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FLOM ULD.

The fundamental litmus test for American
democracy—its economy, government, criminal
Justice system, education, mass media, and
culture—remains: how broad and intense are the
arbitrary powers used and deployed against
black people. In this sense, the problem of the
Lwemy-ﬁ.rst century remains the prab[em af the

color line. —from the new Preface

First published in 1993 on the one-year
anniversary of the L.A. riots, Race Matters was
a national best-seller, and it has since become a

groundbreaking classic on race in America.

Race Matters contains West’s most powerful
essays on the issues relevant to black
Americans today: despair, black conservatism,
black-Jewish relations, myths about black
sexuality, the crisis in leadership in the black
community, and the legacy of Malcolm X. And
the insights that he brings to these complicated
problems remain fresh, exciting, creative, and
compassionate. Now more than ever, Race
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Prerace 2001: DeEmocracy
M atTERS IN RACE M ATTERS

BLACK peopleinthe United States
differ fromall other modern people owing
to the unprecedented levels of unregul ated
and unrestrained violence directed at
them. No other peopl e have been taught
systematically to hate themsel vesg
psychic violenceg reinforced by the
powers of state and civic coerciong
physical violenceg for the primary
purpose of controlling their minds and
exploiting their labor for nearly four
hundred years. The unique combination of
Americanterrorismg Jim Crow and
lynchingg as well as American barbarism



¢ davetrade and slave laborg bears
witness to the distinctive American
assault on black humanity. This vicious
ideol ogy and practi ce of white supremacy
has | eft its indelible mark on all spheres
of Americanlifeg fromthe prevailing
crimes of Amerindian reservations to the
discriminatory realities agai nst Spani sh-
speaking Latinos to racial stereotypes
against Asians. Yet the fundamental litmus
test for American democracyg its
economnmy, government, criminal justice
system, education, mass media, and
cultureg remains: how broad and intense
are the arbitrary powers used and
deployed against black people. Inthis
sense, the problem of the twenty-first
century remai ns the problem of the col or
line.



The basic aim of a democratic regime
isto curb the use of arbitrary powersg
especially of government and economic
institutionsg against its citizens. Based on
this uncontroversial criterion, the history
of American democracy inregard to black
people from 1776 to 1965 was a col ossal
failure. This aso holds for red, brown,
and yellow peoples. For one generationg
thirty-five yearsg we have embarked on a
multiracial democracy with significant
breakthroughs and glaring silences.

Racial progressis undeniablein
America. Never before have we had such
acolorful menagerie of professionalsin
busi ness, education, politics, sports, and
the labor movement. Glass ceilings have
been piercedg not smashed¢ by
extraordinary persons of color. Overt



forms of discrimination have been
attacked and forced to become more
covert.

Yet the legacy of white supremacy
lingersg often in the face of the very
denials of itsrealities. The most visible
examples are racial profiling, drug
convictions (black people consume 12
percent of illegal drugsin Americayet
suffer nearly 70 percent of its
convictions!), and death-row executions.
And the less visible ones are
unempl oyment levels, infant mortality
rates, special education placements, and
psychic depression treatments.

The most i mmedi ate consequence of the
recent experience of multiracial
democracy isincreasing class division



and distance in American society and
black communities. Thisis so primarily
because the advent of the multiracial
American regime coincided with
escalating levels of wealthinequality. The
new inclusion of people of color within
the professional slices of American

soci ety occurred al ongside the expansion
of unaccountabl e corporate power inthe
economy and government and the
unleashing of arbitrary police power in
poor communities of color, especially
black, brown, and red. The result is black-
middle class achievements that constitute
black progress alongside devastated black
working and poor communities that yield
unprecedented increases in prison

popul ations and overl ooked victims of
police abuse. Decrepit schools,



i nadequate health care, unavailable
childcare, and too few jobs withaliving
wage set the stage for this social misery.

Democracy matters in race matters
because class and gender meatter in
American society and black life. Wealth
inequality (the top 1 percent have wealth
equival ent to the bottom 95 percent, or 48
percent of the financial net wealth inthe
country!) tips the balance against fair
opportunity in education, employment, and
other crucial life-chances. Corporate
powerg withits plutocratic, patriarchal,
and pigmentocratic realitiesg |essens the
abilities of citizens and workersto have a
meani ngful voice in shaping their destiny.
Police powerg disproportionately used
against poor communities of colorg
requiresjust and fair regulationif itis not



to be viewed asillegitimate and arbitrary.

The mgjor culprit of democratic
possibilities here and abroad is the ever-
expanding market culture that puts
everything and everyone up for sale. The
expansion of corporate power is driven by
this pervasive commercialization and
commodii fication for two basic reasons.
First, market activities of buying and
selling, advertising and promoti ng weaken
nonmarket activities of caring and sharing,
nurturing and connecting. Short-term
stimul ation and instant titill ation edge out
guality relations and substantive
community. Second, private aims trump
public aspirations. Individual successg
sometimes at any cost by any meansg
downplays fair and just transactions so
workers' and citizens' power is weakened.



And no democracy can survive, no matter
how strong its markets are, without a
serious public life and commitment to
fairness and justice.

The kind of structural transformeation
we need is best represented by the forces
of Ralph Nader, Al Sharpton, and Dolores
Huerta. We have seen stirrings of this
multiracial alliance of concerned citizens
and neglected workers in Seattle,

Philadel phia, Los Angeles, Harlem, and
San Antonio. But | believe black
progressives will play a disproportionate
role.

The impact of the market culture on
black life has been devastating. As
Stanley Crouch rightly has noted, fifty
years ago black communities were the



most civilized and humane in Americag
highly nurturing, caring, loving, and self-
respecting behind the walls of American
apartheid. The market invasion, including
the ugly drug invasion, has transformed
too many black nei ghborhoods into hoods,
black civic communities into black uncivil
combat zones. This transformation results
from the doubl e impact of strong market
forces and vicious white supremacist (and
mal e supremaci st, heterosexist)
stereotypes that disproportionately shape
black perceptions and practice. Needless
to say, this holds for American society as
awhole. But for a hated and hunted

peopl e whose prize possessions have
been subversive memory, personal
integrity, and self-respect, to become
captive to historical amnesia,



materiali sticobsessions, and personal
accommodation for acceptance at any
costs yields black nihilismand collective
suicide.

The magjor tragedy of black Americain
the past decade or so is the low quality of
black |eadership and the relative
| nattenti on to the deep crisis of black
youth. To put it bluntly, we simply do not
have enough black | eaders who love and
respect black people enough to tell them
the truthg and trust them with the truth. We
have too many black |eaders who givein
too quickly and sell out too easily. And,
like Wednesday night at the Apollo
Theater, most black folk know who is for
real, committed, and serious, and who is
not. But too often, the choice for high
quality leadership islimited. And we find



oursel ves between arock and a hard
place.

Thisisespecially so inregard to black
youth. With roughly 40 percent of black
children living in poverty and almost 10
percent of all black young adult menin
prison, we face a crisis of enormous
proportions. Yet thiscrisisis not evena
blip on the national radar screen of
American politics. Thisisashame and a
disgraceg and black |eaders must bear
some of the responsibility. How can black
youth respect black |eaders when their
plight and predicament is so flagrantly
ignored by the mainstreamg a mai nstream
that black |eaders speak to and i nfl uence?
With few exceptionsg Al Sharpton,
Marian Wright Edel man, the Black
Radical Congress, the NAACPsACT-SO



programs for young people, and a few
others¢ black leadership tends to
downplay the black youth realities at the
expense of black professional
advancement. Again, this priority is an
Issue of class and gender in black
America. And itis now coming back to
haunt bl ack |eaders.

As we enter the twenty-first century, we
must connect the urgent black domestic
| Ssues to pressing class and gender issues
in the corporate globalization around the
world. As Danny Glover constantly
reminds us, environmental, consumers,
and workers' protections in our
increasingly interdependent world of
capitalist markets are crucid if race
metters are to be enhanced. If pro-
democracy movements weakeng and



citizens and workers become more feeble
@ race matters will explode. And we
know the ugly cycle thiswill yield. We
must do betterg but only if we muster the
vision, courage, and will to do so.



PRrEEACE 1993

For the sake of one's children, in
order to minimize the bill they must
pay, one must be careful not to take
refuge inany delusiong and the
value placed on the color of the skin
Is always and everywhere and
forever adelusion. | know that what |
amasking is impossible. But in our
time, asinevery time, the impossible

IS the least that one can demandg
and oneis, after al, emboldened by
the spectacle of human history in
general, and American Negro history
in particular, for it testifies to nothing
| ess than the perpetual achievement
of the impossible.



... And here we are, at the center

of the arc, trapped in the gaudi est,
most val uable, and most improbable
water wheel the world has ever seen.
Everything now, we must assume, is
inour hands; we have no right to
assume otherwise. If weg and now |
mean the relatively conscious whites
and the relatively conscious blacks,
who must, like lovers, insist on, or
create, the consciousness of the
othersg do not falter in our duty now,
we may be able, handful that we are,
to end the racial nightmare, and
achieve our country, and change the
history of the world. If we do not
now dare everything, the fulfillment
of that prophecy, recreated fromthe
Bible insong by aslave, is uopon us:



GOD GAVE NOAH THE
RAINBOW SIGN, NO MORE
WATER, THE FIRE NEXT TIME!

JAMES BALDWIN, The Fire
Next Time (1963)

THIS past September my wife, Elleni,
and | made our biweekly trek to New York
City from Princeton. | was in good spirits.
My morning lecture on the first half of
Plato's Republic in my European Cultural
Studies course had gone well. And my
afternoon lecture on W. E. B. Du Bois's
The Souls of Black Folk inmy Afro-
American Cultural Studies course had | eft
me exhausted yet exhilarated. Plato's
powerful symbolism of Socrates' descent
to the great port of Piraeusg the



multicultural center of Greek trade and
commerce and the stronghold of Athenian
democracyg still ranginmy ears. And Du
Bois's prescient pronouncementg “The
problem of the twentieth century is the
problem of the color line"¢ haunted me.
In a mysterious way, this classic twosome
posed the most fundamental challenges to
my basic aiminlife: to speak the truth to
power with love so that the quality of
everyday life for ordinary peopleis
enhanced and white supremacy is stripped
of its authority and legitimacy. Plato's
profound¢ yet unpersuasiveg critique of
Athenian democracy as inevitably
corrupted by the ignorance and passions
of the masses posed one challenge, and Du
Bois's deep analysis of the intransigence
of white supremacy in the American



democratic experiment posed another.

As we approached Manhattan, my
temperature rose, as it always does when
I'minahurry near the Lincoln Tunnel.
How rareitisthat | missthe grinding
gridlockg no matter the day or hour. But
thistime | drove right through and
attributed my good luck to Elleni. Aswe
entered the city, we pondered whether we
would have enough time to stop at
Sweetwater's (our favorite place to relax)
after our appointments. | dropped my wife
off for an appoi ntment on 60th Street
between Lexington and Park avenues. |
left my carg arather elegant oneg ina
safe parking lot and stood on the corner of
60th Street and Park Avenue to catch a
taxi. | felt quite relaxed since | had an
hour until my next engagement. At 5:00



P.M. | had to meet a photographer who
would take the picture for the cover of this
book on the roof of an apartment building
in East Harlem on 115th Street and 1st
Avenue. | waited and waited and waited.
After the ninth taxi refused me, my blood
began to boil. The tenth taxi refused me
and stopped for a kind, well-dressed
smiling femal e fellow citizen of European
descent. As she stepped in the cab, she
said, "Thisisrealy ridiculous, isit not?"

Ugly racial memories of the past
flashed through my mind. Years ago, while
driving from New York to teach at
Williams College, | was stopped on fake
charges of trafficking cocaine. When | told
the police officer | was a professor of
religion, hereplied "Yeh, and I'mthe
Flying Nun. Let's go, nigger!" | was



stopped three times in my first ten days in
Princeton for driving too slowly ona
residential street with a speed limit of
twenty-five miles per hour. (And my son,
Clifton, already has similar memories at
the tender age of fifteen.) Needless to say,
these incidents are dwarfed by those like
Rodney King's beating or the abuse of
black targets of the FBI's COINTELPRO
efforts in the 1960s and 1970s. Yet the
memories cut like amerciless knife at my
soul as | waited on that godforsaken
corner. Finally | decided to take the
subway. | walked three long avenues,
arrived late, and had to catch my moral
breath as | approached the white male
photographer and white femal e cover
designer. | chose not to dwell onthis
everyday experience of black New



Yorkers. And we had a good time tal king,
posing, and taking pictures.

When | picked up Elleni, | told her of
my hour spent on the corner, my tardy
arrival, and the experti se and enthusiasm
of the photographer and designer. We
tal ked about our fantasy of moving to
Addis Ababa, Ethiopiag her home and the
site of the most pleasant event of my life. |
toyed with the idea of attending the | ast
day of the revival led by the Rev.

Jeremi ah Wright of Chicago at Rev. Wyatt
T. Walker's Canaan Baptist Church of
Christ in Harlem. But we settled for
Sweetwater's. And the ugly memories
faded in the face of soulful music, soul ful
food, and soulful folk.

As we rode back to Princton, above the



soothing black music of Van Harper's
Quiet Stormon WBLS, 107.5 ontheradio
dial, we talked about what race matters
have meant to the American past and of
how much race mattersin the American
present. And | vowed to be more vigilant
and virtuous in my efforts to meet the
formidabl e challenges posed by Plato and
Du Bois. For me, itis an urgent question
of power and morality; for others, itisan
everyday matter of |ife and death.



| NTRODUCTION: RACE
M ATTERS

Since the beginning of the nation,
white Americans have suffered from
a deep uncertainty as to who they
really are. One of the ways that has
been used to simplify the answer has
been to sei ze upon the presence of
Black Americans and use themas a
marker, a symbol of limits, a
metaphor for the "outsider." Many
whites could look at the social
position of blacks and feel that color
formed an easy and reliable gauge
for determining to what extent one
was or was not American. Perhaps



that is why one of the first epithets
that many European immigrants
|earned when they got off the boat
was the term"nigger"¢ it made them
feel instantly American. But thisis
tricky magic. Despite hisracial
difference and social status,

somethi ng i ndi sputably American
about Negroes not only raised doubts
about the white man's val ue system
but aroused the troubling suspicion
that whatever else the true American
IS, heis also somehow black.

RALPH ELLISON, "What
AmericaWould

Be Like without Blacks"
(1970)



WHAT happened inLos Angelesin
April of 1992 was neither araceriot nor a
class rebellion. Rather, this monumental
upheaval was amultiracial, trans-class,
and largely male display of justified
social rage. For all its ugly, xenophobic
resentment, its air of adolescent carnival,
and its downright barbaric behavior, it
signified the sense of powerlessnessin
American society. Glib attempts to reduce
Its meaning to the pathol ogies of the black
underclass, the criminal actions of
hoodlums, or the political revolt of the
oppressed urban masses miss the mark. Of
those arrested, only 36 percent were
black, more than athird had full-time jobs,
and most claimed to shun political
affiliation. What we witnessed in Los
Angel es was the consequence of a | ethal



linkage of economic decline, cultural
decay, and political lethargy in American
life. Race was the visible catalyst, not the
underlying cause.

The meaning of the earthshaking events
inLos Angelesis difficult to grasp
because most of us remain trapped inthe
narrow framework of the dominant liberal
and conservative views of racein
America, which withits worn-out
vocabulary leaves us intellectual ly
debilitated, morally disempowered, and
personally depressed. The astonishing
di sappearance of the event from public
dialogue is testimony to just how painful
and distressing a serious engagement with
raceis. Our truncated public discussions
of race suppress the best of who and what
we are as a peopl e because they fall to



confront the complexity of theissueina
candid and critical manner. The
predictabl e pitting of liberals against
conservatives, Great Society Democrats
agai nst self-help Republicans, reinforces
intellectual parochialismand political
paralysis.

The liberal notion that more government
programs can solveracia problemsis
simplisticg precisely because it focuses
solely on the economic dimension. And
the conservative idea that what is needed
IS a change inthe moral behavior of poor
black urban dwellers (especially poor
black men, who, they say, should stay
married, support their children, and stop
committing so much crime) highlights
immoral actions whileignoring public
responsi bility for the immoral



ci rcumstances that haunt our fellow
citizens.

The common denominator of these
views of raceisthat each still sees black
people as a "problem people,” inthe
words of Dorothy |. Height, president of
the National Council of Negro Women,
rather than as fellow American citizens
with problems. Her words echo the
poignant "unasked question” of W. E. B.
Du Bois, who, in The Souls of Black Folk
(1903), wrote:

They approach me in a half-
hesitant sort of way, eye me
curiously or compassionately,
and then instead of saying
directly, How doesit feel to be
a problem? they say, | know an



excellent colored manin my
town. . . . Do not these Southern
outrages make your blood boil ?
Atthese| smile, or am
interested, or reduce the boiling
to a simmer, as the occasion
may require. To the real
guestion, How does it feel to be
aproblem? | answer seldoma
word.

Nearly a century later, we confine
discussions about race in Americato the
"problems” black people pose for whites
rather than consider what this way of
viewing black people reveal s about us as
anation.

This paralyzing framework encourages
liberalsto relieve their guilty consciences



by supporting public funds directed at "the
problems”; but at the same time, rel uctant
to exercise principled criticism of black
people, liberals deny them the freedomto
err. Similarly, conservatives blame the
"problems” on black peopl e themsel vesg
and thereby render black social misery
invisible or unworthy of public attention.

Hence, for liberals, black people are to
be "included" and "integrated" into "our"
society and culture, while for
conservatives they are to be "well
behaved" and "worthy of acceptance" by
"our" way of life. Both fail to see that the
presence and predi caments of black
peopl e are neither additions to nor
defections from American life, but rather
constitutive elements of that life.



10 engage in a serious discussion of
race in America, we must begin not with
the problems of black people but with the
flaws of American society¢ flaws rooted
in historic inequalities and ongstanding
cultural stereotypes. How we set up the
terms for discussing racial issues shapes
our perception and response to these
Issues. As long as black people are
viewed as a"them," the burdenfalls on
blacks to do all the "cultural" and "moral"
work necessary for healthy race rel ations.
Theimplicationis that only certain
Americans can define what it means to be
Americang and the rest must simply "fit
In."

The emergence of strong bl ack-
nationali st senti ments among bl acks,
especially among young people, isa



revolt against this sense of having to "fit
in." The variety of black-nationalist

ideol ogies, from the moderate views of
Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas
in his youth to those of Louis Farrakhan
today, rest upon a fundamental truth: white
America has been historically weakwilled
Inensuring racial justice and has
continued to resist fully accepting the
humanity of blacks. Aslong as double
standards and differential treatment
aboundg as |ong as the rap performer Ice-
T is harshly condemned while former Los
Angeles Police Chief Daryl F. Gates's

anti black comments are received in polite
silence, aslong as Dr. Leonard Jeffries's
anti-Semitic statements are met with
vitriolic outrage while presidential
candidate Patrick J. Buchanan's anti -



Semitismreceives a genteel responseg
black nationalisms will thrive.

Afrocentrism, a contemporary Species
of black nationalism, is a gallant yet
mi sgui ded attempt to define an African
identity inawhite society perceived to be
hostile. It is gallant because it puts black
doings and sufferings, not white anxieties
and fears, at the center of discussion. Itis
misguided becauseg out of fear of cultural
hybridization and through silence on the
Issue of class, retrograde views on black
women, gay men, and lesbians, and a
rel uctance to link race to the common
goodg¢ it reinforces the narrow
discussions about race.

To establish a new framework, we need
to begin with a frank acknowledgment of



the basi ¢ humanness and Americanness of
each of us. And we must acknowledge that
asapeopleg E Pluribus Unumg we are
on adlippery slope toward economic
strife, social turmoil, and cultural chaos. If
we go down, we go down together. The
Los Angeles upheaval forced us to see not
only that we are not connected inways we
would like to be but also, inamore
profound sense, that this failure to connect
binds us even more tightly together. The
paradox of race in Americais that our
common destiny is more pronounced and
imperiled precisely when our divisions
are deeper. The Civil War and its legacy
speak loudly here. And our divisions are
growing deeper. Today, el ghty-six percent
of white suburban Americanslivein

nei ghborhoods that are less than 1 percent



black, meaning that the prospects for the
country depend largely on how its cities
fare in the hands of a suburban el ectorate.
There is no escape fromour interracial

I nterdependence, yet enforced racial
hierarchy dooms us as a nation to
collective paranoia and hysteriag the
unmeaking of any democratic order.

The verdict inthe Rodney King case
which sparked the incidentsin Los
Angeles was perceived to be wrong by the
vast mgjority of Americans. But whites
have often failed to acknowledge the
widespread mistreatment of black people,
especially black men, by law enforcement
agencies, which hel ped ignite the spark.
The verdict was merely the occasion for
deep-seated rage to come to the surface.
Thisrageisfed by the "silent" depression



ravaging the countryg inwhichreal
weekly wages of all Americanworkers
since 1973 have declined nearly 20
percent, while at the same time weal th has
been upwardly distributed.

The exodus of stable industrial jobs
from urban centers to cheaper |abor
markets here and abroad, housing policies
that have created "chocol ate cities and
vanilla suburbs" (to use the popular
musical artist George Clinton's
memorabl e phrase), white fear of black
crime, and the urban influx of poor
Spani sh-speaking and Asian immigrantsg
al have helped erode the tax base of
American cities just as the federal
government has cut its supports and
programs. The result is unempl oyment,
hunger, homel essness, and si ckness for



millions.

And a pervasive spiritual
i mpoverishment grows. The collapse of
meaning inlifeg the eclipse of hope and
absence of love of self and others, the
breakdown of family and nei ghborhood
bondsg |eads to the social deracination
and cultural denudement of urban
dwellers, especialy children. We have
created rootless, dangling people with
little link to the supportive networksg
family, friends, school¢ that sustain some
sense of purposeinlife. We have
witnessed the collapse of the spiritual
communities that in the past hel ped
Americans face despair, disease, and
death and that transmit through the
generations dignity and decency,
excellence and el egance.



The resultislives of what we might
call "random nows," of fortuitous and
fleeting moments preoccupied with
"getting over"¢ with acquiring pleasure,
property, and power by any means
necessary. (Thisis not what Malcolm X
meant by this famous phrase.) Post-
modern culture is more and more a market
culture dominated by gangster mentalities
and self-destructive wantonness. This
culture engulfs all of usg yet itsimpact on
the disadvantaged is devastating, resulting
in extreme violence in everyday life.
Sexual violence against women and
homicidal assaults by young black men on
one another are only the most obvious
signs of this empty quest for pleasure,
property, and power.

Last, thisrage is fueled by a political



atmosphere in which images, not ideas,
dominate, where politicians spend more
time rai sing money than debating i ssues.
The functions of parties have been
displaced by public polls, and politicians
behave | ess as thermostats that determine
the climate of opinion than as
thermometers regi stering the public mood.
American politics has been rocked by an
unl eashing of greed among opportunistic
public officialsg who have followed the
lead of their counterparts in the private
sphere, where, as of 1989, 1 percent of the
popul ation owned 37 percent of the
wealth and 10 percent of the popul ation
owned 86 percent of the wealthg |eading
to a profound cynicism and pessimism
among the citizenry.

And given the way in which the



Republican Party since 1968 has appeal ed
to popular xenophobic imagesg playing
the black, female, and homophaobic cards
to realign the el ectorate al ong race, sex,
and sexual-orientation linesg itisno
surprise that the notion that we are all part
of one garment of destiny is discredited.
Appeals to special interests rather than to
public interests reinforce this pol arization.
The Los Angeles upheaval was an
expression of utter fragmentation by a
powerless citizenry that includes not just
the poor but all of us.

WHAT isto be done? How do we
capture anew spirit and vision to meet the
challenges of the post-industrial city, post-
modern culture, and post-party politics?



First, we must admit that the most
val uabl e sources for help, hope, and
power consist of ourselves and our
common history. Asinthe ages of Lincoln,
Roosevelt, and King, we must 1ook to new
frameworks and languages to understand
our multilayered crisis and overcome our
deep malaise.

Second, we must focus our attention on
the public squareg the common good that
undergirds our national and global
destinies. The vitality of any public square
ultimatel y depends on how much we care
about the quality of our lives together. The
neglect of our public infrastructure, for
exampleg our water and sewage systens,
bridges, tunnels, highways, subways, and
streetsg reflects not only our myopic
economic policies, whichimpede



productivity, but also the low priority we
place on our common life.

The tragic plight of our children clearly
reveals our deep disregard for public
well-being. About one out of every five
childreninthis country lives in poverty,
including one out of every two black
children and two out of every five
Hispanic children. Most of our childreng
negl ected by overburdened parents and
bombarded by the market val ues of profit-
hungry corporationsg areill-equipped to
live lives of spiritual and cultural quality.
Faced with these facts, how do we expect
ever to constitute a vibrant society?

One essential step is some form of
large-scal e public intervention to ensure
access to basic social goodsg housing,



food, health care, education, child care,
and jobs. We must invigorate the common
good with a mixture of governmert,
business, and |abor that does not follow
any existing blueprint. After aperiodin
which the private sphere has been
sacralized and the public square gutted,
the temptation is to make a fetish of the
public square. We need to resist such
dogmatic swings.

Last, the major challenge is to meet the
need to generate new leadership. The
paucity of courageous |eadersg so
apparent in the response to the eventsin
Los Angelesg requires that we ook
beyond the same elites and voi ces that
recycle the older frameworks. We need
leadersg neither saints nor sparkling
television personalitiesg who can situate



themsel ves within alarger historical
narrative of this country and our world,
who can grasp the complex dynamics of
our peoplehood and imagine a future
grounded in the best of our past, yet who
are attuned to the frighteni ng obstacl es that
now perplex us. Our ideals of freedom,
democracy, and equality must be invoked
to invigorate all of us, especially the
|andless, propertyless, and luckless. Only
avisionary leadership that can motivate
"the better angels of our nature,”" as
Lincoln said, and activate possibilities for
afreer, more efficient, and stable America
¢ only that leadership deserves
cultivation and support.

This new leadership must be grounded
IN grass-roots organi zing that highlights
democrati c accountability. Whoever our



leaders will be as we approach the
twenty-first century, their challenge will
be to hel p Americans determine whether a
genuine multiracial democracy can be
created and sustained in an era of global
economy and a moment of xenophobic
frenzy.

Let us hope and pray that the vast
intelligence, imagi nation, humor, and
courage of Americans will not fail us.
Either we learn a new language of
empathy and compassion, or the firethis
time will consume us all.



CuapTER ONE

NiniLisv IN BLack AMERICA

We black folk, our history and our
present being, are amirror of all the
manifold experiences of America.
What we want, what we represent,
what we endure iswhat Americais.
If we black folk perish, Americawill
perish. If America has forgotten her
past, then let her look into the mirror
of our consciousness and she will
see the living past living inthe
present, for our memories go hack,
through our black folk of today,
through the recollections of our black



parents, and through the tal es of
slavery told by our black
grandparents, to the time when none
of us, black or white, lived inthis
fertile land. The differences between
black folk and white folk are not
blood or color, and the ties that bind
us are deeper than those that separate
us. The common road of hope which
we all traveled has brought us into a
stronger kinship than any words,
laws, or legal claims.

RICHARD WRIGHT, 12
Million Black \Voices (1941)

RECENT discussions about the plight
of African Americansg especially those
at the bottom of the social ladderg tend to



divide into two camps. On the one hand,
there are those who highlight the
structural constraints on the life chances
of black people. Their viewpoint involves
a subtle historical and sociological
analysis of slavery, Jim Crowism, job and
residential discrimination, skewed

unempl oyment rates, i nadequate heal th
care, and poor education. On the other
hand, there are those who stress the
behavioral impediments on black upward
mobility. They focus on the waning of the
Protestant ethicé hard work, deferred
gratification, frugality, and responsibility
¢ inmuch of black America.

Those inthe first campg the liberal
structuralistsg call for full employment,
heal th, education, and child-care
programs, and broad affirmative action



practices. In short, a new, more sober
version of the best of the New Deal and
the Great Society: more government
money, better bureaucrats, and an active
citizenry. Those inthe second camp¢ the
conservative behavioristsg promote self-
hel p programs, black busi ness expansion,
and nonpreferential job practices. They
support vigorous "free market" strategies
that depend on fundamental changesin
how black people act and live. To put it
bluntly, their projects rest largely upona
cultural revival of the Protestant ethic in
black America.

Unfortunately, these two camps have
nearly suffocated the crucial debate that
should be taking place about the prospects
for black America. This debate must go
far beyond the liberal and conservative



positions in three fundamental ways. First,
we must acknowl edge that structures and
behavior are inseparable, that i nstitutions
and val ues go hand in hand. How people
act and live are shapedg thoughin no way
dictated or determined¢ by the larger
circumstances in which they find

themsel ves. These circumstances can be
changed, their limits attenuated, by
positive actions to elevate living
conditions.

Second, we should reject the idea that
structures are primarily economic and
political creaturesg anidea that sees
culture as an ephemeral set of behavioral
attitudes and values. Cultureisas much a
structure as the economy or politics; itis
rooted ininstitutions such as families,
school's, churches, synagogues, mosques,



and communi cation industries (tel evision,
radio, video, music). Similarly, the
economy and politics are not only

i nfluenced by val ues but also promote
particular cultural ideals of the good life
and good soci ety.

Third, and most i mportant, we must
delve into the depths where neither
liberals nor conservatives dare to tread,
namely, into the murky waters of despair
and dread that now flood the streets of
black America. To talk about the
depressing stati stics of unemployment,
infant mortality, incarceration, teenage
pregnancy, and violent crime is one thing.
But to face up to the monumental eclipse
of hope, the unprecedented coll apse of
meaning, the incredible disregard for
human (especially black) life and property



in much of black Americais something
else.

The liberal/conservative discussion
conceal s the most basi ¢ i ssue now facing
black America: the nihilistic threat to its
very existence. Thisthreat is not simply a
matter of relative economic deprivation
and political powerlessnessg though
economic wellbeing and political clout
are requisites for meaningful black
progress. Itis primarily a question of
speaking to the profound sense of
psychological depression, personal
worthlessness, and social despair so
widespread in black America

The liberal structuralistsfail to grapple
with this threat for two reasons. First,
thelr focus on structural constraints rel ates



amost exclusively to the economy and
politics. They show no understanding of
the structural character of culture. Why?
Because they tend to view peoplein

egoi stic and rationalist terms according to
which they are motivated primarily by
self-interest and self-preservation.
Needless to say, thisis partly true about
most of us. Yet, people, especially
degraded and oppressed people, are also
hungry for identity, meaning, and self-
worth.

The second reason liberal structuralists
overlook the nihilistic threat is a sheer
failure of nerve. They hesitate to talk
honestly about culture, the real m of
meanings and val ues, because doing so
seemsto lend itself too readily to
conservative conclusions in the narrow



way Americans discuss race. If thereisa
hidden taboo among liberals, it isto resist
talking too much about val ues because
such discussions remove the focus from
structures and especially because they
obscure the positive role of governmen.
But this failure by liberals |eaves the
existential and psychological realities of
black people inthe lurch. Inthis way,
liberal structuralists neglect the battered
Identities rampant in black America.

As for the conservative behaviorists,
they not only misconstrue the nihilistic
threat but i nadvertently contribute to it.
Thisisaserious charge, and it rests upon
several claims. Conservative behaviorists
talk about val ues and attitudes as if
political and economic structures hardly
exist. They rarely, if ever, examine the



i nnumerabl e cases in which black people
do act on the Protestant ethic and stil|
remain at the bottom of the social ladder.
Instead, they highlight the few instancesin
which blacks ascend to the top, as if such
successis available to all blacks,
regardless of circumstances. Such a vulgar
rendition of Horatio Alger in blackface
may serve as a source of inspiration to
someg akind of model for those already
onthe right track. But it cannot serve as a
substitute for serious historical and social
analysis of the predicaments of and
prospects for all black people, especially
the grossly disadvantaged ones.

Conservative behaviorists also discuss
black culture as if acknowledging one's
obvious victimization by white
supremaci st practi ces (compounded by



sexism and class condition) is taboo. They
tell black people to see themselves as
agents, not victims. And on the surface,
thisis comforting advice, a nice clich6 for
downtrodden people. But inspirational
slogans cannot substitute for substantive
historical and social analysis. While black
peopl e have never been simply victims,
wallowing in self-pity and begging for
white giveaways, they have beeng and
areg victimzed. Therefore, to call on
black people to be agents makes sense
only if we also examine the dynamics of
this victimi zation agai nst which their
agency will, in part, be exercised. What is
particularly naive and peculiarly vicious
about the conservative behavioral outl ook
Is that it tends to deny the lingering effect
of black historyg a history inseparable



from though not reduci bl e to victimization.
Inthisway, crucial and indispensable
themes of self-help and personal
responsibility are wrenched out of
historical context and contemporary
circumstancesg asif itisall amatter of
personal will.

This ahistorical perspective contributes
to the nihilistic threat within black
Americainthat it can be used to justify
right-wing cutbacks for poor people
struggling for decent housing, child care,
health care, and education. As | pointed
out above, the liberal perspectiveis
deficient inimportant ways, but even so
liberals are right on target in their critique
of conservative government cutbacks for
services to the poor. These ghastly
cutbacks are one cause of the nihilist



threat to black America

THE proper starting point for the
crucia debate about the prospects for
black Americais an examination of the
nihilismthat increasingly pervades black
communities. Nihilismisto be
understood here not as a philosophic
doctrine that there are no rational
grounds for legitimate standards or
authority; it is, far more, the lived
experience of coping with alife of
horrifying meaninglessness,
hopel essness, and (most i mportant)
lovelessness. The frightening resultis a
numbi ng detachment from others and a
sel f-destructive disposition toward the
world. Life without meaning, hope, and
|love breeds a col dhearted, mean-spirited



outlook that destroys both the individual
and others.

Nihilismis not new inblack America.
The first African encounter with the New
World was an encounter with a distinctive
formof the Absurd. Theinitial black
struggl e agai nst degradation and
deval uation in the enslaved circumstances
of the New World was, in part, astruggle
against nihilism. Infact, the mgjor enemy
of black survival in America has been and
IS neither oppression nor expl oitation but
rather the nihilistic threatg that is, loss of
hope and absence of meaning. For as long
as hope remains and meaningis
preserved, the possibility of overcoming
oppression stays alive. The self-fulfilling
prophecy of the nihilistic threat is that
without hope there can be no future, that



without meaning there can be no struggle.

The genius of our black foremothers
and forefathers was to create powerful
buffers to ward off the nihilistic threat, to
equip black folk with cultural armor to
beat back the demons of hopel essness,
meaninglessness, and |ovelessness. These
buffers consisted of cultural structures of
meaning and feeling that created and
sustai ned communities; this armor
constituted ways of life and struggle that
embodied val ues of service and sacrifice,
love and care, discipline and excellence.
In other words, traditions for black
surviving and thriving under usually
adverse New World conditions were
mgjor barriers against the nihilistic threat.
These traditions consist primarily of black
religious and civic institutions that



sustai ned familial and communal networks
of support. If cultures are, in part, what
human bei ngs create (out of antecedent
fragments of other cultures) in order to
convince themsel ves not to commit
suicide, then black foremothers and
forefathers are to be applauded. In fact,
until the early seventies black Americans
had the lowest suicide rate in the United
States. But now young black people lead
the nation in suicides.

What has changed? What went wrong?
The bitter irony of integration? The
cumul ative effects of a genocidal
conspiracy? The virtual collapse of rising
expectati ons after the opti mistic sixties?
None of us fully understands why the
cultural structures that once sustai ned
black life in America are no longer able to



fend off the nihilistic threat. | believe that
two significant reasons why the threat is
more powerful now than ever before are
the saturation of market forces and market
moralitiesin black life and the present
crisisin black leadership. The recent
market-driven shattering of black civil
society¢ black families, nel ghborhoods,
school's, churches, mosguesg |eaves more
and more black people vulnerable to daily
lives endured with little sense of self and
fragile existential moorings.

Black people have always beenin
America's wildernessin search of a
promised land. Yet many black folk now
reside inajungle ruled by a cutthroat
market morality devoid of any faithin
deliverance or hope for freedom. Contrary
to the superficial claims of conservative



behaviorists, these jungles are not
primarily the result of pathological
behavior. Rather, this behavior is the
tragic response of a peopl e bereft of
resources i n confronti ng the workings of
U.S. capitalist society. Sayingthisis not
the same as asserting that individual black
peopl e are not responsible for their
actionsg black murderers and rapists
should go to jail. But it must be

recogni zed that the nihilistic threat
contributes to criminal behavior. Itisa
threat that feeds on poverty and shattered
cultural institutions and grows more
powerful as the armors to ward against it
are weakened.

BUT why is this shattering of black
civil society occurring? What has led to
the weakening of black cultural



I nstituti ons i n asphalt jungles? Corporate
market i nstituti ons have contributed
greatly to their collapse. By corporate
market institutions | mean that complex set
of interlocking enterprises that have a
disproportionate amount of capital,
power, and exercise a disproportionate

i nfluence on how our society is run and
how our culture is shaped. Needless to
say, the primary motivation of these
institutions is to make profits, and their
basic strategy is to convince the public to
consume. These insti tutions have hel ped
create a seductive way of life, a culture of
consumption that capitalizes on every
opportunity to make money. Market

cal cul ations and cost-benefit anal yses
hold sway in almost every sphere of U.S.
SOci ety.



The common denominator of these
calculations and analyses is usually the
provision, expansion, and intensification
of pleasure. Pleasure is a multivalent
term; it means different things to many
people. Inthe American way of life
pleasure involves comfort, convenience,
and sexual stimulation. Pleasure, so
defined, has little to do with the past and
views the future as no more than a
repetition of a hedonistically driven
present. This market morality stigmati zes
others as objects for personal pleasure or
bodily stimulation. Conservative
behaviorists have alleged that traditional
morality has been undermined by radical
feminists and the cultural radicals of the
sixties. But it is clear that corporate
market institutions have greatly



contributed to undermining traditi onal
morality in order to stay in business and
make a profit. The reduction of
individuals to objects of pleasureis
especially evident in the culture industries
¢ television, radio, video, musicg in
which gestures of sexual foreplay and
orgiastic pleasure flood the marketpl ace.

Like all Americans, African Americans
are influenced greatly by the images of
comfort, convenience, machi smo,
femininity, violence, and sexual
stimul ation that bombard consumers.
These seductive images contribute to the
predomi nance of the marketinspired way
of life over all others and thereby edge out
nonmarket valuesg love, care, serviceto
othersg handed down by preceding
generations. The predominance of this



way of life among those living in poverty-
ridden conditions, with a limited capacity
to ward off self-contempt and sel f-hatred,
results in the possibl e triumph of the
nihilistic threat in black America.

A MAJOR contemporary strategy for
holding the nihilistic threat at bay isa
direct attack on the sense of worthlessness
and self-loathing inblack America. This
angst resembles a kind of collective
clinical depression in significant pockets
of black America. The eclipse of hope and
collapse of meaning in much of black
Americaislinked to the structural
dynamics of corporate market institutions
that affect all Americans. Under these
circumstances black existential angst
derives fromthe lived experience of
ontol ogical wounds and emotional scars



inflicted by white supremacist beliefs and
images permeating U.S. society and
culture. These beliefs and images attack
black intelligence, black ability, black
beauty, and black character daily in subtle
and not-so-subtle ways. Toni Morrison's
novel, The Bluest Eye, for example,
reveal s the devastating effect of pervasive
Europeanideal s of beauty on the self-
Image of young black women. Morrison's
exposure of the harmful extent to which
these white ideal s affect the black self-
image is afirst step toward re ecting these
ideals and overcoming the nihilistic self-

| oathi ng they engender in blacks.

The accumul ated effect of the black
wounds and scars suffered inawhite-
dominated society is a deep-seated anger,
a boiling sense of rage, and a passi onate



pessimismregarding America's will to
justice. Under conditions of slavery and
Jim Crow segregation, this anger, rage,
and pessimism remained rel atively muted
because of awell-justified fear of brutal
white retaliation. The major breakthroughs
of the sixtiesg more psychically than
politicallyg swept this fear away. Sadly,
the combi nati on of the market way of life,
poverty-ridden conditions, black
existential angst, and the lessening of fear
of white authorities has directed most of
the anger, rage, and despair toward fellow
black citizens, especially toward black
women who are the most vulnerable in our
society and in black communities. Only
recently has this nihilistic threatg and its
ugly inhumane outl ook and acti onsg
surfaced in the larger American soci ety.



And its appearance surely reveal s one of
the many instances of cultural decay ina

declining empire.

WHAT is to be done about this
nihilistic threat? Is there really any hope,
given our shattered civil society, market-
driven corporate enterprises, and white
supremacism? If one begins with the threat
of concrete nihilism, then one must talk
about some kind of politics of conversion.
New models of collective black
| eadership must promote a version of this
politics. Like al coholism and drug
addiction, nihilismis a disease of the
soul. It can never be completely cured,
and there is always the possibility of
rel apse. But there is always a chance for
conversiong achance for people to
believe that there is hope for the future



and a meaning to struggle. This chance
rests neither on an agreement about what
justi ce consists of nor on an analysis of
how racism, sexism, or class
subordination operate. Such arguments
and analyses are indispensable. But a
politics of conversion requires more.
Nihilismis not overcome by arguments or
analyses; it istamed by love and care.
Any disease of the soul must be conquered
by aturning of one's soul. Thisturningis
done through one's own affirmati on of
one'sworthg an affirmation fueled by the
concern of others. A love ethic must be at
the center of a politics of conversion.

A love ethic has nothing to do with
sentimental feelings or tribal connections.
Rather itis alast attempt at generating a
sense of agency among a downtrodden



people. The best exemplar of thislove
ethic is depicted on a number of levelsin
Toni Morrison's great novel Bel oved.
Self-love and love of others are both
modes toward increasing sel f-val uation
and encouraging political resistancein
one's community. These modes of

val uation and resistance are rooted in a
subversive memoryg the best of one's
past without romantic nostalgiag and
guided by a universal love ethic. For my
purposes here, Bel oved can be construed
as bringing together the loving yet critical
affirmation of black humanity found in the
best of black nationalist movements, the
perennial hope agai nst hope for trans-
racial coalitionin progressive
movements, and the painful struggle for
self-affirming sanity ina history inwhich



the nihilistic threat seems i nsurmountabl e.

The politics of conversion proceeds
principally onthe local level¢ inthose
institutions in civil society still vital
enough to promote sel f-worth and sel f-
affirmation. It surfaces on the state and
national levels only when grassroots
democrati c organi zations put forward a
collective leadership that has earned the
love and respect of and, most i mportant,
has proved itself accountable to these
organizations. This collective leadership
must exemplify moral integrity, character,
and democratic statesmanship withinitself
and within its organi zati ons.

Like liberal structuralists, the advocates
of apolitics 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 meets the nihilistic threat
head-on. Like conservative behaviorism,
the politics of conversion openly
confronts the self-destructive and

I nhumane actions of black people. Unlike
conservative behaviorists, the politics of
conversion situates these actions within

I nhumane circumstances (but does not
thereby exonerate them). The politics of
conversion shunsthe limelightg a
limelight that solicits status seekers and

| ngrati ates egomani acs. Instead, it stays on
the ground among the toiling everyday
peopl e, ushering forth humbl e freedom
fightersg both followers and |eadersg
who have the audacity to take the nihilistic
threat by the neck and turn back its deadly



assaults.



CuarTER TWO

THE PitraLLs oF RaciaL
REAsONING

|nsi stence on patriarchal val ues,

on equati ng black liberation with
black men gaining access to male
privilege that would enable themto
assert power over black women, was
one of the most significant forces
undermining radical struggle.
Thorough critiques of gender would
have compelled | eaders of black

li berati on struggl es to envision new
strategies and to talk about bl ack



subjectivity inavisionary manner.

BELL HOOKS, Yearning: Race,
Gender, and

Cultural Poalitics

(1990)

THE most depressing feature of the
Clarence Thomas Anita Hill hearings was
neither the mean-spirited attacks of the
Republicans nor the spinel ess silences of
the Democratsg both reveal the
predictable inability of most white
politicians to talk candidly about race and
gender. Rather what was most disturbing
was the low level of political discussion
in black America about these hearingsg a
crude discourse about race and gender that
bespeaks a failure of nerve of black



|eadership.

Thisfailure of nerve already was
manifest in the sel ection and confirmation
process of Clarence Thomas. Bush's
choice of Thomas caught most black
|eaders off guard. Few had the courage to
say publicly that this was an act of cynical
tokeni sm conceal ed by outright lies about
Thomas being the most qualified
candidate regardl ess of race. Thomas had
an undi stingui shed record as a student
(mere graduation from Yale Law School
does not qualify one for the Supreme
Court); he left thirteen thousand age
discrimination cases dying on the vine for
lack of investigationin his turbulent el ght
years at the EEOC,; and his performance
during his short fifteen months as an
appel late court judge was mediocre. The



very fact that no black |eader could utter
publicly that a black appointee for the
Supreme Court was unqualified shows
how captive they are to white racist
stereotypes about black intellectual tal ent.
The point hereis not simply that if
Thomas were white they would have no
troubl e shouting this fact from the
rooftops. The point is also that their
silence reveal s that black |eaders may
entertai n the possibility that the racist
stereotype may be true. Hence their
attempt to cover Thomas's mediocrity with
silence. Of course, some privately admit
his mediocrity while pointing out the
mediocrity of Justice Souter and other
members of the Courtg asif white
mediocrity were ajustification of black
mediocrity. No doubl e standards here, the



argument goes, if ablack manis
unqualified one can defend and excuse
him by appealing to other unqualified
white judges. This chimes well witha
cynical tokenism of the lowest common
denominatorg withlittle concern for the
goal of shattering the racist stereotype or
for furthering the public interest of the
nation. It also rendersinvisible highly
gualified black judges who deserve
serious consideration for selection to the
Court.

How did much of black |eadership get
in this bind? Why did so many of them
capitulate to Bush's cynical strategy?
First, Thomas's claimto racial authenticity
@ hisbirthinJimCrow Georgia, 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
achievement in racist America. Second,
the complex relation of this claimto racial
authenti city to the increasing closing-ranks
mentality in black America. Escalating
black nationalist sentimentsg the notion
that America's will to racial justiceis
weak and therefore black people must
close ranks for survival inahostile
countryg rests principally upon claims to
racial authenticity. Third, theway in
which black nationalist senti ments
promote and encourage black cultural
conservatism, especially black patriarchal
(and homophobic) power. The idea of
black people closing ranks against hostile
white Americans reinforces black male
power exercised over black women (e.g.,



to protect, regul ate, subordinate, and
hence usually, though not always, to use
and abuse women) in order to preserve
black social order under circumstances of
white literal attack and symbolic assault.
(This processis discussed in more detail

in chapter 7.)

Most black leaders got lost inthis
thi cket of reasoning and hence got caught
inavulgar formof racial reasoning: black
authenticity ¢ > black closing-ranks
mentality ¢ > black mal e subordination of
black women in the interests of the black
community in a hostile white racist
country. Such aline of racial reasoning
|eads to such questions as. "Is Thomas
really black?' "Is he black enough to be
defended?' "Is he just black on the
outside?' In fact, these kinds of questions



were asked, debated, and answered
throughout black Americain barber shops,
beauty sal ons, living rooms, churches,
mosques, and school rooms.

Unfortunately, the very framework of
racial reasoning was not called into
guestion. Yet as long as racial reasoning
regul ates black thought and action,
Clarence Thomases will continue to haunt
black Americag as Bush and other
conservatives sit back, watch, and
prosper. How does one undermine the
framework of racial reasoning? By
dismantling each pillar slowly and
systematically. The fundamental aim of
this undermining and dismantlingisto
replace racial reasoning with moral
reasoning, to understand the black
freedom struggl e not as an affair of skin



pigmentation and racial phenotype but
rather as a matter of ethical principles and
wise politics, and to combat the black
nationali st attempt to subordinate the
Issues and interests of black women by
linking mature black self-love and self-
respect to egalitarian relations within and
outside black communities. The failure of
nerve of black leadership isitsrefusal to
undermine and dismarntl e the framework of
racial reasoning.

Let us beginwith the claimto racial
authenticityg a claim Bush made about
Thomas, Thomas made about himself in
the hearings, and black nationalists make
about themsel ves. What is black
authenticity? Who is really black? First,
blackness has no meaning outside of a
system of race-conscious people and



practices. After centuries of racist
degradati on, expl oitation, and oppression
in America, being black means being
minimally subject to white supremaci st
abuse and being part of arich culture and
community that has struggled agai nst such
abuse. All people with black skin and
African phenotype are subject to potential
white supremaci st abuse. Hence, all black
Americans have some interest in resisting
racismg evenif their interest is confined
solely to themsel ves as individual s rather
than to larger black communities. Yet how
this "interest” is defined and how
individuals and communities are
understood vary. Hence any claimto black
authenticityg beyond that of being a
potential object of racist abuse and an heir
to agrand tradition of black struggleg is



contingent on one's political definition of
black interest and one's ethical
understanding of how this interest rel ates
to individuals and communities in and
outside black America. In short, blackness
isapolitical and ethical construct.

Appeal s to black authenticity ignore this
fact; such appeal s hide and conceal the
political and ethical dimension of
blackness. Thisiswhy claims to racial
authenticity trump political and ethical
argumentg and why racial reasoning
discourages moral reasoning. Every claim
to racial authenticity presupposes

el aborate conceptions of political and
ethical relations of interests, individuals,
and communities. Racial reasoning
conceal s these presuppositions behind a
deceptive cloak of racial consensusg yet



racial reasoning is seductive because it
invokes an undeniabl e history of racial
abuse and racial struggle. Thisiswhy
Bush's claims to Thomas's black

authenti city, Thomas's claims about his
own black authenticity, and black
nationalist claims about black authenticity
all highlight histories of black abuse and
black struggle.

But if claims to black authenticity are
political and ethical conceptions of the
relation of black interests, individuals,
and communities, then any attempt to
confine black authenticity to black
nationalist politics or black male interests
warrants suspicion. For example, black
|eaders failed to highlight the problematic
statements Clarence Thomas made about
his sister, Emma Mae, regarding her



experience with the welfare system. In
front of a conservative audience in San
Francisco, Thomas implied she was a
welfare cheat dependent on state support.
Yet, like most black women in American
history, Emma Mae is a hard-working
person. She was sensitive enough to take
care of her sick aunt even though she was
unabl e to work for a short period of time.
After she |eft welfare, she worked two
jobsg until 3:00 inthe morning! Thomas's
statements reveal his own lack of integrity
and character. But the failure of black
|eaders to highlight his statements
discloses a conception of black

authenti city confined to black male
interests, individuals, and communities. In
short, the refusal by most black |eaders to
give weight to the interests of black



women was already apparent before Anita
Hill appeared on the scere.

The claims to black authenticity that
feed on the closing-ranks mentality of
black people are dangerous precisely
because this closing of ranks is usually
done at the expense of black women. It
also tends to ignore the divisions of class
and sexual orientation inblack Americag
divisions that require attention if all black
interests, individuals, and communities
are to be taken into consideration.
Thomas's conservative Republican
polities do not promote a closing-ranks
mentality; instead Thomas claims black
authenti city for self-promotion, to gain
power and prestige. All his professional
life he has championed individual
achievement and race-free standards. Yet



when it looked as though the Senate would
not confirm his appoi ntment to the
Supreme Court, he played theracial card
of black victimization and black solidarity
at the expense of AnitaHill. Like his
sister, Emma Mae, Anita Hill could be
used and abused for his own self-
interested conception of black authenticity
and racial solidarity.

Thomas played thisracial card with
successg first with appealsto his
victimizationin Jim Crow Georgia and
|ater to his victimization by a"hi-tech
lynching'@ primarily because of the deep
cultural conservatisminwhite and black
America. Inwhite America, cultural
conservatism takes the formof a chronic
racism, sexism, and homophobia. Hence,
only certain kinds of black people deserve



high positions, thet is, those who accept
the rules of the game played by white
America. In black America, cultural
conservati sm takes the form of ainchoate
xenophobia (e.g., against whites, Jews,
and Asians), systemic sexism, and
homophobia. Like all conservatisms
rooted in a quest for order, the pervasive
disorder inwhite and, especially, black
America fans and fuel s the channeling of
rage toward the most vulnerable and
degraded members of the community. For
white America, this means primarily
scapegoati ng black people, women, gay
men, and leshians. For black America,
this means principal ly attacking black
women and black gay men and lesbians. In
this way, black nationalist and black male-
centered claims to black authenticity



reinforce black cultural conservatism. The
support of Louis Farrakhan's Nation of
Islamfor Clarence Thomasg despite
Farrakhan's critique of Republican Party
racist and conservative policiesg
highlights this fact. It also shows how
racial reasoning leads different and
disparate viewpoints in black Americato
the same dead end¢ with substantive
ethical principles and savvy wise politics
left out.

The undermining and dismantling of the
framework of racial reasoningg
especially the basic notions of black
authenticity, closed-ranks mentality, and
black cultural conservatismg lead toward
anew framework for black thought and
practice. This new framework should be a
prophetic one of moral reasoning withits



fundamental ideas of a mature black
identity, coalition strategy, and black
cultural democracy. Instead of cathartic
appeal s to black authenticity, a prophetic
viewpoint bases mature black self-love
and self-respect on the moral quality of
black responses to undeniable racist
degradation in the American past and
present. These responses assume neither a
black essence that all black people share
nor one black perspective to which all
black people should adhere. Rather, a
prophetic framework encourages mor al
assessment of the variety of perspectives
held by black people and sel ects those
views based on black dignity and decency
that eschew putting any group of people or
culture on a pedestal or inthe gutter.
Instead, blackness is understood to be



either the perennial possibility of white
supremaci st abuse or the distinct styles
and dominant modes of expressi on found
in black cultures and communities. These
styles and modes are diverseg yet they do
stand apart from those of other groups
(even as they are shaped by and shape
those of other groups). And all such styles
and modes stand in need of ethical

eval uation. Mature black identity results
from an acknowl edgment of the specific
black responses to white supremaci st
abuses and a moral assessment of these
responses such that the humanity of black
peopl e does not rest on deifying or
demoni zing others.

Instead of a closing-ranks mentality, a
prophetic framework encourages a
coalition strategy that solicits genuine



solidarity with those deeply committed to
antiracist struggle. This strategy is neither
naive nor opportunistic; black suspicion
of whites, Latinos, Jews, and Asians runs
deep for historical reasons. Yet there are
slight though significant antiraci st
traditions among whites, Asians, and
especially Latinos, Jews, and indigenous
peopl e that must not be cast aside. Such
coalitions are important precisely because
they not only enhance the plight of black
peopl e but also because they enrich the
quality of lifein America.

Last, a prophetic framework replaces
black cultural conservatismwith black
cultural democracy. Instead of
authoritarian sensibilities that subordinate
women or degrade gay men and |esbians,
black cultural democracy promotes the



equality of black women and men and the
humanity of black gay men and lesbians. In
short, black cultural democracy rejects the
pervasive patriarchy and homophobiain
black Americanlife.

If most black |eaders had adopted a
prophetic framework of moral reasoning
rather than a narrow framework of racial
reasoning, the debate over the Clarence
Thomas/ Anita Hill hearings would have
proceeded in a quite different manner in
black America. For example, both Thomas
and Hill would be viewed as two black
Republican conservative supporters of
some of the most vicious policies to
besi ege black working and poor
communities since Jimand Jane Crow
segregation. Both Thomas and Hill
supported an unprecedented redistribution



of wealth fromworking peopl e to well-to-
do peopleinthe form of regressive
taxation, deregulation policies, cutbacks
and slowdowns in public service
programs, take-backs at the negotiation
tabl e between workers and management,
and military buildups at the Pentagon.
Both Thomas and Hill supported the
unleashing of unbridled capitalist market
forcesonalevel never witnessed inthe
United States before that have devastated
black working and poor communities.
These market forces took the principal
form of unregul ated corporative and
financial expansion and intense
entrepreneurial activity. This tremendous
ferment in big and small busi nessesg

i ncluding enormous bonanzas in

specul ation, leverage buyouts and



mergers, aswell as highlevels of
corruption and graft¢ contributed to a
new kind of culture of consumptionin
white and black America. Never before
has the seductive market way of life held
such sway in nearly every sphere of
American life. This market way of life
promotes addi ctions to stimulation and
obsessions with comfort and convenience.
Addictions and obsessionsg centered
primarily around bodily pleasures and
status rankingsg constitute market
moralities of various sorts. The common
denominator is arugged and ragged
individualism and rapacious hedonismin
guest of a perennia "high" in body and
mind.

In the hearings, the image of Clarence
Thomas that emerged was one of an



exemplary hedonist, a consumer of
pornography, captive to a stereotypical
self-image of the powerful black manwho
revelsinsexual prowessinaracist
society. Anita Hill appeared as the
exempl ary careerist addicted to job
promotion and captive to the stereotypical
self-image of the sacrificial black woman
who suffers silently and alone. There was
reason to suspect that Thomas was not
telling the whol e truth. He was silent
about Roe v. Wade, hisintentions inthe
anti abortion essay on Lewis Lehrmann,
and the contours of his conservative
political philosophy. Furthermore, his
obdurate stonewallinginregard to his
private life was disturbing. There also
should be little doubt that Anita Hill's
decision to testify was a break from her



careerist ambitions. On the one hand, she
strikes me as a person of integrity and
honesty. On the other hand, she indeed put
apremium on job advancementg even at
painful personal cost. Yet her speaking out
disrupted this pattern of behavior and she
found herself supported only by people
who opposed the very conservative
Republican policies she otherwise
championed, namely, progressive
feminists, liberals, and some black folk.
How strange she must feel being a hero to
her former foes. One wonders whether
Judge Bork supported her as fervently as
she did hima few years ago.

A prophetic framework of moral
reasoning would have liberated black
|eaders fromthe racial guilt of opposing a
black man for the highest court inthe land



and of the feeling that one had to choose
between a black woman and a black man.
Like the Black Congressional Caucus
(minus one?), black people could have
simply opposed Thomas based on
gualifications and principle. And one
could have chosen between two black
right-wing figures based on their sworn
testimonies in light of the patterns of their
behavior inthe recent past. Smilarly,
black |eaders could have avoided being
duped by Thomas's desperate and vulgar
appealsto racial victimization by awhite
mal e Senate committee who handled him
gently (no questions about his private
life). Like Senator Hollings, who knows
racial intimidationwhen he seesit (given
his past experiences with it), black
|eaders could have seen through the



rhetorical charade and called a moral
spade amoral spade.

Unfortunately, most black |eaders
remai ned caught in a framework of racial
reasoningg even when they opposed
Thomas and/or supported Hill. Rarely did
we have a black leader highlight the moral
content of a mature black identity, accent
the crucial role of coalition strategy inthe
struggle for justice, or promote the ideal
of black cultural democracy. Instead, the
debate evolved around glib formulations
of ablack "role model" based on mere
pigmentation, an atavistic defense of
blackness that mirrors the increasing
xenophobiain American life, and circled
around a silence about the ugly
authoritarian practices in black America
that range from sexual harassment to



i ndescribabl e viol ence agai nst women.
Hence a grand opportunity for substantive
discussion and struggle over race and
gender was missed in black America and
the larger society. And black leadership
must share some of the blame. Aslong as
black leaders remain caught ina
framework of racial reasoning, they will
not rise above the mani pul ative language
of Bush and Thomasg just as the state of
siege (the death, disease, and destruction)
raging in much of black America creates
more urban wastel ands and combat zones.
Where there is no vision, the people
perish; where there is no framework of
moral reasoning, the people close ranksin
awar of all against all. The growing
gangsteri zation of America resultsin part
froma market-driven racial reasoning that



links the White House to the ghetto
projects. Inthis sense, George Bush,
David Duke, and many ganster rap artists
speak the same language from different
social locationsg only racial reasoning
can save us. Yet | hear a cloud of
witnesses from afar@ Sojourner Truth,
Wendell Phillips, Emma Goldman, A.
Phillip Randol ph, Ella Baker, Myles
Horton, Fannie Lou Hamer, Michael
Harrington, Abraham Joshua Heschel,
Tom Hayden, Harvey Milk, Robert
Moses, Barbara Ehrenreich, Martin Luther
King, Jr., and many anonymous others who
championed the struggle for freedom and
justice in a prophetic framework of moral
reasoning. They understood that the
pitfalls of racial reasoning are too costly
inmind, body, and soul¢ especially for a



downtrodden and despised people like
black Americans. The best of our

| eader ship recognized this val uabl e truth
@ and more must do so inthe future if
Americais to survive with any moral
sense.



CHAPTER THREE

THE Crisis orF BLAck
| EADERSHIP

You don't stick aknife inaman's
hack nine inches and then pull it out
six inches and say you're making
progress.

No matter how much respect, no
matter how much recognition, whites
show towards me, asfar asI'm
concerned, aslong asit is not shown
to every one of our peopleinthis
country, it doesn't exist for me.



MALCOLM X (1964)

THERE has not beenatimeinthe
history of black people inthis country
when the quantity of politicians and
intellectual s was so great, yet the quality
of both groups has been so low. Just when
one would have guessed that black
Americawas flexingits political and
intellectual muscles, rigor mortis seems
to have set in. How do we account for the
absence of the Frederick Dougl asses,
Sojourner Truths, Martin Luther King, Jrs.,
Malcolm Xs, and Fannie Lou Hamersin
our time? Why hasn't black America
produced intellectual s of the caliber of W.
E. B. DuBois, Anna Cooper, E. Franklin
Frazier, Oliver Cox, and Ralph Ellisonin
the past few decades?



A serious response to these perplexing
questions requires subtle inquiry into the
emergence of the new black middle class
@ its content and character, aspirations
and anxieties, orientations and
opportunities. Black America has had a
variety of different "middle classes." Free
negroes inthe preg Civil War period,;
educators, artisans, and shopkeepers
during the Reconstructi on period; business
persons and black college professorsin
the years of Jim Crow laws; and
prominent athl etes, entertainers, and white
collar personnel after World War 11 all
serve as examples of black middle-class
status prior to the passing of the Civil
Rights Bill in 1964 and the \oting Rights
Bill of 1965. AsE. Franklin Frazier
pointed out in his classic Black



Bourgeoisie (1957), these various forms
of black middle-class status never
constituted more than 5 percent of
African-Americans before the Civil

Rights era. Inthe last two decades, this
percentage jumped to well over 25
percent. Yet thisleap in quantity has not
been accompanied by aleap in quality.
The present-day black middle classis not
simply different than its predecessorsg it
Is more deficient and, to put it strongly,
more decadent. For the most part, the
dominant outl ooks and lifestyles of today's
black middle class discourage the

devel opment of high quality political and
intellectual |eaders. Needless to say, this
holds for the country as awhole. Yet much
of what is bad about the United States, that
which prevents the cultivation of quality



leadership, is accentuated among black
middle-class Americans.

THE new black middle class came of
age in the 1960s during an unprecedented
American economic boomand inthe hub
of athriving mass culture. The economic
boom made | uxury goods and convenient
services available to large numbers of
hard-working Americans for the first time.
American mass culture presented models
of the good life principally interms of
conspi cuous consumption and hedonistic
indulgence. It isimportant to note that
even the intensely political struggles of the
sixties presupposed a perennial economic
boom and posited model s of the good life
projected by U.S. mass culture. Long-term
financial self-denial and sexual asceticism
was never at the center of a political



agendainthe sixties.

The civil rights movement permitted
significant numbers of black Americansto
benefit from the American economic boom
¢ to get asmall, yet juicy piece of the
expanding American pie. And for most of
those who had the education, skills, and
Ingenuity to get a piece, mass culture (TV,
radio, films) dictated what they should do
withit¢ gain peace of mind and pleasure
of body fromwhat they could buy. Like
any American group achieving
contemporary middle-class station for the
first time, black entree into the culture of
consumption made status an obsession and
addiction to stimulation away of life. For
example, well-to-do black parents no
longer sent their childrento Howard,
Morehouse, and Fisk "to serve the race"



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

One reason quality leadership is onthe
wane in black Americais the gross
deterioration of personal, familial, and
communal relations among African
Americans. These relationsg though
always fragile and difficult to sustai ng
constitute a crucial basis for the
devel opment of a collective and critical
consciousness and a moral commitment to
and courageous engagement with causes
beyond that of one's self and family.
Presently, black communities arein
shambl es, black families are in decline,
and black men and women are in conflict
(and sometimes combat). In this way, the



new class divisions produced by black
inclusion (and exclusion) fromthe
economi ¢ boom and the consumerism and
hedoni sm promoted by mass culture have
resulted in new kinds of personal turmoil
and existential meaninglessness in black
America. There are few, if any, communal
resources to help black people cope with
this situation.

QUALITY leadership is neither the
product of one great individual nor the
result of odd historical accidents. Rather,
it comes from deeply bred traditions and
communities that shape and mold tal ented
and gifted persons. Without a vibrant
tradition of resistance passed on to new
generations, there can be no nurturing of a
collective and critical consciousnessg
only professional conscientiousness



survives. Where thereis no vital
community to hold up precious ethical and
religious ideal s, there can be no coming to
amoral commitmentg only personal
accomplishment is applauded. Without a
credible sense of political struggle, there
can be no shouldering of a courageous
engagementg only cautious adjustment is
undertaken. If you stop to think in this way
about the source of |eadership, it becomes
clear why there is such alack of quality
leadership in black Americatoday. This
absence is primarily a symptom of black
distance from a vibrant traditi on of
resistance, fromavital community bonded
by its ethical ideals, and froma credible
sense of political struggle. Presently,
black middle-classlifeis principally a
meatter of professional conscienti ousness,



personal accomplishment, and cauti ous
adj ustmen.

Black Political Leadership

Black political |eadership reveals the
tame and genteel face of the black middle
class. The black dress suits with white
shirts worn by Malcolm X and Martin
Luther King, Jr., signified the seriousness
of their deep commitment to black
freedom, whereas today the expensive
tailored suits of black politicians
symbolize their personal success and
individual achievement. Malcolmand
Martin called for the realization that black
peopl e are somebodies with which
America has to reckon, whereas black
politicians tend to turn our attention to



their somebodiness owing to their
"making it" in America.

This crude and slightly unfair
comparison highlights two distinctive
features of black political |eadersinthe
postg Civil Rights era: the relative lack
of authentic anger and the rel ative absence
of genuine humility. What stood out most
strikingly about Malcolm X, Martin Luther
King, Jr., Ella Baker, and Fannie Lou
Hamer was that they were almost always
visibly upset about the condition of black
America. When one saw them speak or
heard their voices, they projected on a gut
level that the black situation was urgent, in
need of immedi ate attention. One even
gets the impression that their own stability
and sanity rested on how soon the black
predi cament could be improved.



Mal colm, Martin, Ella, and Fannie were
angry about the state of black America,
and this anger fueled their bol dness and
defiance.

In stark contrast, most present-day
black political leaders appear too hungry
for status to be angry, too eager for
acceptance to be bold, too self-invested in
advancement to be defiant. And when they
do drop their masks and try to get mad
(usually in the presence of black
audiences), their bold rhetoric is more
performance than personal, more play-
acting than heartfelt. Malcolm, Martin,
Ella, and Fannie made sense of the black
plight in a poignant and powerful manner,
whereas most contemporary black
political leaders' oratory appeals to black
peopl €'s sense of the sentimental and



sensational .

Similarly, Malcolm, Martin, Ella, and
Fannie were exampl es of humility. Yes,
even Mal colm's aggressi veness was
accompani ed by a common touch and
humbl e disposition toward ordinary black
people. Humility is the fruit of inner
security and wise maturity. To be humble
IS to be so sure of one's self and one's
mission that one can forego calling
excessive attention to one's self and status.
And, even more pointedly, to be humbleis
to revel in the accomplishments or
potential s of othersg especially those
with whom one identifies and to whom
oneislinked organically. Therelative
absence of humility in most black political
|eaders today is a symptom of the status-
anxiety and personal insecurity pervasive



inblack middle-class America. Inthis
context, even a hunble vesture is viewed
as a cover for some sinister motive or
surreptitious ambition.

Present-day black political leaders can
be grouped under three types: race-
effacing managerial |eaders, race-
Identifying protest |eaders, and race-
transcending prophetic leaders. The first
type is growing rapidly. The Thomas
Bradl eys and Wilson Goodes of black
America have become a model for many
black leaders trying to reach alarge white
constituency and keep aloyal black one.
This type survives on sheer political
savvy and thrives on personal diplomacy.
This kind of candidate is the |esser of two
evilsinapolitical situation where the
only other electoral choiceisa



conservative (usually white) politician.
Yet this type of leader tends to stunt
progressive devel opment and silence the
prophetic voices in the black community
by casting the practical mainstream as the
only game in town.

The second type of black political
leaderg race-identifying protest |leaders
¢ often view themselvesinthe tradition
of Malcolm X, Martin Luther King, Jr.,
Ella Baker, and Fannie Lou Hamer. Yet
they are usually self-deluded. They
actually operate much more inthe
tradition of Booker T. Washington, by
confining themsel ves to the black turf,
vowing to protect their |eadership status
over it, and serving as power brokers with
powerful nonblack (usually white
economic or political elites, thoughin



Louis Farrakhan's case it may be Libyan
elites) to "enhance" this black turf. Itis
crucial to remember that eveninthe
fifties, Malcolm X's vision and practice
were international in scope, and that after
1964 his project was transracialg though
grounded in the black turf. King never
confined himself to being solely the |eader
of black Americag even though the white
press attempted to do so. And Fannie Lou
Hamer led the National Welfare Rights
Organi zation, not the Black Welfare Rights
Organi zation. In short, race-identifying
protest leadersinthe postg Civil Rights
era function as figures who white
Americans must appease so that the plight
of the black poor is overlooked and
forgotten. When such |eaders move
successfully into elected officeg as with



Marion Barryg they usually become
managerial types with large black
constituencies, flashy styles, flowery
rhetoric, and Booker T. Washingtong like
patronage operations within the public
sphere.

Race-transcending prophetic |eaders
are rare in contemporary black America.
Harold Washington was one. The Jesse
Jackson of 1988 was attempting to be
anotherg yet the opportunism of his past
welghed heavily on him. To be an el ected
official and prophetic leader requires
personal integrity and political savvy,
moral vision and prudential judgment,
courageous defiance and organi zational
pati ence. The present generation has yet to
produce such a figure. We have neither an
Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., nor a Ronald



Dellums. Thisvoid sits like afestering
sore at the center of the crisis of black
|leadershipg and the predicament of the
disadvantaged in the United States and
abroad worsens.

Black Intellectual
L eadership

Black intellectual |eadership discloses
the cynical and ironic face of the black
middle class. The Victorian three-piece
suit¢ with aclock and chainin the vestg
worn by W. E. B. Du Bois not only
represented the age that shaped and
molded him; it also dignified his sense of
intellectual vocation, a sense of rendering
service by means of critical intelligence



and moral action. The shabby clothing
worn by most black intellectual s these
days may be seen as symbolizing their
utter marginality behind the walls of
academe and their sense of impotence in
the wider world of American culture and
politics. For Du Bois, the glorious life of
the mind was a highly disciplined way of
life and an intensely demanding way of
struggle that facilitated transit between his
study and the streets; whereas present-day
black scholars tend to be mere
academicians, narrowly confined to
specialized disciplines with little sense of
the broader life of the mind and hardly any
engagement with battles in the streets.

Black intellectual s are affected by the
same processes as other American
intell ectual s, such as the



professi onali zation and speciali zation of
knowl edge, the bureauerati zati on of the
academy, the proliferation of arcane
jargoninthe various disciplines, and the
marginalization of humanistic studies. Yet
the quality of black intellectual work has
suffered more so than that of others. There
are two basic reasons why.

First, the academic system of rewards
and status, prestige and influence, puts a
premi um on those few black scholars who
| mitate the dominant paradigms el evated
by fashi onabl e Northeastern seaboard
I nstitutions of higher learning. If oneis
fortunate enough to be a " spook who sits
by the door," eavesdrops on the
conversation among the promi nent and
prestigious, and reproduces their jargonin
rel ation to black subject meatter, one's



academic career is secure. This system
not only demoralizes aspiring careerists
stuck in the provinces far from the exciting
metropolis; it also stifles intell ectual
creativity, especially among those for
whom the dominant paradigms are
problematic. Yet the incredible expansion
of the Academy inthe past few decadesg

i ncluding the enormous federal dollars
that support both private and public
universities and collegesg has made the
Academy aworld initself and a caretaker
of nearly all intellectual talent in
American society. Therefore, eventhe
critiques of dominant paradigms in the
Academy are academic ones; that is, they
reposition viewpoints and figures within
the context of professional politicsinside
the Academy rather than create linkages



between struggl es inside and outsi de of
the Academy. Inthis way, the Academy
feeds on critiques of its own paradigms.
These critiques simultaneously | egiti mate
the Academy (enhancing its self-image as
a promoter of objective inquiry and

rel entl ess criticism) and empty out the
more political and worldly substance of
radical critiques. Thisisespecially so for
critiques that focus on the way inwhich
paradigms generated in the Academy help
authorize the Academy. Inthis way,
radical critiques, including those by black
scholars, are usually disarmed.

Second, many black scholars
deliberately distance themsel ves so far
from the mai nstream Academy that they
have little to sustain them as schol ars.
Americanintellectual life has few places



