later, w e confine
discussions about race in A m erica to the
"problem s" black people pose for w hites
rather than consider w hat this w ay of
view ing black people reveals about us as
a nation.

This paralyzing fram ew ork encourages
liberals to relieve their guilty consciences



by supporting public funds directed at "the
problem s"; but at the sam e tim e, reluctant
to exercise principled criticism  of black
people, liberals deny them  the freedom  to
err. Sim ilarly, conservatives blam e the
"problem s" on black people them selvesɇ
and thereby render black social m isery
invisible or unw orthy of public attention.

H ence, for liberals, black people are to
be "included" and "integrated" into "our"
society and culture, w hile for
conservatives they are to be "w ell
behaved" and "w orthy of acceptance" by
"our" w ay of life. B oth fail to see that the
presence and predicam ents of black
people are neither additions to nor
defections from  A m erican life, but rather
constitutive elem ents of that life.



10 engage in a serious discussion of
race in A m erica, w e m ust begin not w ith
the problem s of black people but w ith the
flaw s of A m erican societyɇ flaw s rooted
in historic inequalities and longstanding
cultural stereotypes. H ow  w e set up the
term s for discussing racial issues shapes
our perception and response to these
issues. A s long as black people are
view ed as a "them ," the burden falls on
blacks to do all the "cultural" and "m oral"
w ork necessary for healthy race relations.
The im plication is that only certain
A m ericans can define w hat it m eans to be
A m ericanɇ and the rest m ust sim ply "fit
in."

The em ergence of strong black-
nationalist sentim ents am ong blacks,
especially am ong young people, is a



revolt against this sense of having to "fit
in." The variety of black-nationalist
ideologies, from  the m oderate view s of
Suprem e C ourt Justice Clarence Thom as
in his youth to those of Louis Farrakhan
today, rest upon a fundam ental truth: w hite
A m erica has been historically w eakw illed
in ensuring racial justice and has
continued to resist fully accepting the
hum anity of blacks. A s long as double
standards and differential treatm ent
aboundɇ as long as the rap perform er Ice-
T is harshly condem ned w hile form er Los
A ngeles Police C hief D aryl F. G ates's
antiblack com m ents are received in polite
silence, as long as D r. Leonard Jeffries's
anti-Sem itic statem ents are m et w ith
vitriolic outrage w hile presidential
candidate Patrick J. B uchanan's anti-



Sem itism  receives a genteel responseɇ
black nationalism s w ill thrive.

A frocentrism , a contem porary species
of black nationalism , is a gallant yet
m isguided attem pt to define an A frican
identity in a w hite society perceived to be
hostile. It is gallant because it puts black
doings and sufferings, not w hite anxieties
and fears, at the center of discussion. It is
m isguided becauseɇ out of fear of cultural
hybridization and through silence on the
issue of class, retrograde view s on black
w om en, gay m en, and lesbians, and a
reluctance to link race to the com m on
goodɇ it reinforces the narrow
discussions about race.

To establish a new  fram ew ork, w e need
to begin w ith a frank acknow ledgm ent of



the basic hum anness and A m ericanness of
each of us. A nd w e m ust acknow ledge that
as a peopleɇ E Pluribus U num ɇ w e are
on a slippery slope tow ard econom ic
strife, social turm oil, and cultural chaos. If
w e go dow n, w e go dow n together. The
Los A ngeles upheaval forced us to see not
only that w e are not connected in w ays w e
w ould like to be but also, in a m ore
profound sense, that this failure to connect
binds us even m ore tightly together. The
paradox of race in A m erica is that our
com m on destiny is m ore pronounced and
im periled precisely w hen our divisions
are deeper. The C ivil W ar and its legacy
speak loudly here. A nd our divisions are
grow ing deeper. Today, eighty-six percent
of w hite suburban A m ericans live in
neighborhoods that are less than 1 percent



black, m eaning that the prospects for the
country depend largely on how  its cities
fare in the hands of a suburban electorate.
There is no escape from  our interracial
interdependence, yet enforced racial
hierarchy doom s us as a nation to
collective paranoia and hysteriaɇ the
unm aking of any dem ocratic order.

The verdict in the R odney K ing case
w hich sparked the incidents in Los
A ngeles w as perceived to be w rong by the
vast m ajority of A m ericans. B ut w hites
have often failed to acknow ledge the
w idespread m istreatm ent of black people,
especially black m en, by law  enforcem ent
agencies, w hich helped ignite the spark.
The verdict w as m erely the occasion for
deep-seated rage to com e to the surface.
This rage is fed by the "silent" depression



ravaging the countryɇ in w hich real
w eekly w ages of all A m erican w orkers
since 1973 have declined nearly 20
percent, w hile at the sam e tim e w ealth has
been upw ardly distributed.

The exodus of stable industrial jobs
from  urban centers to cheaper labor
m arkets here and abroad, housing policies
that have created "chocolate cities and
vanilla suburbs" (to use the popular
m usical artist G eorge C linton's
m em orable phrase), w hite fear of black
crim e, and the urban influx of poor
Spanish-speaking and A sian im m igrantsɇ
all have helped erode the tax base of
A m erican cities just as the federal
governm ent has cut its supports and
program s. The result is unem ploym ent,
hunger, hom elessness, and sickness for



m illions.

A nd a pervasive spiritual
im poverishm ent grow s. The collapse of
m eaning in lifeɇ the eclipse of hope and
absence of love of self and others, the
breakdow n of fam ily and neighborhood
bondsɇ  leads to the social deracination
and cultural denudem ent of urban
dw ellers, especially children. W e have
created rootless, dangling people w ith
little link to the supportive netw orksɇ
fam ily, friends, schoolɇ that sustain som e
sense of purpose in life. W e have
w itnessed the collapse of the spiritual
com m unities that in the past helped
A m ericans face despair, disease, and
death and that transm it through the
generations dignity and decency,
excellence and elegance.



The result is lives of w hat w e m ight
call "random  now s," of fortuitous and
fleeting m om ents preoccupied w ith
"getting over"ɇ  w ith acquiring pleasure,
property, and pow er by any m eans
necessary. (This is not w hat M alcolm  X
m eant by this fam ous phrase.) Post-
m odern culture is m ore and m ore a m arket
culture dom inated by gangster m entalities
and self-destructive w antonness. This
culture engulfs all of usɇ yet its im pact on
the disadvantaged is devastating, resulting
in extrem e violence in everyday life.
Sexual violence against w om en and
hom icidal assaults by young black m en on
one another are only the m ost obvious
signs of this em pty quest for pleasure,
property, and pow er.

Last, this rage is fueled by a political



atm osphere in w hich im ages, not ideas,
dom inate, w here politicians spend m ore
tim e raising m oney than debating issues.
The functions of parties have been
displaced by public polls, and politicians
behave less as therm ostats that determ ine
the clim ate of opinion than as
therm om eters registering the public m ood.
A m erican politics has been rocked by an
unleashing of greed am ong opportunistic
public officialsɇ w ho have follow ed the
lead of their counterparts in the private
sphere, w here, as of 1989, 1 percent of the
population ow ned 37 percent of the
w ealth and 10 percent of the population
ow ned 86 percent of the w ealthɇ leading
to a profound cynicism  and pessim ism
am ong the citizenry.

A nd given the w ay in w hich the



Republican Party since 1968 has appealed
to popular xenophobic im agesɇ playing
the black, fem ale, and hom ophobic cards
to realign the electorate along race, sex,
and sexual-orientation linesɇ it is no
surprise that the notion that w e are all part
of one garm ent of destiny is discredited.
A ppeals to special interests rather than to
public interests reinforce this polarization.
The Los A ngeles upheaval w as an
expression of utter fragm entation by a
pow erless citizenry that includes not just
the poor but all of us.

W H AT is to be done? H ow  do w e
capture a new  spirit and vision to m eet the
challenges of the post-industrial city, post-
m odern culture, and post-party politics?



First, w e m ust adm it that the m ost
valuable sources for help, hope, and
pow er consist of ourselves and our
com m on history. A s in the ages of Lincoln,
R oosevelt, and K ing, w e m ust look to new
fram ew orks and languages to understand
our m ultilayered crisis and overcom e our
deep m alaise.

Second, w e m ust focus our attention on
the public squareɇ the com m on good that
undergirds our national and global
destinies. The vitality of any public square
ultim ately depends on how  m uch w e care
about the quality of our lives together. The
neglect of our public infrastructure, for
exam pleɇ our w ater and sew age system s,
bridges, tunnels, highw ays, subw ays, and
streetsɇ reflects not only our m yopic
econom ic policies, w hich im pede



productivity, but also the low  priority w e
place on our com m on life.

The tragic plight of our children clearly
reveals our deep disregard for public
w ell-being. A bout one out of every five
children in this country lives in poverty,
including one out of every tw o black
children and tw o out of every five
H ispanic children. M ost of our childrenɇ
neglected by overburdened parents and
bom barded by the m arket values of profit-
hungry corporationsɇ are ill-equipped to
live lives of spiritual and cultural quality.
Faced w ith these facts, how  do w e expect
ever to constitute a vibrant society?

O ne essential step is som e form  of
large-scale public intervention to ensure
access to basic social goodsɇ housing,



food, health care, education, child care,
and jobs. W e m ust invigorate the com m on
good w ith a m ixture of governm ent,
business, and labor that does not follow
any existing blueprint. A fter a period in
w hich the private sphere has been
sacralized and the public square gutted,
the tem ptation is to m ake a fetish of the
public square. W e need to resist such
dogm atic sw ings.

Last, the m ajor challenge is to m eet the
need to generate new  leadership. The
paucity of courageous leadersɇ so
apparent in the response to the events in
Los A ngelesɇ requires that w e look
beyond the sam e elites and voices that
recycle the older fram ew orks. W e need
leadersɇ neither saints nor sparkling
television personalitiesɇ w ho can situate



them selves w ithin a larger historical
narrative of this country and our w orld,
w ho can grasp the com plex dynam ics of
our peoplehood and im agine a future
grounded in the best of our past, yet w ho
are attuned to the frightening obstacles that
now  perplex us. O ur ideals of freedom ,
dem ocracy, and equality m ust be invoked
to invigorate all of us, especially the
landless, propertyless, and luckless. O nly
a visionary leadership that can m otivate
"the better angels of our nature," as
Lincoln said, and activate possibilities for
a freer, m ore efficient, and stable A m erica
ɇ only that leadership deserves
cultivation and support.

This new  leadership m ust be grounded
in grass-roots organizing that highlights
dem ocratic accountability. W hoever our



leaders w ill be as w e approach the
tw enty-first century, their challenge w ill
be to help A m ericans determ ine w hether a
genuine m ultiracial dem ocracy can be
created and sustained in an era of global
econom y and a m om ent of xenophobic
frenzy.

Let us hope and pray that the vast
intelligence, im agination, hum or, and
courage of A m ericans w ill not fail us.
Either w e learn a new  language of
em pathy and com passion, or the fire this
tim e w ill consum e us all.



C H A PTER O N E

N IH ILISM  IN B LA C K A M ER IC A

W e black folk, our history and our
present being, are a m irror of all the
m anifold experiences of A m erica.
W hat w e w ant, w hat w e represent,

w hat w e endure is w hat A m erica is.
If w e black folk perish, A m erica w ill
perish. If A m erica has forgotten her
past, then let her look into the m irror

of our consciousness and she w ill
see the living past living in the

present, for our m em ories go hack,
through our black folk of today,

through the recollections of our black



parents, and through the tales of
slavery told by our black

grandparents, to the tim e w hen none
of us, black or w hite, lived in this

fertile land. The differences betw een
black folk and w hite folk are not

blood or color, and the ties that bind
us are deeper than those that separate
us. The com m on road of hope w hich
w e all traveled has brought us into a

stronger kinship than any w ords,
law s, or legal claim s.

RICH A RD  W RIG H T, 12
M illion Black Voices (1941)

R EC EN T discussions about the plight
of A frican A m ericansɇ especially those
at the bottom  of the social ladderɇ tend to



divide into tw o cam ps. O n the one hand,
there are those w ho highlight the
structural constraints on the life chances
of black people. Their view point involves
a subtle historical and sociological
analysis of slavery, Jim  Crow ism , job and
residential discrim ination, skew ed
unem ploym ent rates, inadequate health
care, and poor education. O n the other
hand, there are those w ho stress the
behavioral im pedim ents on black upw ard
m obility. They focus on the w aning of the
Protestant ethicɇ hard w ork, deferred
gratification, frugality, and responsibility
ɇ in m uch of black A m erica.

Those in the first cam pɇ the liberal
structuralistsɇ call for full em ploym ent,
health, education, and child-care
program s, and broad affirm ative action



practices. In short, a new , m ore sober
version of the best of the N ew  D eal and
the G reat Society: m ore governm ent
m oney, better bureaucrats, and an active
citizenry. Those in the second cam pɇ the
conservative behavioristsɇ prom ote self-
help program s, black business expansion,
and nonpreferential job practices. They
support vigorous "free m arket" strategies
that depend on fundam ental changes in
how  black people act and live. To put it
bluntly, their projects rest largely upon a
cultural revival of the Protestant ethic in
black A m erica.

U nfortunately, these tw o cam ps have
nearly suffocated the crucial debate that
should be taking place about the prospects
for black A m erica. This debate m ust go
far beyond the liberal and conservative



positions in three fundam ental w ays. First,
w e m ust acknow ledge that structures and
behavior are inseparable, that institutions
and values go hand in hand. H ow  people
act and live are shapedɇ though in no w ay
dictated or determ inedɇ by the larger
circum stances in w hich they find
them selves. These circum stances can be
changed, their lim its attenuated, by
positive actions to elevate living
conditions.

Second, w e should reject the idea that
structures are prim arily econom ic and
political creaturesɇ an idea that sees
culture as an ephem eral set of behavioral
attitudes and values. C ulture is as m uch a
structure as the econom y or politics; it is
rooted in institutions such as fam ilies,
schools, churches, synagogues, m osques,



and com m unication industries (television,
radio, video, m usic). Sim ilarly, the
econom y and politics are not only
influenced by values but also prom ote
particular cultural ideals of the good life
and good society.

Third, and m ost im portant, w e m ust
delve into the depths w here neither
liberals nor conservatives dare to tread,
nam ely, into the m urky w aters of despair
and dread that now  flood the streets of
black A m erica. To talk about the
depressing statistics of unem ploym ent,
infant m ortality, incarceration, teenage
pregnancy, and violent crim e is one thing.
B ut to face up to the m onum ental eclipse
of hope, the unprecedented collapse of
m eaning, the incredible disregard for
hum an (especially black) life and property



in m uch of black A m erica is som ething
else.

The liberal/conservative discussion
conceals the m ost basic issue now  facing
black A m erica: the nihilistic threat to its
very existence. This threat is not sim ply a
m atter of relative econom ic deprivation
and political pow erlessnessɇ though
econom ic w ellbeing and political clout
are requisites for m eaningful black
progress. It is prim arily a question of
speaking to the profound sense of
psychological depression, personal
w orthlessness, and social despair so
w idespread in black A m erica.

The liberal structuralists fail to grapple
w ith this threat for tw o reasons. First,
their focus on structural constraints relates



alm ost exclusively to the econom y and
politics. They show  no understanding of
the structural character of culture. W hy?
B ecause they tend to view  people in
egoistic and rationalist term s according to
w hich they are m otivated prim arily by
self-interest and self-preservation.
N eedless to say, this is partly true about
m ost of us. Yet, people, especially
degraded and oppressed people, are also
hungry for identity, m eaning, and self-
w orth.

The second reason liberal structuralists
overlook the nihilistic threat is a sheer
failure of nerve. They hesitate to talk
honestly about culture, the realm  of
m eanings and values, because doing so
seem s to lend itself too readily to
conservative conclusions in the narrow



w ay A m ericans discuss race. If there is a
hidden taboo am ong liberals, it is to resist
talking too m uch about values because
such discussions rem ove the focus from
structures and especially because they
obscure the positive role of governm ent.
B ut this failure by liberals leaves the
existential and psychological realities of
black people in the lurch. In this w ay,
liberal structuralists neglect the battered
identities ram pant in black A m erica.

A s for the conservative behaviorists,
they not only m isconstrue the nihilistic
threat but inadvertently contribute to it.
This is a serious charge, and it rests upon
several claim s. C onservative behaviorists
talk about values and attitudes as if
political and econom ic structures hardly
exist. They rarely, if ever, exam ine the



innum erable cases in w hich black people
do act on the Protestant ethic and still
rem ain at the bottom  of the social ladder.
Instead, they highlight the few  instances in
w hich blacks ascend to the top, as if such
success is available to all blacks,
regardless of circum stances. Such a vulgar
rendition of H oratio A lger in blackface
m ay serve as a source of inspiration to
som eɇ a kind of m odel for those already
on the right track. B ut it cannot serve as a
substitute for serious historical and social
analysis of the predicam ents of and
prospects for all black people, especially
the grossly disadvantaged ones.

Conservative behaviorists also discuss
black culture as if acknow ledging one's
obvious victim ization by w hite
suprem acist practices (com pounded by



sexism  and class condition) is taboo. They
tell black people to see them selves as
agents, not victim s. A nd on the surface,
this is com forting advice, a nice clich6 for
dow ntrodden people. B ut inspirational
slogans cannot substitute for substantive
historical and social analysis. W hile black
people have never been sim ply victim s,
w allow ing in self-pity and begging for
w hite giveaw ays, they have beenɇ and
areɇ victim ized. Therefore, to call on
black people to be agents m akes sense
only if w e also exam ine the dynam ics of
this victim ization against w hich their
agency w ill, in part, be exercised. W hat is
particularly naive and peculiarly vicious
about the conservative behavioral outlook
is that it tends to deny the lingering effect
of black historyɇ a history inseparable



from  though not reducible to victim ization.
In this w ay, crucial and indispensable
them es of self-help and personal
responsibility are w renched out of
historical context and contem porary
circum stancesɇ as if it is all a m atter of
personal w ill.

This ahistorical perspective contributes
to the nihilistic threat w ithin black
A m erica in that it can be used to justify
right-w ing cutbacks for poor people
struggling for decent housing, child care,
health care, and education. A s I pointed
out above, the liberal perspective is
deficient in im portant w ays, but even so
liberals are right on target in their critique
of conservative governm ent cutbacks for
services to the poor. These ghastly
cutbacks are one cause of the nihilist



threat to black A m erica.

TH E proper starting point for the
crucial debate about the prospects for
black A m erica is an exam ination of the
nihilism  that increasingly pervades black
com m unities. N ihilism  is to be
understood here not as a philosophic
doctrine that there are no rational
grounds for legitim ate standards or
authority; it is, far m ore, the lived
experience of coping w ith a life of
horrifying m eaninglessness,
hopelessness, and (m ost im portant)
lovelessness. The frightening result is a
num bing detachm ent from  others and a
self-destructive disposition tow ard the
w orld. Life w ithout m eaning, hope, and
love breeds a coldhearted, m ean-spirited



outlook that destroys both the individual
and others.

N ihilism  is not new  in black A m erica.
The first A frican encounter w ith the N ew
W orld w as an encounter w ith a distinctive
form  of the A bsurd. The initial black
struggle against degradation and
devaluation in the enslaved circum stances
of the N ew  W orld w as, in part, a struggle
against nihilism . In fact, the m ajor enem y
of black survival in A m erica has been and
is neither oppression nor exploitation but
rather the nihilistic threatɇ that is, loss of
hope and absence of m eaning. For as long
as hope rem ains and m eaning is
preserved, the possibility of overcom ing
oppression stays alive. The self-fulfilling
prophecy of the nihilistic threat is that
w ithout hope there can be no future, that



w ithout m eaning there can be no struggle.

The genius of our black forem others
and forefathers w as to create pow erful
buffers to w ard off the nihilistic threat, to
equip black folk w ith cultural arm or to
beat back the dem ons of hopelessness,
m eaninglessness, and lovelessness. These
buffers consisted of cultural structures of
m eaning and feeling that created and
sustained com m unities; this arm or
constituted w ays of life and struggle that
em bodied values of service and sacrifice,
love and care, discipline and excellence.
In other w ords, traditions for black
surviving and thriving under usually
adverse N ew  W orld conditions w ere
m ajor barriers against the nihilistic threat.
These traditions consist prim arily of black
religious and civic institutions that



sustained fam ilial and com m unal netw orks
of support. If cultures are, in part, w hat
hum an beings create (out of antecedent
fragm ents of other cultures) in order to
convince them selves not to com m it
suicide, then black forem others and
forefathers are to be applauded. In fact,
until the early seventies black A m ericans
had the low est suicide rate in the United
States. B ut now  young black people lead
the nation in suicides.

W hat has changed? W hat w ent w rong?
The bitter irony of integration? The
cum ulative effects of a genocidal
conspiracy? The virtual collapse of rising
expectations after the optim istic sixties?
N one of us fully understands w hy the
cultural structures that once sustained
black life in A m erica are no longer able to



fend off the nihilistic threat. I believe that
tw o significant reasons w hy the threat is
m ore pow erful now  than ever before are
the saturation of m arket forces and m arket
m oralities in black life and the present
crisis in black leadership. The recent
m arket-driven shattering of black civil
societyɇ black fam ilies, neighborhoods,
schools, churches, m osquesɇ leaves m ore
and m ore black people vulnerable to daily
lives endured w ith little sense of self and
fragile existential m oorings.

B lack people have alw ays been in
A m erica's w ilderness in search of a
prom ised land. Yet m any black folk now
reside in a jungle ruled by a cutthroat
m arket m orality devoid of any faith in
deliverance or hope for freedom . C ontrary
to the superficial claim s of conservative



behaviorists, these jungles are not
prim arily the result of pathological
behavior. Rather, this behavior is the
tragic response of a people bereft of
resources in confronting the w orkings of
U.S. capitalist society. Saying this is not
the sam e as asserting that individual black
people are not responsible for their
actionsɇ  black m urderers and rapists
should go to jail. But it m ust be
recognized that the nihilistic threat
contributes to crim inal behavior. It is a
threat that feeds on poverty and shattered
cultural institutions and grow s m ore
pow erful as the arm ors to w ard against it
are w eakened.

B U T w hy is this shattering of black
civil society occurring? W hat has led to
the w eakening of black cultural



institutions in asphalt jungles? C orporate
m arket institutions have contributed
greatly to their collapse. By corporate
m arket institutions I m ean that com plex set
of interlocking enterprises that have a
disproportionate am ount of capital,
pow er, and exercise a disproportionate
influence on how  our society is run and
how  our culture is shaped. N eedless to
say, the prim ary m otivation of these
institutions is to m ake profits, and their
basic strategy is to convince the public to
consum e. These institutions have helped
create a seductive w ay of life, a culture of
consum ption that capitalizes on every
opportunity to m ake m oney. M arket
calculations and cost-benefit analyses
hold sw ay in alm ost every sphere of U .S.
society.



The com m on denom inator of these
calculations and analyses is usually the
provision, expansion, and intensification
of pleasure. Pleasure is a m ultivalent
term ; it m eans different things to m any
people. In the A m erican w ay of life
pleasure involves com fort, convenience,
and sexual stim ulation. Pleasure, so
defined, has little to do w ith the past and
view s the future as no m ore than a
repetition of a hedonistically driven
present. This m arket m orality stigm atizes
others as objects for personal pleasure or
bodily stim ulation. C onservative
behaviorists have alleged that traditional
m orality has been underm ined by radical
fem inists and the cultural radicals of the
sixties. But it is clear that corporate
m arket institutions have greatly



contributed to underm ining traditional
m orality in order to stay in business and
m ake a profit. The reduction of
individuals to objects of pleasure is
especially evident in the culture industries
ɇ television, radio, video, m usicɇ in
w hich gestures of sexual foreplay and
orgiastic pleasure flood the m arketplace.

Like all A m ericans, A frican A m ericans
are influenced greatly by the im ages of
com fort, convenience, m achism o,
fem ininity, violence, and sexual
stim ulation that bom bard consum ers.
These seductive im ages contribute to the
predom inance of the m arketinspired w ay
of life over all others and thereby edge out
nonm arket valuesɇ love, care, service to
othersɇ handed dow n by preceding
generations. The predom inance of this



w ay of life am ong those living in poverty-
ridden conditions, w ith a lim ited capacity
to w ard off self-contem pt and self-hatred,
results in the possible trium ph of the
nihilistic threat in black A m erica.

A  M A JO R contem porary strategy for
holding the nihilistic threat at bay is a
direct attack on the sense of w orthlessness
and self-loathing in black A m erica. This
angst resem bles a kind of collective
clinical depression in significant pockets
of black A m erica. The eclipse of hope and
collapse of m eaning in m uch of black
A m erica is linked to the structural
dynam ics of corporate m arket institutions
that affect all A m ericans. Under these
circum stances black existential angst
derives from  the lived experience of
ontological w ounds and em otional scars



inflicted by w hite suprem acist beliefs and
im ages perm eating U .S. society and
culture. These beliefs and im ages attack
black intelligence, black ability, black
beauty, and black character daily in subtle
and not-so-subtle w ays. Toni M orrison's
novel, The Bluest Eye, for exam ple,
reveals the devastating effect of pervasive
European ideals of beauty on the self-
im age of young black w om en. M orrison's
exposure of the harm ful extent to w hich
these w hite ideals affect the black self-
im age is a first step tow ard rejecting these
ideals and overcom ing the nihilistic self-
loathing they engender in blacks.

The accum ulated effect of the black
w ounds and scars suffered in a w hite-
dom inated society is a deep-seated anger,
a boiling sense of rage, and a passionate



pessim ism  regarding A m erica's w ill to
justice. U nder conditions of slavery and
Jim  Crow  segregation, this anger, rage,
and pessim ism  rem ained relatively m uted
because of a w ell-justified fear of brutal
w hite retaliation. The m ajor breakthroughs
of the sixtiesɇ m ore psychically than
politicallyɇ sw ept this fear aw ay. Sadly,
the com bination of the m arket w ay of life,
poverty-ridden conditions, black
existential angst, and the lessening of fear
of w hite authorities has directed m ost of
the anger, rage, and despair tow ard fellow
black citizens, especially tow ard black
w om en w ho are the m ost vulnerable in our
society and in black com m unities. O nly
recently has this nihilistic threatɇ and its
ugly inhum ane outlook and actionsɇ
surfaced in the larger A m erican society.



A nd its appearance surely reveals one of
the m any instances of cultural decay in a
declining em pire.

W H AT is to be done about this
nihilistic threat? Is there really any hope,
given our shattered civil society, m arket-
driven corporate enterprises, and w hite
suprem acism ? If one begins w ith the threat
of concrete nihilism , then one m ust talk
about som e kind of politics of conversion.
N ew  m odels of collective black
leadership m ust prom ote a version of this
politics. Like alcoholism  and drug
addiction, nihilism  is a disease of the
soul. It can never be com pletely cured,
and there is alw ays the possibility of
relapse. But there is alw ays a chance for
conversionɇ a chance for people to
believe that there is hope for the future



and a m eaning to struggle. This chance
rests neither on an agreem ent about w hat
justice consists of nor on an analysis of
how  racism , sexism , or class
subordination operate. Such argum ents
and analyses are indispensable. But a
politics of conversion requires m ore.
N ihilism  is not overcom e by argum ents or
analyses; it is tam ed by love and care.
A ny disease of the soul m ust be conquered
by a turning of one's soul. This turning is
done through one's ow n affirm ation of
one's w orthɇ an affirm ation fueled by the
concern of others. A love ethic m ust be at
the center of a politics of conversion.

A love ethic has nothing to do w ith
sentim ental feelings or tribal connections.
Rather it is a last attem pt at generating a
sense of agency am ong a dow ntrodden



people. The best exem plar of this love
ethic is depicted on a num ber of levels in
Toni M orrison's great novel Beloved.
Self-love and love of others are both
m odes tow ard increasing self-valuation
and encouraging political resistance in
one's com m unity. These m odes of
valuation and resistance are rooted in a
subversive m em oryɇ the best of one's
past w ithout rom antic nostalgiaɇ and
guided by a universal love ethic. For m y
purposes here, Beloved can be construed
as bringing together the loving yet critical
affirm ation of black hum anity found in the
best of black nationalist m ovem ents, the
perennial hope against hope for trans-
racial coalition in progressive
m ovem ents, and the painful struggle for
self-affirm ing sanity in a history in w hich



the nihilistic threat seem s insurm ountable.

The politics of conversion proceeds
principally on the local levelɇ in those
institutions in civil society still vital
enough to prom ote self-w orth and self-
affirm ation. It surfaces on the state and
national levels only w hen grassroots
dem ocratic organizations put forw ard a
collective leadership that has earned the
love and respect of and, m ost im portant,
has proved itself accountable to these
organizations. This collective leadership
m ust exem plify m oral integrity, character,
and dem ocratic statesm anship w ithin itself
and w ithin its organizations.

Like liberal structuralists, the advocates
of a politics of conversion never lose
sight of the structural conditions that shape



the sufferings and lives of people. Yet,
unlike liberal structuralism , the politics of
conversion m eets the nihilistic threat
head-on. Like conservative behaviorism ,
the politics of conversion openly
confronts the self-destructive and
inhum ane actions of black people. Unlike
conservative behaviorists, the politics of
conversion situates these actions w ithin
inhum ane circum stances (but does not
thereby exonerate them ). The politics of
conversion shuns the lim elightɇ a
lim elight that solicits status seekers and
ingratiates egom aniacs. Instead, it stays on
the ground am ong the toiling everyday
people, ushering forth hum ble freedom
fightersɇ both follow ers and leadersɇ
w ho have the audacity to take the nihilistic
threat by the neck and turn back its deadly



assaults.



C H A PTER T W O

T H E P ITFA LLS O F R A C IA L

R EA SO N IN G

Insistence on patriarchal values,
on equating black liberation w ith
black m en gaining access to m ale

privilege that w ould enable them  to
assert pow er over black w om en, w as

one of the m ost significant forces
underm ining radical struggle.

Thorough critiques of gender w ould
have com pelled leaders of black

liberation struggles to envision new
strategies and to talk about black



subjectivity in a visionary m anner.

BELL H O O K S, Yearning: Race, 
G ender, and 

                     Cultural Politics 
(1990) 

TH E m ost depressing feature of the
Clarence Thom as A nita H ill hearings w as
neither the m ean-spirited attacks of the
Republicans nor the spineless silences of
the D em ocratsɇ both reveal the
predictable inability of m ost w hite
politicians to talk candidly about race and
gender. Rather w hat w as m ost disturbing
w as the low  level of political discussion
in black A m erica about these hearingsɇ a
crude discourse about race and gender that
bespeaks a failure of nerve of black



leadership.

This failure of nerve already w as
m anifest in the selection and confirm ation
process of Clarence Thom as. Bush's
choice of Thom as caught m ost black
leaders off guard. Few  had the courage to
say publicly that this w as an act of cynical
tokenism  concealed by outright lies about
Thom as being the m ost qualified
candidate regardless of race. Thom as had
an undistinguished record as a student
(m ere graduation from  Yale Law  School
does not qualify one for the Suprem e
C ourt); he left thirteen thousand age
discrim ination cases dying on the vine for
lack of investigation in his turbulent eight
years at the EEO C ; and his perform ance
during his short fifteen m onths as an
appellate court judge w as m ediocre. The



very fact that no black leader could utter
publicly that a black appointee for the
Suprem e Court w as unqualified show s
how  captive they are to w hite racist
stereotypes about black intellectual talent.
The point here is not sim ply that if
Thom as w ere w hite they w ould have no
trouble shouting this fact from  the
rooftops. The point is also that their
silence reveals that black leaders m ay
entertain the possibility that the racist
stereotype m ay be true. H ence their
attem pt to cover Thom as's m ediocrity w ith
silence. O f course, som e privately adm it
his m ediocrity w hile pointing out the
m ediocrity of Justice Souter and other
m em bers of the C ourtɇ as if w hite
m ediocrity w ere a justification of black
m ediocrity. N o double standards here, the



argum ent goes, if a black m an is
unqualified one can defend and excuse
him  by appealing to other unqualified
w hite judges. This chim es w ell w ith a
cynical tokenism  of the low est com m on
denom inatorɇ w ith little concern for the
goal of shattering the racist stereotype or
for furthering the public interest of the
nation. It also renders invisible highly
qualified black judges w ho deserve
serious consideration for selection to the
C ourt.

H ow  did m uch of black leadership get
in this bind? W hy did so m any of them
capitulate to B ush's cynical strategy?
First, Thom as's claim  to racial authenticity
ɇ his birth in Jim  C row  G eorgia, his
childhood as the grandson of a black
sharecropper, his undeniably black



phenotype degraded by racist ideals of
beauty, and his gallant black struggle for
achievem ent in racist A m erica. Second,
the com plex relation of this claim  to racial
authenticity to the increasing closing-ranks
m entality in black A m erica. Escalating
black nationalist sentim entsɇ the notion
that A m erica's w ill to racial justice is
w eak and therefore black people m ust
close ranks for survival in a hostile
countryɇ rests principally upon claim s to
racial authenticity. Third, the w ay in
w hich black nationalist sentim ents
prom ote and encourage black cultural
conservatism , especially black patriarchal
(and hom ophobic) pow er. The idea of
black people closing ranks against hostile
w hite A m ericans reinforces black m ale
pow er exercised over black w om en (e.g.,



to protect, regulate, subordinate, and
hence usually, though not alw ays, to use
and abuse w om en) in order to preserve
black social order under circum stances of
w hite literal attack and sym bolic assault.
(This process is discussed in m ore detail
in chapter 7.)

M ost black leaders got lost in this
thicket of reasoning and hence got caught
in a vulgar form  of racial reasoning: black
authenticity ɇ > black closing-ranks
m entality ɇ > black m ale subordination of
black w om en in the interests of the black
com m unity in a hostile w hite racist
country. Such a line of racial reasoning
leads to such questions as: "Is Thom as
really black?" "Is he black enough to be
defended?" "Is he just black on the
outside?" In fact, these kinds of questions



w ere asked, debated, and answ ered
throughout black A m erica in barber shops,
beauty salons, living room s, churches,
m osques, and schoolroom s.

U nfortunately, the very fram ew ork of
racial reasoning w as not called into
question. Yet as long as racial reasoning
regulates black thought and action,
C larence Thom ases w ill continue to haunt
black A m ericaɇ as B ush and other
conservatives sit back, w atch, and
prosper. H ow  does one underm ine the
fram ew ork of racial reasoning? B y
dism antling each pillar slow ly and
system atically. The fundam ental aim  of
this underm ining and dism antling is to
replace racial reasoning w ith m oral
reasoning, to understand the black
freedom  struggle not as an affair of skin



pigm entation and racial phenotype but
rather as a m atter of ethical principles and
w ise politics, and to com bat the black
nationalist attem pt to subordinate the
issues and interests of black w om en by
linking m ature black self-love and self-
respect to egalitarian relations w ithin and
outside black com m unities. The failure of
nerve of black leadership is its refusal to
underm ine and dism antle the fram ew ork of
racial reasoning.

Let us begin w ith the claim  to racial
authenticityɇ a claim  B ush m ade about
Thom as, Thom as m ade about him self in
the hearings, and black nationalists m ake
about them selves. W hat is black
authenticity? W ho is really black? First,
blackness has no m eaning outside of a
system  of race-conscious people and



practices. A fter centuries of racist
degradation, exploitation, and oppression
in A m erica, being black m eans being
m inim ally subject to w hite suprem acist
abuse and being part of a rich culture and
com m unity that has struggled against such
abuse. A ll people w ith black skin and
A frican phenotype are subject to potential
w hite suprem acist abuse. H ence, all black
A m ericans have som e interest in resisting
racism ɇ even if their interest is confined
solely to them selves as individuals rather
than to larger black com m unities. Yet how
this "interest" is defined and how
individuals and com m unities are
understood vary. H ence any claim  to black
authenticityɇ beyond that of being a
potential object of racist abuse and an heir
to a grand tradition of black struggleɇ is



contingent on one's political definition of
black interest and one's ethical
understanding of how  this interest relates
to individuals and com m unities in and
outside black A m erica. In short, blackness
is a political and ethical construct.
A ppeals to black authenticity ignore this
fact; such appeals hide and conceal the
political and ethical dim ension of
blackness. This is w hy claim s to racial
authenticity trum p political and ethical
argum entɇ and w hy racial reasoning
discourages m oral reasoning. Every claim
to racial authenticity presupposes
elaborate conceptions of political and
ethical relations of interests, individuals,
and com m unities. R acial reasoning
conceals these presuppositions behind a
deceptive cloak of racial consensusɇ yet



racial reasoning is seductive because it
invokes an undeniable history of racial
abuse and racial struggle. This is w hy
B ush's claim s to Thom as's black
authenticity, Thom as's claim s about his
ow n black authenticity, and black
nationalist claim s about black authenticity
all highlight histories of black abuse and
black struggle.

But if claim s to black authenticity are
political and ethical conceptions of the
relation of black interests, individuals,
and com m unities, then any attem pt to
confine black authenticity to black
nationalist politics or black m ale interests
w arrants suspicion. For exam ple, black
leaders failed to highlight the problem atic
statem ents C larence Thom as m ade about
his sister, Em m a M ae, regarding her



experience w ith the w elfare system . In
front of a conservative audience in San
Francisco, Thom as im plied she w as a
w elfare cheat dependent on state support.
Yet, like m ost black w om en in A m erican
history, Em m a M ae is a hard-w orking
person. She w as sensitive enough to take
care of her sick aunt even though she w as
unable to w ork for a short period of tim e.
A fter she left w elfare, she w orked tw o
jobsɇ until 3:00 in the m orning! Thom as's
statem ents reveal his ow n lack of integrity
and character. B ut the failure of black
leaders to highlight his statem ents
discloses a conception of black
authenticity confined to black m ale
interests, individuals, and com m unities. In
short, the refusal by m ost black leaders to
give w eight to the interests of black



w om en w as already apparent before A nita
H ill appeared on the scene.

The claim s to black authenticity that
feed on the closing-ranks m entality of
black people are dangerous precisely
because this closing of ranks is usually
done at the expense of black w om en. It
also tends to ignore the divisions of class
and sexual orientation in black A m ericaɇ
divisions that require attention if all black
interests, individuals, and com m unities
are to be taken into consideration.
Thom as's conservative Republican
polities do not prom ote a closing-ranks
m entality; instead Thom as claim s black
authenticity for self-prom otion, to gain
pow er and prestige. A ll his professional
life he has cham pioned individual
achievem ent and race-free standards. Yet



w hen it looked as though the Senate w ould
not confirm  his appointm ent to the
Suprem e C ourt, he played the racial card
of black victim ization and black solidarity
at the expense of A nita H ill. Like his
sister, Em m a M ae, A nita H ill could be
used and abused for his ow n self-
interested conception of black authenticity
and racial solidarity.

Thom as played this racial card w ith
successɇ first w ith appeals to his
victim ization in Jim  C row  G eorgia and
later to his victim ization by a "hi-tech
lynching"ɇ prim arily because of the deep
cultural conservatism  in w hite and black
A m erica. In w hite A m erica, cultural
conservatism  takes the form  of a chronic
racism , sexism , and hom ophobia. H ence,
only certain kinds of black people deserve



high positions, that is, those w ho accept
the rules of the gam e played by w hite
A m erica. In black A m erica, cultural
conservatism  takes the form  of a inchoate
xenophobia (e.g., against w hites, Jew s,
and A sians), system ic sexism , and
hom ophobia. Like all conservatism s
rooted in a quest for order, the pervasive
disorder in w hite and, especially, black
A m erica fans and fuels the channeling of
rage tow ard the m ost vulnerable and
degraded m em bers of the com m unity. For
w hite A m erica, this m eans prim arily
scapegoating black people, w om en, gay
m en, and lesbians. For black A m erica,
this m eans principally attacking black
w om en and black gay m en and lesbians. In
this w ay, black nationalist and black m ale-
centered claim s to black authenticity



reinforce black cultural conservatism . The
support of Louis Farrakhan's N ation of
Islam  for Clarence Thom asɇ despite
Farrakhan's critique of Republican Party
racist and conservative policiesɇ
highlights this fact. It also show s how
racial reasoning leads different and
disparate view points in black A m erica to
the sam e dead endɇ w ith substantive
ethical principles and savvy w ise politics
left out.

The underm ining and dism antling of the
fram ew ork of racial reasoningɇ
especially the basic notions of black
authenticity, closed-ranks m entality, and
black cultural conservatism ɇ lead tow ard
a new  fram ew ork for black thought and
practice. This new  fram ew ork should be a
prophetic one of m oral reasoning w ith its



fundam ental ideas of a m ature black
identity, coalition strategy, and black
cultural dem ocracy. Instead of cathartic
appeals to black authenticity, a prophetic
view point bases m ature black self-love
and self-respect on the m oral quality of
black responses to undeniable racist
degradation in the A m erican past and
present. These responses assum e neither a
black essence that all black people share
nor one black perspective to w hich all
black people should adhere. R ather, a
prophetic fram ew ork encourages m oral
assessm ent of the variety of perspectives
held by black people and selects those
view s based on black dignity and decency
that eschew  putting any group of people or
culture on a pedestal or in the gutter.
Instead, blackness is understood to be



either the perennial possibility of w hite
suprem acist abuse or the distinct styles
and dom inant m odes of expression found
in black cultures and com m unities. These
styles and m odes are diverseɇ yet they do
stand apart from  those of other groups
(even as they are shaped by and shape
those of other groups). A nd all such styles
and m odes stand in need of ethical
evaluation. M ature black identity results
from  an acknow ledgm ent of the specific
black responses to w hite suprem acist
abuses and a m oral assessm ent of these
responses such that the hum anity of black
people does not rest on deifying or
dem onizing others.

Instead of a closing-ranks m entality, a
prophetic fram ew ork encourages a
coalition strategy that solicits genuine



solidarity w ith those deeply com m itted to
antiracist struggle. This strategy is neither
naive nor opportunistic; black suspicion
of w hites, Latinos, Jew s, and A sians runs
deep for historical reasons. Yet there are
slight though significant antiracist
traditions am ong w hites, A sians, and
especially Latinos, Jew s, and indigenous
people that m ust not be cast aside. Such
coalitions are im portant precisely because
they not only enhance the plight of black
people but also because they enrich the
quality of life in A m erica.

Last, a prophetic fram ew ork replaces
black cultural conservatism  w ith black
cultural dem ocracy. Instead of
authoritarian sensibilities that subordinate
w om en or degrade gay m en and lesbians,
black cultural dem ocracy prom otes the



equality of black w om en and m en and the
hum anity of black gay m en and lesbians. In
short, black cultural dem ocracy rejects the
pervasive patriarchy and hom ophobia in
black A m erican life.

If m ost black leaders had adopted a
prophetic fram ew ork of m oral reasoning
rather than a narrow  fram ew ork of racial
reasoning, the debate over the Clarence
Thom as / A nita H ill hearings w ould have
proceeded in a quite different m anner in
black A m erica. For exam ple, both Thom as
and H ill w ould be view ed as tw o black
Republican conservative supporters of
som e of the m ost vicious policies to
besiege black w orking and poor
com m unities since Jim  and Jane Crow
segregation. B oth Thom as and H ill
supported an unprecedented redistribution



of w ealth from  w orking people to w ell-to-
do people in the form  of regressive
taxation, deregulation policies, cutbacks
and slow dow ns in public service
program s, take-backs at the negotiation
table betw een w orkers and m anagem ent,
and m ilitary buildups at the Pentagon.
Both Thom as and H ill supported the
unleashing of unbridled capitalist m arket
forces on a level never w itnessed in the
United States before that have devastated
black w orking and poor com m unities.
These m arket forces took the principal
form  of unregulated corporative and
financial expansion and intense
entrepreneurial activity. This trem endous
ferm ent in big and sm all businessesɇ
including enorm ous bonanzas in
speculation, leverage buyouts and



m ergers, as w ell as high levels of
corruption and graftɇ contributed to a
new  kind of culture of consum ption in
w hite and black A m erica. N ever before
has the seductive m arket w ay of life held
such sw ay in nearly every sphere of
A m erican life. This m arket w ay of life
prom otes addictions to stim ulation and
obsessions w ith com fort and convenience.
A ddictions and obsessionsɇ centered
prim arily around bodily pleasures and
status rankingsɇ constitute m arket
m oralities of various sorts. The com m on
denom inator is a rugged and ragged
individualism  and rapacious hedonism  in
quest of a perennial "high" in body and
m ind.

In the hearings, the im age of Clarence
Thom as that em erged w as one of an



exem plary hedonist, a consum er of
pornography, captive to a stereotypical
self-im age of the pow erful black m an w ho
revels in sexual prow ess in a racist
society. A nita H ill appeared as the
exem plary careerist addicted to job
prom otion and captive to the stereotypical
self-im age of the sacrificial black w om an
w ho suffers silently and alone. There w as
reason to suspect that Thom as w as not
telling the w hole truth. H e w as silent
about Roe v. W ade, his intentions in the
antiabortion essay on Lew is Lehrm ann,
and the contours of his conservative
political philosophy. Furtherm ore, his
obdurate stonew alling in regard to his
private life w as disturbing. There also
should be little doubt that A nita H ill's
decision to testify w as a break from  her



careerist am bitions. O n the one hand, she
strikes m e as a person of integrity and
honesty. O n the other hand, she indeed put
a prem ium  on job advancem entɇ even at
painful personal cost. Yet her speaking out
disrupted this pattern of behavior and she
found herself supported only by people
w ho opposed the very conservative
Republican policies she otherw ise
cham pioned, nam ely, progressive
fem inists, liberals, and som e black folk.
H ow  strange she m ust feel being a hero to
her form er foes. O ne w onders w hether
Judge B ork supported her as fervently as
she did him  a few  years ago.

A prophetic fram ew ork of m oral
reasoning w ould have liberated black
leaders from  the racial guilt of opposing a
black m an for the highest court in the land



and of the feeling that one had to choose
betw een a black w om an and a black m an.
Like the Black Congressional Caucus
(m inus one?), black people could have
sim ply opposed Thom as based on
qualifications and principle. A nd one
could have chosen betw een tw o black
right-w ing figures based on their sw orn
testim onies in light of the patterns of their
behavior in the recent past. Sim ilarly,
black leaders could have avoided being
duped by Thom as's desperate and vulgar
appeals to racial victim ization by a w hite
m ale Senate com m ittee w ho handled him
gently (no questions about his private
life). Like Senator H ollings, w ho know s
racial intim idation w hen he sees it (given
his past experiences w ith it), black
leaders could have seen through the



rhetorical charade and called a m oral
spade a m oral spade.

U nfortunately, m ost black leaders
rem ained caught in a fram ew ork of racial
reasoningɇ even w hen they opposed
Thom as and/or supported H ill. R arely did
w e have a black leader highlight the m oral
content of a m ature black identity, accent
the crucial role of coalition strategy in the
struggle for justice, or prom ote the ideal
of black cultural dem ocracy. Instead, the
debate evolved around glib form ulations
of a black "role m odel" based on m ere
pigm entation, an atavistic defense of
blackness that m irrors the increasing
xenophobia in A m erican life, and circled
around a silence about the ugly
authoritarian practices in black A m erica
that range from  sexual harassm ent to



indescribable violence against w om en.
H ence a grand opportunity for substantive
discussion and struggle over race and
gender w as m issed in black A m erica and
the larger society. A nd black leadership
m ust share som e of the blam e. A s long as
black leaders rem ain caught in a
fram ew ork of racial reasoning, they w ill
not rise above the m anipulative language
of B ush and Thom asɇ just as the state of
siege (the death, disease, and destruction)
raging in m uch of black A m erica creates
m ore urban w astelands and com bat zones.
W here there is no vision, the people
perish; w here there is no fram ew ork of
m oral reasoning, the people close ranks in
a w ar of all against all. The grow ing
gangsterization of A m erica results in part
from  a m arket-driven racial reasoning that



links the W hite H ouse to the ghetto
projects. In this sense, G eorge B ush,
D avid D uke, and m any ganster rap artists
speak the sam e language from  different
social locationsɇ only racial reasoning
can save us. Yet I hear a cloud of
w itnesses from  afarɇ Sojourner Truth,
W endell Phillips, Em m a G oldm an, A .
Phillip Randolph, Ella Baker, M yles
H orton, Fannie Lou H am er, M ichael
H arrington, A braham  Joshua H eschel,
Tom  H ayden, H arvey M ilk, Robert
M oses, Barbara Ehrenreich, M artin Luther
K ing, Jr., and m any anonym ous others w ho
cham pioned the struggle for freedom  and
justice in a prophetic fram ew ork of m oral
reasoning. They understood that the
pitfalls of racial reasoning are too costly
in m ind, body, and soulɇ especially for a



dow ntrodden and despised people like
black A m ericans. The best of our
leadership recognized this valuable truth
ɇ and m ore m ust do so in the future if
A m erica is to survive w ith any m oral
sense.



C H A PTER T H R EE

T H E C R ISIS O F B LA C K

L EA D ER SH IP

You don't stick a knife in a m an's
hack nine inches and then pull it out

six inches and say you're m aking
progress.

N o m atter how  m uch respect, no
m atter how  m uch recognition, w hites

show  tow ards m e, as far as I'm
concerned, as long as it is not show n

to every one of our people in this
country, it doesn't exist for m e.



M A LCO LM  X  (1964)

TH ER E has not been a tim e in the
history of black people in this country
w hen the quantity of politicians and
intellectuals w as so great, yet the quality
of both groups has been so low . Just w hen
one w ould have guessed that black
A m erica w as flexing its political and
intellectual m uscles, rigor m ortis seem s
to have set in. H ow  do w e account for the
absence of the Frederick D ouglasses,
Sojourner Truths, M artin Luther K ing, Jrs.,
M alcolm  X s, and Fannie Lou H am ers in
our tim e? W hy hasn't black A m erica
produced intellectuals of the caliber of W .
E. B. D u Bois, A nna Cooper, E. Franklin
Frazier, O liver Cox, and Ralph Ellison in
the past few  decades?



A  serious response to these perplexing
questions requires subtle inquiry into the
em ergence of the new  black m iddle class
ɇ its content and character, aspirations
and anxieties, orientations and
opportunities. B lack A m erica has had a
variety of different "m iddle classes." Free
negroes in the preɇ Civil W ar period;
educators, artisans, and shopkeepers
during the R econstruction period; business
persons and black college professors in
the years of Jim  Crow  law s; and
prom inent athletes, entertainers, and w hite
collar personnel after W orld W ar II all
serve as exam ples of black m iddle-class
status prior to the passing of the Civil
R ights Bill in 1964 and the Voting Rights
B ill of 1965. A s E. Franklin Frazier
pointed out in his classic Black



Bourgeoisie (1957), these various form s
of black m iddle-class status never
constituted m ore than 5 percent of
A frican-A m ericans before the Civil
R ights era. In the last tw o decades, this
percentage jum ped to w ell over 25
percent. Yet this leap in quantity has not
been accom panied by a leap in quality.
The present-day black m iddle class is not
sim ply different than its predecessorsɇ it
is m ore deficient and, to put it strongly,
m ore decadent. For the m ost part, the
dom inant outlooks and lifestyles of today's
black m iddle class discourage the
developm ent of high quality political and
intellectual leaders. N eedless to say, this
holds for the country as a w hole. Yet m uch
of w hat is bad about the U nited States, that
w hich prevents the cultivation of quality



leadership, is accentuated am ong black
m iddle-class A m ericans.

TH E new  black m iddle class cam e of
age in the 1960s during an unprecedented
A m erican econom ic boom  and in the hub
of a thriving m ass culture. The econom ic
boom  m ade luxury goods and convenient
services available to large num bers of
hard-w orking A m ericans for the first tim e.
A m erican m ass culture presented m odels
of the good life principally in term s of
conspicuous consum ption and hedonistic
indulgence. It is im portant to note that
even the intensely political struggles of the
sixties presupposed a perennial econom ic
boom  and posited m odels of the good life
projected by U .S. m ass culture. Long-term
financial self-denial and sexual asceticism
w as never at the center of a political



agenda in the sixties.

The civil rights m ovem ent perm itted
significant num bers of black A m ericans to
benefit from  the A m erican econom ic boom
ɇ to get a sm all, yet juicy piece of the
expanding A m erican pie. A nd for m ost of
those w ho had the education, skills, and
ingenuity to get a piece, m ass culture (TV,
radio, film s) dictated w hat they should do
w ith itɇ gain peace of m ind and pleasure
of body from  w hat they could buy. Like
any A m erican group achieving
contem porary m iddle-class station for the
first tim e, black entree into the culture of
consum ption m ade status an obsession and
addiction to stim ulation a w ay of life. For
exam ple, w ell-to-do black parents no
longer sent their children to H ow ard,
M orehouse, and Fisk "to serve the race"



(though often for indirect self-serving
ends), but rather to H arvard, Yale, and
Princeton "to get a high-paying job" (for
direct selfish reasons).

O ne reason quality leadership is on the
w ane in black A m erica is the gross
deterioration of personal, fam ilial, and
com m unal relations am ong A frican-
A m ericans. These relationsɇ though
alw ays fragile and difficult to sustainɇ
constitute a crucial basis for the
developm ent of a collective and critical
consciousness and a m oral com m itm ent to
and courageous engagem ent w ith causes
beyond that of one's self and fam ily.
Presently, black com m unities are in
sham bles, black fam ilies are in decline,
and black m en and w om en are in conflict
(and som etim es com bat). In this w ay, the



new  class divisions produced by black
inclusion (and exclusion) from  the
econom ic boom  and the consum erism  and
hedonism  prom oted by m ass culture have
resulted in new  kinds of personal turm oil
and existential m eaninglessness in black
A m erica. There are few , if any, com m unal
resources to help black people cope w ith
this situation.

Q U A LITY leadership is neither the
product of one great individual nor the
result of odd historical accidents. R ather,
it com es from  deeply bred traditions and
com m unities that shape and m old talented
and gifted persons. W ithout a vibrant
tradition of resistance passed on to new
generations, there can be no nurturing of a
collective and critical consciousnessɇ
only professional conscientiousness



survives. W here there is no vital
com m unity to hold up precious ethical and
religious ideals, there can be no com ing to
a m oral com m itm entɇ only personal
accom plishm ent is applauded. W ithout a
credible sense of political struggle, there
can be no shouldering of a courageous
engagem entɇ only cautious adjustm ent is
undertaken. If you stop to think in this w ay
about the source of leadership, it becom es
clear w hy there is such a lack of quality
leadership in black A m erica today. This
absence is prim arily a sym ptom  of black
distance from  a vibrant tradition of
resistance, from  a vital com m unity bonded
by its ethical ideals, and from  a credible
sense of political struggle. Presently,
black m iddle-class life is principally a
m atter of professional conscientiousness,



personal accom plishm ent, and cautious
adjustm ent.

B lack Political L eadership
Black political leadership reveals the

tam e and genteel face of the black m iddle
class. The black dress suits w ith w hite
shirts w orn by M alcolm  X  and M artin
Luther K ing, Jr., signified the seriousness
of their deep com m itm ent to black
freedom , w hereas today the expensive
tailored suits of black politicians
sym bolize their personal success and
individual achievem ent. M alcolm  and
M artin called for the realization that black
people are som ebodies w ith w hich
A m erica has to reckon, w hereas black
politicians tend to turn our attention to



their som ebodiness ow ing to their
"m aking it" in A m erica.

This crude and slightly unfair
com parison highlights tw o distinctive
features of black political leaders in the
postɇ C ivil R ights era: the relative lack
of authentic anger and the relative absence
of genuine hum ility. W hat stood out m ost
strikingly about M alcolm  X , M artin Luther
K ing, Jr., Ella B aker, and Fannie Lou
H am er w as that they w ere alm ost alw ays
visibly upset about the condition of black
A m erica. W hen one saw  them  speak or
heard their voices, they projected on a gut
level that the black situation w as urgent, in
need of im m ediate attention. O ne even
gets the im pression that their ow n stability
and sanity rested on how  soon the black
predicam ent could be im proved.



M alcolm , M artin, Ella, and Fannie w ere
angry about the state of black A m erica,
and this anger fueled their boldness and
defiance.

In stark contrast, m ost present-day
black political leaders appear too hungry
for status to be angry, too eager for
acceptance to be bold, too self-invested in
advancem ent to be defiant. A nd w hen they
do drop their m asks and try to get m ad
(usually in the presence of black
audiences), their bold rhetoric is m ore
perform ance than personal, m ore play-
acting than heartfelt. M alcolm , M artin,
Ella, and Fannie m ade sense of the black
plight in a poignant and pow erful m anner,
w hereas m ost contem porary black
political leaders' oratory appeals to black
people's sense of the sentim ental and



sensational.

Sim ilarly, M alcolm , M artin, Ella, and
Fannie w ere exam ples of hum ility. Yes,
even M alcolm 's aggressiveness w as
accom panied by a com m on touch and
hum ble disposition tow ard ordinary black
people. H um ility is the fruit of inner
security and w ise m aturity. To be hum ble
is to be so sure of one's self and one's
m ission that one can forego calling
excessive attention to one's self and status.
A nd, even m ore pointedly, to be hum ble is
to revel in the accom plishm ents or
potentials of othersɇ especially those
w ith w hom  one identifies and to w hom
one is linked organically. The relative
absence of hum ility in m ost black political
leaders today is a sym ptom  of the status-
anxiety and personal insecurity pervasive



in black m iddle-class A m erica. In this
context, even a hum ble vesture is view ed
as a cover for som e sinister m otive or
surreptitious am bition.

Present-day black political leaders can
be grouped under three types: race-
effacing m anagerial leaders, race-
identifying protest leaders, and race-
transcending prophetic leaders. The first
type is grow ing rapidly. The Thom as
B radleys and W ilson G oodes of black
A m erica have becom e a m odel for m any
black leaders trying to reach a large w hite
constituency and keep a loyal black one.
This type survives on sheer political
savvy and thrives on personal diplom acy.
This kind of candidate is the lesser of tw o
evils in a political situation w here the
only other electoral choice is a



conservative (usually w hite) politician.
Yet this type of leader tends to stunt
progressive developm ent and silence the
prophetic voices in the black com m unity
by casting the practical m ainstream  as the
only gam e in tow n.

The second type of black political
leaderɇ race-identifying protest leaders
ɇ often view  them selves in the tradition
of M alcolm  X , M artin Luther K ing, Jr.,
Ella B aker, and Fannie Lou H am er. Yet
they are usually self-deluded. They
actually operate m uch m ore in the
tradition of B ooker T. W ashington, by
confining them selves to the black turf,
vow ing to protect their leadership status
over it, and serving as pow er brokers w ith
pow erful nonblack (usually w hite
econom ic or political elites, though in



Louis Farrakhan's case it m ay be Libyan
elites) to "enhance" this black turf. It is
crucial to rem em ber that even in the
fifties, M alcolm  X 's vision and practice
w ere international in scope, and that after
1964 his project w as transracialɇ though
grounded in the black turf. K ing never
confined him self to being solely the leader
of black A m ericaɇ even though the w hite
press attem pted to do so. A nd Fannie Lou
H am er led the N ational W elfare R ights
O rganization, not the B lack W elfare R ights
O rganization. In short, race-identifying
protest leaders in the postɇ C ivil R ights
era function as figures w ho w hite
A m ericans m ust appease so that the plight
of the black poor is overlooked and
forgotten. W hen such leaders m ove
successfully into elected officeɇ as w ith



M arion B arryɇ they usually becom e
m anagerial types w ith large black
constituencies, flashy styles, flow ery
rhetoric, and B ooker T. W ashingtonɇ like
patronage operations w ithin the public
sphere.

R ace-transcending prophetic leaders
are rare in contem porary black A m erica.
H arold W ashington w as one. The Jesse
Jackson of 1988 w as attem pting to be
anotherɇ yet the opportunism  of his past
w eighed heavily on him . To be an elected
official and prophetic leader requires
personal integrity and political savvy,
m oral vision and prudential judgm ent,
courageous defiance and organizational
patience. The present generation has yet to
produce such a figure. W e have neither an
A dam  Clayton Pow ell, Jr., nor a R onald



D ellum s. This void sits like a festering
sore at the center of the crisis of black
leadershipɇ and the predicam ent of the
disadvantaged in the United States and
abroad w orsens.

B lack Intellectual
L eadership

B lack intellectual leadership discloses
the cynical and ironic face of the black
m iddle class. The Victorian three-piece
suitɇ w ith a clock and chain in the vestɇ
w orn by W . E. B. D u Bois not only
represented the age that shaped and
m olded him ; it also dignified his sense of
intellectual vocation, a sense of rendering
service by m eans of critical intelligence



and m oral action. The shabby clothing
w orn by m ost black intellectuals these
days m ay be seen as sym bolizing their
utter m arginality behind the w alls of
academ e and their sense of im potence in
the w ider w orld of A m erican culture and
politics. For D u B ois, the glorious life of
the m ind w as a highly disciplined w ay of
life and an intensely dem anding w ay of
struggle that facilitated transit betw een his
study and the streets; w hereas present-day
black scholars tend to be m ere
academ icians, narrow ly confined to
specialized disciplines w ith little sense of
the broader life of the m ind and hardly any
engagem ent w ith battles in the streets.

B lack intellectuals are affected by the
sam e processes as other A m erican
intellectuals, such as the



professionalization and specialization of
know ledge, the bureaueratization of the
academ y, the proliferation of arcane
jargon in the various disciplines, and the
m arginalization of hum anistic studies. Yet
the quality of black intellectual w ork has
suffered m ore so than that of others. There
are tw o basic reasons w hy.

First, the academ ic system  of rew ards
and status, prestige and influence, puts a
prem ium  on those few  black scholars w ho
im itate the dom inant paradigm s elevated
by fashionable N ortheastern seaboard
institutions of higher learning. If one is
fortunate enough to be a "spook w ho sits
by the door," eavesdrops on the
conversation am ong the prom inent and
prestigious, and reproduces their jargon in
relation to black subject m atter, one's



academ ic career is secure. This system
not only dem oralizes aspiring careerists
stuck in the provinces far from  the exciting
m etropolis; it also stifles intellectual
creativity, especially am ong those for
w hom  the dom inant paradigm s are
problem atic. Yet the incredible expansion
of the A cadem y in the past few  decadesɇ
including the enorm ous federal dollars
that support both private and public
universities and collegesɇ has m ade the
A cadem y a w orld in itself and a caretaker
of nearly all intellectual talent in
A m erican society. Therefore, even the
critiques of dom inant paradigm s in the
A cadem y are academ ic ones; that is, they
reposition view points and figures w ithin
the context of professional politics inside
the A cadem y rather than create linkages



betw een struggles inside and outside of
the A cadem y. In this w ay, the A cadem y
feeds on critiques of its ow n paradigm s.
These critiques sim ultaneously legitim ate
the A cadem y (enhancing its self-im age as
a prom oter of objective inquiry and
relentless criticism ) and em pty out the
m ore political and w orldly substance of
radical critiques. This is especially so for
critiques that focus on the w ay in w hich
paradigm s generated in the A cadem y help
authorize the A cadem y. In this w ay,
radical critiques, including those by black
scholars, are usually disarm ed.

Second, m any black scholars
deliberately distance them selves so far
from  the m ainstream  A cadem y that they
have little to sustain them  as scholars.
A m erican intellectual life has few  places


