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You don't stick a knife in a man'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, as far as I'm concerned, as long as it is not shown to

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

MALCOLM X (1964)

THERE has not been a time in the history of black people in this country
when the quantity of politicians and intellectuals was so great, yet the
quality of both groups has been so low. Just when one would have guessed
that black America was flexing its political and intellectual muscles, rigor
mortis seems to have set in. How do we account for the absence of the
Frederick Douglasses, Sojourner Truths, Martin Luther King, Jrs., Malcolm
Xs, and Fannie Lou Hamers in our time? Why hasn't black America
produced intellectuals of the caliber of W. E. B. Du Bois, Anna Cooper, E.
Franklin Frazier, Oliver Cox, and Ralph Ellison in 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 in the
pre—Civil War period; educators, artisans, and shopkeepers during the
Reconstruction period; business persons and black college professors in the
years of Jim Crow laws; and prominent athletes, entertainers, and white
collar personnel after World War II all serve as examples of black middle-
class status prior to the passing of the Civil Rights Bill in 1964 and the
Voting Rights Bill of 1965. As E. 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. In the last two decades, this percentage jumped to well
over 25 percent. Yet this leap in quantity has not been accompanied by a



leap in quality. The present-day black middle class is not simply different
than its predecessors—it is more deficient and, to put it strongly, more
decadent. For the most part, the dominant outlooks and lifestyles of today's
black middle class discourage the development of high quality political and
intellectual leaders. Needless to say, this holds for the country as a whole.
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 boom and in the hub of a thriving mass
culture. The economic boom made luxury 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 in
terms of conspicuous consumption and hedonistic indulgence. It is
important to note that even the intensely political struggles of the sixties
presupposed a perennial economic boom and posited models 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 agenda in the sixties.

The civil rights movement permitted significant numbers of black
Americans to benefit from the American economic boom—to get a small,
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 with it—gain peace of mind and
pleasure of body from what 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 a way of life. For example, well-to-do black parents no longer
sent their children to 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 on the wane in black America is the
gross deterioration of personal, familial, and communal relations among
African-Americans. These relations—though always fragile and difficult to
sustain—constitute a crucial basis for the development 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 are in shambles, 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) from the
economic boom and the consumerism and hedonism 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 talented and gifted persons.
Without a vibrant tradition of resistance passed on to new generations, there
can be no nurturing of a collective and critical consciousness—only
professional conscientiousness survives. Where there is no vital community
to hold up precious ethical and religious ideals, there can be no coming to a
moral commitment—only personal accomplishment is applauded. Without
a credible sense of political struggle, there can be no shouldering of a
courageous engagement—only cautious adjustment is undertaken. If you
stop to think in this way about the source of leadership, it becomes clear
why there is such a lack of quality leadership in black America today. This
absence is primarily a symptom of black distance from a vibrant tradition of
resistance, from a vital community bonded by its ethical ideals, and from a
credible sense of political struggle. Presently, black middle-class life is
principally a matter of professional conscientiousness, personal
accomplishment, and cautious adjustment.

Black Political Leadership

Black political leadership 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. Malcolm and Martin called for the realization that black
people 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 leaders in the post—Civil Rights era: the relative
lack of authentic anger and the relative 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 immediate attention. One even gets the impression that
their own stability and sanity rested on how soon the black predicament
could be improved. Malcolm, Martin, Ella, and Fannie were angry about the
state of black America, and this anger fueled their boldness 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 people's sense of the sentimental and
sensational.

Similarly, Malcolm, Martin, Ella, and Fannie were examples of humility.
Yes, even Malcolm's aggressiveness was accompanied by a common touch
and humble 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 humble is to revel in
the accomplishments or potentials of others—especially those with whom
one identifies and to whom one is linked organically. The relative absence
of humility in most black political leaders today is a symptom of the status-
anxiety and personal insecurity pervasive in black middle-class America. In
this context, even a humble 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 leaders, race-identifying protest leaders, and race-
transcending prophetic leaders. The first type is growing rapidly. The
Thomas Bradleys and Wilson Goodes of black America have become a



model for many black leaders trying to reach a large white constituency and
keep a loyal black one. This type survives on sheer political savvy and
thrives on personal diplomacy. This kind of candidate is the lesser of two
evils in a political situation where the only other electoral choice is a
conservative (usually white) politician. Yet this type of leader tends to stunt
progressive development 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 leader—race-identifying protest
leaders—often view themselves in the 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 in the tradition of Booker T.
Washington, by confining themselves to the black turf, vowing to protect
their leadership status over it, and serving as power brokers with powerful
nonblack (usually white economic or political elites, though in Louis
Farrakhan's case it may be Libyan elites) to "enhance" this black turf. It is
crucial to remember that even in the fifties, Malcolm X's vision and practice
were international in scope, and that after 1964 his project was transracial—
though grounded in the black turf. King never confined himself to being
solely the leader of black America—even though the white press attempted
to do so. And Fannie Lou Hamer led the National Welfare Rights
Organization, not the Black Welfare Rights Organization. In short, race-
identifying protest leaders in the post—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 leaders move successfully into
elected office—as with Marion Barry—they usually become managerial
types with large black constituencies, flashy styles, flowery rhetoric, and
Booker T. Washington—like patronage operations within the public sphere.

Race-transcending prophetic leaders are rare in contemporary black
America. Harold Washington was one. The Jesse Jackson of 1988 was
attempting to be another—yet the opportunism of his past weighed heavily
on him. To be an elected official and prophetic leader requires personal
integrity and political savvy, moral vision and prudential judgment,
courageous defiance and organizational patience. The present generation
has yet to produce such a figure. We have neither an Adam Clayton Powell,
Jr., nor a Ronald Dellums. This void sits like a festering sore at the center of



the crisis of black leadership—and the predicament of the disadvantaged in
the United States and abroad worsens.

Black Intellectual Leadership

Black intellectual leadership discloses the cynical and ironic face of the
black middle class. The Victorian three-piece suit—with a clock and chain
in the vest—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 intellectuals 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 intellectuals are affected by the same processes as other American
intellectuals, such as the professionalization and specialization of
knowledge, the bureaueratization of the academy, the proliferation of arcane
jargon in the 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 premium on those few black scholars who imitate the dominant
paradigms elevated by fashionable Northeastern seaboard institutions of
higher learning. If one is fortunate enough to be a "spook who sits by the
door," eavesdrops on the conversation among the prominent and
prestigious, and reproduces their jargon in relation to black subject matter,
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 intellectual creativity, especially among those for whom the
dominant paradigms are problematic. Yet the incredible expansion of the
Academy in the past few decades—including the enormous federal dollars



that support both private and public universities and colleges—has made
the Academy a world in itself and a caretaker of nearly all intellectual talent
in American society. Therefore, even the critiques of dominant paradigms in
the Academy are academic ones; that is, they reposition viewpoints and
figures within the context of professional politics inside the Academy rather
than create linkages between struggles inside and outside of the Academy.
In this way, the Academy feeds on critiques of its own paradigms. These
critiques simultaneously legitimate the Academy (enhancing its self-image
as a promoter of objective inquiry and relentless criticism) and empty out
the more political and worldly substance of radical critiques. This is
especially so for critiques that focus on the way in which paradigms
generated in the Academy help authorize the Academy. In this way, radical
critiques, including those by black scholars, are usually disarmed.

Second, many black scholars deliberately distance themselves so far from
the mainstream Academy that they have little to sustain them as scholars.
American intellectual life has few places or pockets to support serious
scholarly work outside of the Academy and foundations—especially for
those in the social sciences and humanities. The major intellectual
alternatives to the Academy are journalism, self-support communities
(Bohemia and feminist groups), or self-supporting writers (such as Gore
Vidal, Norman Mailer, or John Updike). Unfortunately, some frustrated and
disgusted black intellectuals revert to isolated groups and insulated
conversations that reproduce the very mediocrity that led them to reject the
Academy. In this way, mediocrity of various forms and in different contexts
suffocates much of black intellectual life. So, despite the larger numbers of
black scholars relative to the past (though still a small percentage in relation
to white scholars), black intellectual life is a rather depressing scene. With
few periodicals available for cross-disciplinary exchange, few organs that
show interest in this situation, and few magazines that focus on analyses of
black culture and its relation to American society, infrastructures for black
intellectual activity are feeble.

Like black politicians, black scholars fall into three basic types—race-
distancing elitists, race-embracing rebels, and racetranscending prophets.
The first type are dominant at the more exclusive universities and colleges.
They often view themselves as the "talented tenth" who have a near
monopoly on the sophisticated and cultured gaze of what is wrong with



black America. They revel in severe denigration of much black behavior yet
posit little potential or possibility in Afro-America. At times, their criticism
is incisive—yet it often denigrates into a revealing self-hatred. They tend to
distance themselves from black America by ironically calling attention to
their own cantankerous marginality. They pontificate about standards of
excellence, complexity of analysis, and subtlety of inquiry—yet usually
spin out mediocre manuscripts, flat establishmentarian analyses, and
uncreative inquiry. Even so, they prosper—though often at the cost of
minimal intellectual respect by their white colleagues in the Academy. The
mean-spirited writings of a fellow progressive like Adolph Reed, Jr., are an
example.

The second type of black intellectual, the race-embracing rebels, often
view themselves in the tradition of W. E. B. Du Bois. Yet they are usually
wrong. In fact, they fall much more into the tradition of those old
stereotypical black college professors who thrived on being "big fish in a
little pond." That is, race-embracing rebels express their resentment of the
white Academy (including its subtle racism) by reproducing similar
hierarchies headed by themselves, within a black context. They rightly rebel
against the tribal insularity and snobbish civility of the white academy (and
the first type of black scholars), yet, unlike Du Bois, their rebellion tends to
delimit their literary productivity and sap their intellectual creativity. Hence,
rhetoric becomes a substitute for analysis, stimulatory rapping a
replacement for serious reading, and uncreative publications an expression
of existential catharsis. Much, though not all, of Afrocentric thought fits
this bill.

There are few race-transcending prophets on the current black intellectual
scene. James Baldwin was one. He was self-taught and self-styled, hence
beholden to no white academic patronage system. He was courageous and
prolific, a political intellectual when the engaged leftist Amiri Baraka was a
petit bourgeois Bohemian poet named Leroi Jones and the former Black
Panther Eldridge Cleaver became a right-wing Republican. He was
unswerving in his commitment to fusing the life of the mind (including the
craft of writing) with the struggle for justice and human dignity regardless
of the fashions of the day or the price he had to pay. With the exception of
Toni Morrison, the present generation has yet to produce such a figure. We
have neither an Oliver Cox nor a St. Claire Drake. This vacuum continues



to aggravate the crisis of black leadership—and the plight of the wretched
of the earth deteriorates.

What Is to Be Done?

The nihilistic threat to black America is inseparable from a crisis in black
leadership. This crisis is threefold. First, at the national level, the
courageous yet problematic example of Jesse Jackson looms large. On the
one hand, his presidential campaigns based on a progressive multiracial
coalition were the major left-liberal response to Reagan's conservative
policies. For the first time since the last days of Martin Luther King, Jr.—
with the grand exception of Harold Washington—the nearly de facto
segregation in U.S. progressive politics was confronted and surmounted. On
the other hand, Jackson's televisual style resists grass-roots organizing and,
most important, democratic accountability. His brilliance, energy, and
charisma sustain his public visibility—but at the expense of programmatic
follow-through. We are approaching the moment in which this style
exhausts its progressive potential.

Other national nonelectoral black leaders—like Benjamin Hooks of the
NAACP and John Jacobs of the National Urban League—rightly highlight
the traditional problems of racial discrimination, racial violence, and slow
racial progress. Yet their preoccupation with race—the mandate from their
organizations— downplays the crucial class, environmental, patriarchal,
and homophobic determinants of black life changes. Black politicians—
especially new victors like Mayor David Dinkins of New York City and
Governor Douglas Wilder of Virginia—are participants in a larger, lethargic
electoral system riddled with decreasing revenues, loss of public
confidence, self-perpetuating mediocrity, and pervasive corruption. Like
most American elected officials, few black politicians can sidestep these
seductive traps. For all of these reasons, black leadership at the national
level tends to lack a moral vision that can organize (not just periodically
energize), subtle analyses that enlighten (not simply intermittently awaken),
and exemplary practices that uplift (not merely convey status that awes)
black people.

Second, this relative failure creates vacuums to be rilled by bold and
defiant black nationalist figures with even narrower visions, one-note racial



analyses, and sensationalist practices. Louis Farrakhan, the early Al
Sharpton (prior to 1991), and others vigorously attempt to be protest leaders
in this myopic mode—a mode often, though not always, reeking of immoral
xenophobia. This kind of black leadership is not only symptomatic of black
alienation and desperation in a country more and more indifferent or hostile
to the quality of life among black working and poor people; it also
reinforces the fragmentation of U.S. progressive efforts that could reverse
this deplorable plight. In this way, black nationalist leaders often
inadvertently contribute to the very impasse they are trying to overcome:
inadequate social attention and action to change the plight of America's
"invisible people," especially disadvantaged black people.

Third, this crisis of black leadership contributes to political cynicism
among black people; it encourages the idea that we cannot really make a
difference in changing our society. This cynicism—already promoted by the
larger political culture— dampens the fire of engaged local activists who
have made a difference. These activists are engaged in protracted grass-
roots organization in principled coalitions that bring power and pressure to
bear on specific issues. And they are people who have little interest in being
in the national limelight, such as the Industrial Areas Foundation efforts of
BUILD in Baltimore or Harlem initiatives in Manhattan.

Without such activists there can be no progressive politics. Yet state,
regional, and national networks are also required for an effective
progressive politics. That is why locally based collective (and especially
multigendered) models of black leadership are needed. These models must
shun the idea of one black national leader; they also should put a premium
on critical dialogue and democratic accountability in black organizations.

THE crisis in black leadership can be remedied only if we candidly
confront its existence. We need national forums to reflect, discuss, and plan
how best to respond. It is neither a matter of a new Messiah figure
emerging, nor of another organization appearing on the scene. Rather, it is a
matter of grasping the structural and institutional processes that have
disfigured, deformed, and devastated black America such that the resources
for nurturing collective and critical consciousness, moral commitment, and
courageous engagement are vastly underdeveloped. We need serious
strategic and tactical thinking about how to create new models of leadership
and forge the kind of persons to actualize these models. These models must



not only question our silent assumptions about black leadership—such as
the notion that black leaders are always middle class—but must also force
us to interrogate iconic figures of the past. This includes questioning King's
sexism and homophobia and the relatively undemocratic character of his
organization, and examining Malcolm's silence on the vicious role of
priestly versions of Islam in the modern world.

But one point is beyond dispute: The time is past for black political and
intellectual leaders to pose as the voice for black America. Gone are the
days when black political leaders jockey for the label "president of black
America," or when black intellectuals pose as the "writers of black
America." The days of brokering for the black turf—of nosing as the Head
Negro in Charge (H.N.I.C.)—are over. To be a serious black leader is to be
a race-transcending prophet who critiques the powers that be (including the
black component of the Establishment) and who puts forward a vision of
moral regeneration and political insurgency for the purpose of fundamental
social change for all who suffer from socially induced misery. For the
moment, we reflect and regroup with a vow that the 1990s will make the
1960s look like a tea party.
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It is, Indeed, one of the basic moral blindspots of American
conservatism that its intellectual and leadership energy have never
been focussed in a proactive way on America's racial-caste legacy.

This represents a fundamental moral crisis of modern American
conservatism . . . American conservatives typically ignored the

authoritarian and violent racial-caste practices and values arrayed
against black Americans in southern states where the vast majority of

blacks live. On the other hand, American conservatives have,
throughout this century, often embraced freedom movements

elsewhere in the world—in Europe, Latin America, East Asia—but
always firmly resisting a proactive embrace of the black American

civil rights movement as a bona fide freedom movement fully worthy
of their support. So it is in the shadow of this dismal record of

mainstream American conservatism vis-a-vis black Americans' long
and arduous quest for equality of status that new black conservatives

have emerged.

MARTIN KILSON, "Anatomy of Black 
                Conservatism" (1992) 

THE publication of Thomas Sowell's Race and Economics in 1975
marked the rise of a novel phenomenon in the United States: a visible and
aggressive black intellectual conservative assault on traditional black liberal
ideas. The promotion of conservative perspectives is not new in African-
American history. The preeminent black conservative of this century,
George S. Schuyler, published a witty and acerbic column in the influential
black newspaper The Pittsburgh Courier for decades, and his book Black
and Conservative is a minor classic in African-American letters. Similarly,
the reactionary essays (some of which appeared in Readers' Digest) and
Republican Party allegiance of the most renowned African-American
woman of letters, Zora Neale Hurston, are often overlooked by her
contemporary feminist and womanist followers. Yet Sowell's book still



signified something new—a bid for conservative hegemony in black
political and intellectual leadership in the post-Civil Rights era.

This bid, as yet, has been highly unsuccessful though it has generated
much attention from the American media, whose interest is most clearly
evident in the hoopla surrounding the recent works of Shelby Steele,
Stephen Carter, and Stanley Crouch. The new black conservatism is a
response to the crisis of liberalism in Afro-America. This crisis,
exemplified partly by the rise of Reaganism and the collapse of left politics,
has created an intellectual space that conservative voices of various colors
now occupy.

In this context, the writings of my friend and fellow Christian Glenn
Loury warrant attention in that he attempts to distance himself from
mainstream conservatism, while targeting his critiques at black liberalism;
that is, he is a neo-conservative who wants to dislodge traditional liberalism
among black Americans. In his forthcoming book, Free at Last, he puts
forward three basic charges against black liberal thinkers. First, he holds
that black liberals adhere to a victim-status conception of black people that
results in blaming all personal failings of black people on white racism.
Second, he claims that black liberals harbor a debilitating loyalty to the race
that blinds them to the pathological and dysfunctional aspects of black
behavior. Third, Loury argues that black liberals truncate intellectual
discourse regarding the plight of poor black people by censoring critical
perspectives which air the "dirty linen" of the black community—that is,
they dub neoconservatives like Loury as "Uncle Toms" and thereby fail to
take his views seriously in an intellectual manner.

Loury's charges are noteworthy in that the hegemony of black liberalism
—especially among black academic and political elites—does impose
restraints on the quality and scope of black intellectual exchange.
Furthermore, the more vulgar forms of black liberalism, for example,
extreme environmentalism, tend to downplay or ignore the personal
responsibility of black people regarding their behavior toward one another
and others.

Unfortunately, and ironically, Loury deploys the very rhetorical strategies
he denounces in his liberal adversaries. For example, he casts black
conservatives and neo-conservatives like himself as victims—victims



whose own failings to gain a fair hearing and broad following in Afro-
America he attributes to a black liberal conspiracy to discredit them in an
ad hominem manner. Yet surely the black community is not so gullible,
manipulable, and downright callous. It may simply be that the real merits of
the case put forward by the new black conservatives are unconvincing and
unpersuasive.

In addition, Loury's rejection of blind loyalty to the race is laudable, yet
he replaces it with a similarly blind loyalty to the nation. In fact, his major
criticism of black liberals and left-liberals is that they put the black
community out of step with present-day conservative America because they
adopt an excessively adversarial stance to the rest of the country. This
criticism amounts not to a deepening and enriching of black intellectual
exchange but rather to a defense of new kinds of restrictions in the name of
a neo-nationalism already rampant in America—a neo-nationalism that
smothers and suffocates the larger American intellectual scene. In this way,
Loury's neo-conservatism enacts the very "discourse truncation" he claims
to be opposing in his foes. His frequent characterizations of left-liberal
views as "anachronistic," "discredited," and "idiosyncratic," without putting
forth arguments to defend such claims, exemplify this "discourse
truncation."

Loury's halfway-house position between the black conservatism of
Thomas Sowell and traditional black liberalism is symptomatic of the crisis
of purpose and direction among African-American political and intellectual
elites. Three fundamental processes in American society and culture since
1973 set the context for grasping this crisis: the eclipse of U.S. economic
predominance in the world; the structural transformation of the American
economy; and the moral breakdown of communities throughout the country,
especially among the black working poor and very poor.

The symbolic event in the decline of American economic hegemony was
the oil crisis, which resulted principally from the solidarity of the OPEC
nations. Increasing economic competition from Japan, West Germany, and
other nations ended an era of unquestioned U.S. economic power. The
resultant slump in the American economy undermined the Keynesian
foundation of postwar American liberalism, that is, economic growth
accompanied by state regulation and intervention on behalf of
disadvantaged citizens.



The impact of the economic recession on African-Americans was
immense. Not surprisingly, it more deeply affected the black working poor
and very poor than the expanding black middle class. Issues of sheer
survival loomed large for the former, while the latter continued to seize
opportunities in education, business, and politics. Most middle-class blacks
consistently supported the emergent black political class—the black
officials elected at the national, state, and local levels—primarily to ensure
black upward social mobility. But a few began to feel uncomfortable about
how their white middle-class peers viewed them. Mobility by means of
affirmative action breeds tenuous self-respect and questionable peer
acceptance for middle-class blacks. The new black conservatives voiced
these feelings in the forms of attacks on affirmative action programs
(despite the fact that they had achieved their positions by means of such
programs).

The importance of this quest for middle-class respectability based on
merit rather than politics cannot be overestimated in the new black
conservatism. The need of black conservatives to gain the respect of their
white peers deeply shapes certain elements of their conservatism. In this
regard, they simply want what most people want, to be judged by the
quality of their skills, not the color of their skin. But the black conservatives
overlook the fact that affirmative action policies were political responses to
the pervasive refusal of most white Americans to judge black Americans on
that basis.

The new black conservatives assume that without affirmative action
programs, white Americans will make choices on merit rather than on race.
Yet they have adduced no evidence for this. Most Americans realize that
job-hiring choices are made both on reasons of merit and on personal
grounds. And it is this personal dimension that is often influenced by racist
perceptions. Therefore the pertinent debate regarding black hiring is never
"merit vs. race" but whether hiring decisions will be based on merit,
influenced by race-bias against blacks, or on merit, influenced by race-bias,
but with special consideration for minorities and women, as mandated by
law. In light of actual employment practices, the black conservative rhetoric
about race-free hiring criteria (usually coupled with a call for dismantling
affirmative action mechanisms) does no more than justify actual practices
of racial discrimination. Black conservative claims about self-respect



should not obscure this fact, nor should they be regarded as different from
the normal self-doubts and insecurities of new arrivals in the American
middle class. It is worth noting that most of the new black conservatives are
first-generation middle-class persons, who offer themselves as examples of
how well the system works for those willing to sacrifice and work hard. Yet,
in familiar American fashion, genuine white peer acceptance still
preoccupies—and often escapes—them. In this regard, they are still
affected by white racism.

The eclipse of U.S. hegemony in the world is also an important factor for
understanding black conservatives' views on foreign policy. Although most
of the press attention they receive has to do with their provocative views on
domestic issues, I would suggest that the widespread support black
conservatives received from conservatives in the Reagan and Bush
administrations and Jewish neo-conservatives has much to do with their
views on U.S. foreign policies. Though black conservatives rightly call
attention to the butchery of bureaucratic elites in Africa, who rule in the
name of a variety of ideologies, they reserve most of their energies for
supporting U.S. intervention in Central America and the U.S. substantive
aid to Israel. Their relative silence regarding the U.S. policy of
"constructive engagement" with South Africa is also revealing.

The black conservatives' stance is significant in light of the dramatic shift
that has occurred in black America regarding America's role in the world. A
consequence of the civil rights movement and the black power ideology of
the sixties was a growing identification of black Americans with other
oppressed peoples around the world. This has had less to do with a common
skin color and more to do with shared social and political experience. Many
blacks sympathize with Polish workers and Northern Irish Catholics
(despite problematic Polish-black and Irish-black relations in places like
Chicago and Boston), and more and more blacks are cognizant of how
South Africa oppresses its native peoples, how Chile and South Korea
repress their citizens, and how Israel mistreats the Palestinians. In fact, the
radical consequences for domestic issues of this growing black international
consciousness—usually dubbed anti-Americanism by the vulgar right—
frightens the new black conservatives, who find themselves viewed in many
black communities as mere apologists for pernicious U.S. foreign policies.



We can further understand the rise of the new black conservatives by
highlighting the structural transformation of the U.S. economy. The
contraction of the manufacturing sector and the expansion of the service
sector of the labor market has narrowed job opportunities for semi-skilled
and unskilled workers. Coupled with the decline of industrial jobs, which
were a major source of black employment, is the most crucial
transformation in the U.S. economy affecting black Americans in the past
four decades; this is the mechanization of southern agriculture. Forty years
ago, 50 percent of all black teenagers had agricultural jobs, and more than
90 percent of those workers lived in the South. As these jobs disappeared,
the black unemployment problem in urban centers mushroomed. The recent
deindustrialization of northeastern and midwestern cities has exacerbated
this problem. And with the added competition for jobs resulting from the
entrance of new immigrants and white women into the labor market, semi-
skilled and unskilled black workers have found it increasingly difficult, if
not impossible, to find employment. By 1980, 15 percent of all black men
between the ages of twenty-five and forty-six reported to the Census Bureau
that they had earned nothing whatsoever the previous year. Often the only
option for young blacks is military enlistment. (Indeed, the U.S. army is
nearly one-third black.)

The new black conservatives have rightly perceived that the black liberal
leadership has not addressed these changes in the economy. Obviously, the
idea that racial discrimination is the sole cause of the predicament of the
black working poor and very poor is specious. And the idea that the courts
and government can significantly improve the plight of blacks by enforcing
laws already on the books is even more spurious. White racism, though
pernicious and potent, cannot fully explain the socioeconomic position of
the majority of black Americans.

The crisis of black liberalism is the result of its failure to put forward a
realistic response to the changes in the economy. The new black
conservatives have highlighted this crisis by trying to discredit the black
liberal leadership, arguing that the NAACP, the National Urban League, the
Black Congressional Caucus, and most black elected officials are guided by
outdated and ineffective viewpoints. The overriding aim of the new black
conservatives is to undermine the position of black liberals and replace
them with black Republicans (or even conservative black Democrats), who



downplay governmental regulation and stress market mechanisms and
success-oriented values in black communities.

Yet the new black conservatives have been unable to convince black
Americans that conservative ideology and the policies of the Reagan and
Bush administrations are morally acceptable and politically advantageous.
The vast depoliticization and electoral disengagement of blacks suggests
that they are indeed disenchanted with black liberals and distrustful of
American political processes; and a downtrodden and degraded people with
limited options may be ready to try any alternative. Nevertheless, black
Americans have systematically rejected the arguments of the new black
conservatives. This is not because blacks are duped by liberal black
politicians nor because blacks worship the Democratic Party. Rather, it is
because most blacks conclude that while racial discrimination is not the sole
cause of their plight, it certainly is one cause. Thus, most black Americans
view the new black conservative assault on the black liberal leadership as a
step backward rather than forward. Black liberalism indeed is inadequate,
but black conservatism is unacceptable. This negative reaction to black
conservatives by most blacks partly explains the relative reluctance of some
of the new black conservatives to engage in public debates in the black
community, and their contrasting eagerness to do so in the mass media,
where a few go as far as to portray themselves as courageous, embattled
critics of a black liberal establishment—even while their salaries,
honorariums, and travel expenses are payed by well-endowed conservative
foundations and corporations.

The new black conservatives have had their most salutary effect on
public discourse by highlighting the breakdown of the moral fabric in the
country and especially in black working poor and very poor communities.
Black organizations like Rev. Jesse Jackson's PUSH have focused on this
issue in the past, but the new black conservatives have been obsessed by it,
and thereby have given it national attention. Unfortunately, they view this
urgent set of problems in primarily individualistic terms and fail to take
seriously the historical background and social context of the current crisis.

The black conservatives claim that the decline of values such as patience,
deferred gratification, and self-reliance have resulted in the high crime
rates, the increasing number of unwed mothers, and the relatively
uncompetitive academic performances of black youth. And certainly these



sad realities must be candidly confronted. But nowhere in their writings do
the new black conservatives examine the pervasiveness of sexual and
military images used by the mass media and deployed by the advertising
industry in order to entice and titillate consumers. Black conservatives thus
overlook the degree to which market forces of advanced capitalist processes
thrive on sexual and military images. Even a neo-liberal like Daniel Bell, in
stark contrast to black conservatives, highlights the larger social and
cultural forces, for example, consumerism and hedonism, which undermine
the Protestant ethic and its concomitant values. Yet Bell also tends to
downplay the contribution of American capitalism to this process.

Since the end of the postwar economic boom, certain strategies have
been intensified to stimulate consumption, especially strategies aimed at
American youth that project sexual activity as instant fulfillment and
violence as the locus of machismo identity. This market activity has
contributed greatly to the disorientation and confusion of American youth,
and those with less education and fewer opportunities bear the brunt of this
cultural chaos. Ought we to be surprised that black youths isolated from the
labor market, marginalized by decrepit urban schools, devalued by
alienating ideals of Euro-American beauty, and targeted by an
unprecedented drug invasion exhibit high rates of crime and teenage
pregnancy?

My aim is not to provide excuses for black behavior or to absolve blacks
of personal responsibility. But when the new black conservatives accent
black behavior and responsibility in such a way that the cultural realities of
black people are ignored, they are playing a deceptive and dangerous
intellectual game with the lives and fortunes of disadvantaged people. We
indeed must criticize and condemn immoral acts of black people, but we
must do so cognizant of the circumstances into which people are born and
under which they live. By overlooking these circumstances, the new black
conservatives fall into the trap of blaming black poor people for their
predicament. It is imperative to steer a course between the Scylla of
environmental determinism and the Charybdis of a blaming-the-victims
perspective.

The ideological blinders of the new black conservatives are clearly
evident in their attempt to link the moral breakdown of poor black
communities to the expansion of the welfare state. For instance, in Sowell's



work, the preeminent structural element of political-economic life relevant
to the plight of the black poor is the negative role of the state and the
positive role of the market. A provocative—and slightly unfair—question to
this descendant of slaves sold at the auction block is, Can the market do any
wrong?

The new black conservatives claim that transfer payments to the black
needy engender a mentality of dependence which undercuts the value of
self-reliance and of the solidity of the black poor family. They fail to see
that the welfare state was an historic compromise between progressive
forces seeking broad subsistence rights and conservative forces arguing for
unregulated markets. Therefore it should come as no surprise that the
welfare state possesses many flaws. The reinforcing of "dependent
mentalities" and the unsettling of the family are two such flaws. But simply
to point out these rather obvious shortcomings does not justify cutbacks in
the welfare state. In the face of high black unemployment, these cutbacks
will not promote self-reliance or strong black families but will only produce
even more black cultural disorientation and more devastated black
households. This is so because without jobs or incentives to be productive
citizens the black poor become even more prone toward criminality, drugs,
and alcoholism—the major immediate symptoms of the pervasive black
communal and cultural chaos.

On the practical and political level, the only feasible alternative to the
welfare state is to create more jobs for poor people—something the private
sector is simply uninterested in doing, for it is not in its economic interests
to do so. Thus, the market rationality of the private sector relegates poor
people to subsistence levels of living and/or unemployment. In the realities
of contemporary American politics, to attack the welfare state without
linking this attack to a credible jobs program (one that is more than likely
supported by the public sector) is to reduce the already limited options of
black poor people. To go as far as some new black conservatives have done
and support the elimination of nearly every federal benefit program for the
nonelderly poor (as put forward in Charles Murray's Losing Ground
[1984]), is to serve as ideological accomplices to social policies that have
genocidal effects on the black poor. The welfare state cannot win a war on
poverty, yet it does sustain some boats that would otherwise sink, given the
high rate of unemployment.



Yet even effective jobs programs do not fully address the cultural decay
and moral disintegration of poor black communities. Like America itself,
these communities are in need of cultural revitalization and moral
regeneration. There is widespread agreement on this need by all forms of
black leadership, but neither black liberals nor the new black conservatives
adequately speak to this need.

At present, the major institutional bulwarks against the pervasive
meaninglessness and despair in Afro-America are intermediate institutions
such as Christian churches, Muslim mosques, and character-building
schools. They all are fighting an uphill battle; they cannot totally counter
the powerful influence on black people, especially black youths, of the
sexual and violent images purveyed by mass media. Yet those intermediate
institutions that affirm the humanity of black people, accent their capacities
and potentialities, and foster the character and excellence requisite for
productive citizenship, are beacons of hope in the midst of the cultural and
moral crisis. (My appeal to the positive role of such intermediate
associations differs from that of the black conservatives. I view this role as
both oppositional to and transformative of prevailing class subordination of
American capitalist social relations, whereas they view this role as
supportive of such class subordination. In this sense, private voluntary
institutions constitute a central terrain of ideological and political
contestation for myself and black conservatives—with conflicting aims and
goals.)

What then are we to make of the new black conservatives? First, I would
suggest that the narrowness of their viewpoints reflects the narrowness of
the liberal perspective with which they are obsessed. In fact, a lack of broad
vision and subtle analysis, and a refusal to acknowledge the crucial
structural features of the black poor situation, characterizes both black
liberals and conservatives. The positions of both groups reflects a fight
within the black middleclass elite. This parochialism is itself a function of
the highly limited alternatives available in contemporary American politics.

Second, the emergence of the new black conservatives signifies a healthy
development to the degree that it calls attention to the failures of black
liberalism and thereby encourages black politicians and activists to entertain
more progressive solutions to the larger problems of social injustice and
class inequality. Finally, more visible attacks of the new black conservatives



on the black liberal leadership regarding U.S. foreign policy may force
black intellectual exchange to focus on the relation of the plight of the Third
World to that of poor black (brown, red, yellow, and white) people. Given
the rapacious pro-Americanism in foreign affairs in American intellectual
life, this focus would be salutary.

Perhaps the widening of the split between black liberal elites and black
conservative critics will lead to a more principled and passionate political
discourse in and about black America. Such a discourse would promote
more rational debates among conservative, liberal, and leftist voices
concerning strategies to enhance the life-chances of the black poor. The few
valuable insights of the new black conservatives can be incorporated into a
broader progressive perspective that utterly rejects their unwarranted
conclusions and repugnant policies. I suspect that such a dialogue would
unmask the new black conservatives as renegades from and critics of a
moribund black liberalism who have seen some of the limits of this
liberalism, but are themselves unable and unwilling to move beyond it.
Hence, the new black conservatives settle for earlier historic versions of
classical liberalism in a postliberal society and postmodern culture.


