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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 seize upon the
presence of Black Americans and use them as 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 learned when they got off the boat was the term "nigger"—
it made them feel instantly American. But this is tricky magic. Despite

his racial difference and social status, something indisputably
American about Negroes not only raised doubts about the white man's

value system but aroused the troubling suspicion that whatever else the
true American is, he is also somehow black.

RALPH ELLISON, "What America Would 
          Be Like without Blacks" (1970) 

WHAT happened in Los Angeles in April of 1992 was neither a race riot
nor a class rebellion. Rather, this monumental upheaval was a multiracial,
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 powerlessness in American
society. Glib attempts to reduce its meaning to the pathologies 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 a third had full-time jobs, and most claimed to shun
political affiliation. What we witnessed in Los Angeles was the
consequence of a lethal 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 in Los Angeles is difficult to
grasp because most of us remain trapped in the narrow framework of the
dominant liberal and conservative views of race in America, which with its



worn-out vocabulary leaves us intellectually debilitated, morally
disempowered, and personally depressed. The astonishing disappearance of
the event from public dialogue is testimony to just how painful and
distressing a serious engagement with race is. Our truncated public
discussions of race suppress the best of who and what we are as a people
because they fail to confront the complexity of the issue in a candid and
critical manner. The predictable pitting of liberals against conservatives,
Great Society Democrats against self-help Republicans, reinforces
intellectual parochialism and political paralysis.

The liberal notion that more government programs can solve racial
problems is simplistic—precisely because it focuses solely on the economic
dimension. And the conservative idea that what is needed is a change in the
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 while ignoring
public responsibility for the immoral circumstances that haunt our fellow
citizens.

The common denominator of these views of race is that each still sees
black people as a "problem people," in the words of Dorothy I. 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 does
it feel to be a problem? they say, I know an excellent colored man
in my town. . . . Do not these Southern outrages make your blood
boil? At these I smile, or am interested, or reduce the boiling to a
simmer, as the occasion may require. To the real question, How
does it feel to be a problem? I answer seldom a word.

Nearly a century later, we confine discussions about race in America to the
"problems" black people pose for whites rather than consider what this way
of viewing black people reveals about us as a nation.



This paralyzing framework encourages liberals to relieve their guilty
consciences by supporting public funds directed at "the problems"; but at
the same time, reluctant to exercise principled criticism of black people,
liberals deny them the freedom to err. Similarly, conservatives blame the
"problems" on black people themselves—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 predicaments of black people 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 longstanding 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 burden falls on blacks to do all the "cultural" and "moral" work
necessary for healthy race relations. The implication is that only certain
Americans can define what it means to be American—and the rest must
simply "fit in."

The emergence of strong black-nationalist sentiments among blacks,
especially among young people, is a revolt against this sense of having to
"fit in." The variety of black-nationalist ideologies, 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 in ensuring racial justice and has continued to
resist fully accepting the humanity of blacks. As long as double standards
and differential treatment abound—as long as the rap performer Ice-T is
harshly condemned while former Los Angeles Police Chief Daryl F. Gates's
antiblack comments are received in polite silence, as long as Dr. Leonard
Jeffries's anti-Semitic statements are met with vitriolic outrage while
presidential candidate Patrick J. Buchanan's anti-Semitism receives a
genteel response—black nationalisms will thrive.



Afrocentrism, a contemporary species of black nationalism, is a gallant
yet misguided attempt to define an African identity in a white 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. It is
misguided because—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 reluctance to link race to the common good—it
reinforces the narrow discussions about race.

To establish a new framework, we need to begin with a frank
acknowledgment of the basic humanness and Americanness of each of us.
And we must acknowledge that as a people—E Pluribus Unum—we are on
a slippery 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 in ways we would like to be but
also, in a more profound sense, that this failure to connect binds us even
more tightly together. The paradox of race in America is 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, eighty-six percent of white suburban Americans
live in neighborhoods 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 electorate. There is no escape from our interracial
interdependence, yet enforced racial hierarchy dooms us as a nation to
collective paranoia and hysteria—the unmaking of any democratic order.

The verdict in the Rodney King case which sparked the incidents in Los
Angeles was perceived to be wrong by the vast majority of Americans. But
whites have often failed to acknowledge the widespread mistreatment of
black people, especially black men, by law enforcement agencies, which
helped ignite the spark. The verdict was merely the occasion for deep-
seated rage to come to the surface. This rage is fed by the "silent"
depression ravaging the country—in which real weekly wages of all
American workers since 1973 have declined nearly 20 percent, while at the
same time wealth has been upwardly distributed.

The exodus of stable industrial jobs from urban centers to cheaper labor
markets here and abroad, housing policies that have created "chocolate
cities and vanilla suburbs" (to use the popular musical artist George



Clinton's memorable phrase), white fear of black crime, and the urban
influx of poor Spanish-speaking and Asian immigrants—all have helped
erode the tax base of American cities just as the federal government has cut
its supports and programs. The result is unemployment, hunger,
homelessness, and sickness for millions.

And a pervasive spiritual impoverishment grows. The collapse of
meaning in life—the eclipse of hope and absence of love of self and others,
the breakdown of family and neighborhood bonds— leads to the social
deracination and cultural denudement of urban dwellers, especially
children. We have created rootless, dangling people with little link to the
supportive networks—family, friends, school—that sustain some sense of
purpose in life. We have witnessed the collapse of the spiritual communities
that in the past helped Americans face despair, disease, and death and that
transmit through the generations dignity and decency, excellence and
elegance.

The result is lives 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. (This is 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 us—yet its impact 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, this rage is fueled by a political atmosphere in which images, not
ideas, dominate, where politicians spend more time raising money than
debating issues. The functions of parties have been displaced by public
polls, and politicians behave less as thermostats that determine the climate
of opinion than as thermometers registering the public mood. American
politics has been rocked by an unleashing of greed among opportunistic
public officials—who have followed the lead of their counterparts in the
private sphere, where, as of 1989, 1 percent of the population owned 37
percent of the wealth and 10 percent of the population owned 86 percent of
the wealth—leading to a profound cynicism and pessimism among the
citizenry.



And given the way in which the Republican Party since 1968 has
appealed to popular xenophobic images—playing the black, female, and
homophobic cards to realign the electorate along race, sex, and sexual-
orientation lines—it is no 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 polarization. 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 is to be done? How do we capture a new 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 valuable sources for help, hope, and
power consist of ourselves and our common history. As in the ages of
Lincoln, Roosevelt, and King, we must look to new frameworks and
languages to understand our multilayered crisis and overcome our deep
malaise.

Second, we must focus our attention on the public square—the common
good that undergirds our national and global destinies. The vitality of any
public square ultimately depends on how much we care about the quality of
our lives together. The neglect of our public infrastructure, for example—
our water and sewage systems, bridges, tunnels, highways, subways, and
streets—reflects not only our myopic economic policies, which impede
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 children in this country lives
in poverty, including one out of every two black children and two out of
every five Hispanic children. Most of our children—neglected by
overburdened parents and bombarded by the market values of profit-hungry
corporations—are ill-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-scale public intervention to
ensure access to basic social goods—housing, food, health care, education,
child care, and jobs. We must invigorate the common good with a mixture



of government, business, and labor that does not follow any existing
blueprint. After a period in 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 leaders—so apparent in the response to the
events in Los Angeles—requires that we look beyond the same elites and
voices that recycle the older frameworks. We need leaders—neither saints
nor sparkling television personalities—who can situate themselves within a
larger 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 frightening obstacles that now
perplex us. Our ideals of freedom, democracy, and equality must be
invoked to invigorate all of us, especially the landless, propertyless, and
luckless. Only a visionary leadership that can motivate "the better angels of
our nature," as Lincoln said, and activate possibilities for a freer, more
efficient, and stable America—only that leadership deserves cultivation and
support.

This new leadership must be grounded in grass-roots organizing that
highlights democratic accountability. Whoever our leaders will be as we
approach the twenty-first century, their challenge will be to help 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, imagination, humor, and
courage of Americans will not fail us. Either we learn a new language of
empathy and compassion, or the fire this time will consume us all.
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We black folk, our history and our present being, are a mirror of all
the manifold experiences of America. What we want, what we

represent, what we endure is what America is. If we black folk perish,
America will 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 in the present, for our memories go hack, through our black

folk of today, through the recollections of our black parents, and
through the tales of slavery told by our black grandparents, to the time

when none of us, black or white, lived in this 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 Americans—especially
those at the bottom of the social ladder—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 unemployment rates, inadequate health 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 ethic—hard work, deferred gratification, frugality, and
responsibility—in much of black America.

Those in the first camp—the liberal structuralists—call for full
employment, health, 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 in the second camp—the
conservative behaviorists—promote self-help programs, black business



expansion, and nonpreferential job practices. They support vigorous "free
market" strategies that depend on fundamental changes in how black people
act and live. To put it bluntly, their projects rest largely upon a cultural
revival of the Protestant ethic in black 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 acknowledge that structures and behavior
are inseparable, that institutions and values go hand in hand. How people
act and live are shaped—though in no way dictated or determined—by the
larger circumstances in which they find themselves. 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 creatures—an idea that sees culture as an ephemeral set of
behavioral attitudes and values. Culture is as much a structure as the
economy or politics; it is rooted in institutions such as families, schools,
churches, synagogues, mosques, and communication industries (television,
radio, video, music). Similarly, the economy and politics are not only
influenced by values but also promote particular cultural ideals of the good
life and good society.

Third, and most important, 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 statistics 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 collapse of meaning, the
incredible disregard for human (especially black) life and property in much
of black America is something else.

The liberal/conservative discussion conceals the most basic issue now
facing black America: the nihilistic threat to its very existence. This threat
is not simply a matter of relative economic deprivation and political
powerlessness—though economic wellbeing and political clout are
requisites for meaningful black progress. It is primarily a question of



speaking to the profound sense of psychological depression, personal
worthlessness, and social despair so widespread in black America.

The liberal structuralists fail to grapple with this threat for two reasons.
First, their focus on structural constraints relates almost exclusively to the
economy and politics. They show no understanding of the structural
character of culture. Why? Because they tend to view people in egoistic and
rationalist terms according to which they are motivated primarily by self-
interest and self-preservation. Needless to say, this is 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
realm of meanings and values, because doing so seems to lend itself too
readily to conservative conclusions in the narrow way Americans discuss
race. If there is a hidden taboo among liberals, it is to resist talking too
much about values because such discussions remove the focus from
structures and especially because they obscure the positive role of
government. But this failure by liberals leaves the existential and
psychological realities of black people in the lurch. In this way, liberal
structuralists neglect the battered identities rampant in black America.

As for the conservative behaviorists, they not only misconstrue the
nihilistic threat but inadvertently contribute to it. This is a serious charge,
and it rests upon several claims. Conservative behaviorists talk about values
and attitudes as if political and economic structures hardly exist. They
rarely, if ever, examine the innumerable cases in which black people do act
on the Protestant ethic and still remain at the bottom of the social ladder.
Instead, they highlight the few instances in which blacks ascend to the top,
as if such success is available to all blacks, regardless of circumstances.
Such a vulgar rendition of Horatio Alger in blackface may serve as a source
of inspiration to some—a kind of model for those already on the 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 supremacist practices (compounded by



sexism and class condition) is taboo. They tell black people to see
themselves as agents, not victims. And on the surface, this is comforting
advice, a nice clich6 for downtrodden people. But inspirational slogans
cannot substitute for substantive historical and social analysis. While black
people have never been simply victims, wallowing in self-pity and begging
for white giveaways, they have been—and are—victimized. Therefore, to
call on black people to be agents makes sense only if we also examine the
dynamics of this victimization against which their agency will, in part, be
exercised. What is particularly naive and peculiarly vicious about the
conservative behavioral outlook is that it tends to deny the lingering effect
of black history—a history inseparable from though not reducible to
victimization. In this way, crucial and indispensable themes of self-help and
personal responsibility are wrenched out of historical context and
contemporary circumstances—as if it is all a matter of personal will.

This ahistorical perspective contributes to the nihilistic threat within
black America in that it can be used to justify right-wing cutbacks for poor
people struggling for decent housing, child care, health care, and education.
As I pointed out above, the liberal perspective is deficient in important
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 crucial debate about the prospects for
black America is an examination of the nihilism that increasingly pervades
black communities. Nihilism is to 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 a life of
horrifying meaninglessness, hopelessness, and (most important)
lovelessness. The frightening result is a numbing detachment from others
and a self-destructive disposition toward the world. Life without meaning,
hope, and love breeds a coldhearted, mean-spirited outlook that destroys
both the individual and others.

Nihilism is not new in black America. The first African encounter with
the New World was an encounter with a distinctive form of the Absurd. The
initial black struggle against degradation and devaluation in the enslaved
circumstances of the New World was, in part, a struggle against nihilism. In



fact, the major enemy of black survival in America has been and is neither
oppression nor exploitation but rather the nihilistic threat—that is, loss of
hope and absence of meaning. For as long as hope remains and meaning is
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 hopelessness, meaninglessness,
and lovelessness. These buffers consisted of cultural structures of meaning
and feeling that created and sustained communities; this armor constituted
ways of life and struggle that embodied values 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
major barriers against the nihilistic threat. These traditions consist primarily
of black religious and civic institutions that sustained familial and
communal networks of support. If cultures are, in part, what human beings
create (out of antecedent fragments of other cultures) in order to convince
themselves 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 cumulative effects of a genocidal conspiracy? The virtual collapse of
rising expectations after the optimistic sixties? None of us fully understands
why the cultural structures that once sustained black life in America are no
longer able to fend off the nihilistic threat. I believe that two significant
reasons why the threat is more powerful now than ever before are the
saturation of market forces and market moralities in black life and the
present crisis in black leadership. The recent market-driven shattering of
black civil society—black families, neighborhoods, schools, churches,
mosques—leaves more and more black people vulnerable to daily lives
endured with little sense of self and fragile existential moorings.

Black people have always been in America's wilderness in search of a
promised land. Yet many black folk now reside in a jungle ruled by a
cutthroat market morality devoid of any faith in 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 people bereft of resources in
confronting the workings of U.S. capitalist society. Saying this is not the
same as asserting that individual black people are not responsible for their
actions— black murderers and rapists should go to jail. But it must be
recognized that the nihilistic threat contributes to criminal behavior. It is a
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 institutions in asphalt jungles? Corporate
market institutions have contributed greatly to their collapse. By corporate
market institutions I mean that complex set of interlocking enterprises that
have a disproportionate amount of capital, power, and exercise a
disproportionate influence 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 institutions have helped create a seductive way of life, a culture of
consumption that capitalizes on every opportunity to make money. Market
calculations and cost-benefit analyses hold sway in almost every sphere of
U.S. society.

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. In the 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 stigmatizes 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 traditional morality in order to stay in business
and make a profit. The reduction of individuals to objects of pleasure is
especially evident in the culture industries—television, radio, video, music
—in which gestures of sexual foreplay and orgiastic pleasure flood the
marketplace.



Like all Americans, African Americans are influenced greatly by the
images of comfort, convenience, machismo, femininity, violence, and
sexual stimulation that bombard consumers. These seductive images
contribute to the predominance of the marketinspired way of life over all
others and thereby edge out nonmarket values—love, care, service to others
—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 self-hatred, results in the possible triumph of
the nihilistic threat in black America.

A MAJOR contemporary strategy for holding the nihilistic threat at bay
is a direct attack on the sense of worthlessness and self-loathing in black
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 America is linked to the structural dynamics of
corporate market institutions that affect all Americans. Under these
circumstances black existential angst derives from the lived experience of
ontological 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, reveals the devastating effect of pervasive
European ideals of beauty on the self-image of young black women.
Morrison's exposure of the harmful extent to which these white ideals affect
the black self-image is a first step toward rejecting these ideals and
overcoming the nihilistic self-loathing they engender in blacks.

The accumulated effect of the black wounds and scars suffered in a
white-dominated society is a deep-seated anger, a boiling sense of rage, and
a passionate pessimism regarding America's will to justice. Under
conditions of slavery and Jim Crow segregation, this anger, rage, and
pessimism remained relatively muted because of a well-justified fear of
brutal white retaliation. The major breakthroughs of the sixties—more
psychically than politically—swept this fear away. Sadly, the combination
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 threat—and its ugly
inhumane outlook and actions—surfaced in the larger American society.
And its appearance surely reveals one of the many instances of cultural
decay in a 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 leadership must promote a version of this politics. Like
alcoholism and drug addiction, nihilism is a disease of the soul. It can never
be completely cured, and there is always the possibility of relapse. But there
is always a chance for conversion—a chance 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 justice 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.
Nihilism is not overcome by arguments or analyses; it is tamed by love and
care. Any disease of the soul must be conquered by a turning of one's soul.
This turning is done through one's own affirmation of one's worth—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 it is a last attempt at generating a sense of agency
among a downtrodden people. The best exemplar of this love ethic is
depicted on a number of levels in Toni Morrison's great novel Beloved.
Self-love and love of others are both modes toward increasing self-
valuation and encouraging political resistance in one's community. These
modes of valuation and resistance are rooted in a subversive memory—the
best of one's past without romantic nostalgia—and guided by a universal
love ethic. For my purposes here, Beloved 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 against hope for
trans-racial coalition in progressive movements, and the painful struggle for
self-affirming sanity in a history in which the nihilistic threat seems
insurmountable.



The politics of conversion proceeds principally on the local level—in
those institutions in civil society still vital enough to promote self-worth
and self-affirmation. It surfaces on the state and national levels only when
grassroots democratic organizations put forward a collective leadership that
has earned the love and respect of and, most important, has proved itself
accountable to these organizations. This collective leadership must
exemplify moral integrity, character, and democratic statesmanship within
itself and within its organizations.

Like liberal structuralists, the advocates of a politics of conversion never
lose sight of the structural conditions that shape the sufferings and lives of
people. Yet, unlike liberal structuralism, the politics of conversion meets the
nihilistic threat head-on. Like conservative behaviorism, the politics of
conversion openly confronts the self-destructive and inhumane actions of
black people. Unlike conservative behaviorists, the politics of conversion
situates these actions within inhumane circumstances (but does not thereby
exonerate them). The politics of conversion shuns the limelight—a
limelight that solicits status seekers and ingratiates egomaniacs. Instead, it
stays on the ground among the toiling everyday people, ushering forth
humble freedom fighters—both followers and leaders—who have the
audacity to take the nihilistic threat by the neck and turn back its deadly
assaults.
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Insistence on patriarchal values, on equating black liberation with
black men gaining access to male privilege that would enable them to

assert power over black women, was one of the most significant forces
undermining radical struggle. Thorough critiques of gender would

have compelled leaders of black liberation struggles to envision new
strategies and to talk about black subjectivity in a visionary manner.

BELL HOOKS, Yearning: Race, Gender, and 
                     Cultural Politics (1990) 

THE most depressing feature of the Clarence Thomas Anita Hill hearings
was neither the mean-spirited attacks of the Republicans nor the spineless
silences of the Democrats—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 hearings—a crude discourse about race and gender that
bespeaks a failure of nerve of black leadership.

This failure of nerve already was manifest in the selection and
confirmation process of Clarence Thomas. Bush's choice of Thomas caught
most black leaders off guard. Few had the courage to say publicly that this
was an act of cynical tokenism concealed by outright lies about Thomas
being the most qualified candidate regardless of race. Thomas had an
undistinguished 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 investigation in his
turbulent eight years at the EEOC; and his performance during his short
fifteen months as an appellate court judge was mediocre. The very fact that
no black leader 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 talent. The point here is not simply that
if Thomas were white they would have no trouble shouting this fact from
the rooftops. The point is also that their silence reveals that black leaders



may entertain 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 Court—as if white mediocrity were a
justification of black mediocrity. No double standards here, the argument
goes, if a black man is unqualified one can defend and excuse him by
appealing to other unqualified white judges. This chimes well with a
cynical tokenism of the lowest common denominator—with little concern
for the goal of shattering the racist stereotype or for furthering the public
interest of the nation. It also renders invisible highly qualified black judges
who deserve serious consideration for selection to the Court.

How did much of black leadership get in this bind? Why did so many of
them capitulate to Bush's cynical strategy? First, Thomas's claim to racial
authenticity—his birth in Jim Crow 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 claim to racial authenticity to
the increasing closing-ranks mentality in black America. Escalating black
nationalist sentiments—the notion that America's will to racial justice is
weak and therefore black people must close ranks for survival in a hostile
country—rests principally upon claims to racial authenticity. Third, the way
in which black nationalist sentiments 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,
regulate, 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 process is discussed in
more detail in chapter 7.)

Most black leaders got lost in this thicket of reasoning and hence got
caught in a vulgar form of racial reasoning: black authenticity —> black
closing-ranks mentality —> black male subordination of black women in
the interests of the black community in a hostile white racist country. Such
a line of racial reasoning leads 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 America in barber shops, beauty salons, living
rooms, churches, mosques, and schoolrooms.

Unfortunately, the very framework of racial reasoning was not called into
question. Yet as long as racial reasoning regulates black thought and action,
Clarence Thomases will continue to haunt black America—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 dismantling is
to replace racial reasoning with moral reasoning, to understand the black
freedom struggle 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 nationalist 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 is its refusal to undermine and dismantle the framework of
racial reasoning.

Let us begin with the claim to racial authenticity—a claim Bush made
about Thomas, Thomas made about himself in the hearings, and black
nationalists make about themselves. 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 degradation,
exploitation, and oppression in America, being black means being
minimally subject to white supremacist abuse and being part of a rich
culture and community that has struggled against such abuse. All people
with black skin and African phenotype are subject to potential white
supremacist abuse. Hence, all black Americans have some interest in
resisting racism—even if their interest is confined solely to themselves as
individuals rather than to larger black communities. Yet how this "interest"
is defined and how individuals and communities are understood vary.
Hence any claim to black authenticity—beyond that of being a potential
object of racist abuse and an heir to a grand tradition of black struggle—is
contingent on one's political definition of black interest and one's ethical
understanding of how this interest relates to individuals and communities in
and outside black America. In short, blackness is a political and ethical
construct. Appeals to black authenticity ignore this fact; such appeals hide
and conceal the political and ethical dimension of blackness. This is why



claims to racial authenticity trump political and ethical argument—and why
racial reasoning discourages moral reasoning. Every claim to racial
authenticity presupposes elaborate conceptions of political and ethical
relations of interests, individuals, and communities. Racial reasoning
conceals these presuppositions behind a deceptive cloak of racial consensus
—yet racial reasoning is seductive because it invokes an undeniable history
of racial abuse and racial struggle. This is why Bush's claims to Thomas's
black authenticity, 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 leaders 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 unable to work for
a short period of time. After she left welfare, she worked two jobs—until
3:00 in the morning! Thomas's statements reveal his own lack of integrity
and character. But the failure of black leaders to highlight his statements
discloses a conception of black authenticity confined to black male
interests, individuals, and communities. In short, the refusal by most black
leaders to give weight to the interests of black women was already apparent
before Anita Hill appeared on the scene.

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 in black America—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
authenticity 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
appointment to the Supreme Court, he played the racial card of black
victimization and black solidarity at the expense of Anita Hill. 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 this racial card with success—first with appeals to his
victimization in Jim Crow Georgia and later to his victimization by a "hi-
tech lynching"—primarily because of the deep cultural conservatism in
white and black America. In white America, cultural conservatism takes the
form of a chronic racism, sexism, and homophobia. Hence, only certain
kinds of black people deserve high positions, that is, those who accept the
rules of the game played by white America. In black America, cultural
conservatism takes the form of a inchoate xenophobia (e.g., against whites,
Jews, and Asians), systemic sexism, and homophobia. Like all
conservatisms rooted in a quest for order, the pervasive disorder in white
and, especially, black America fans and fuels the channeling of rage toward
the most vulnerable and degraded members of the community. For white
America, this means primarily scapegoating black people, women, gay
men, and lesbians. For black America, this means principally 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 Islam for
Clarence Thomas—despite Farrakhan's critique of Republican Party racist
and conservative policies—highlights this fact. It also shows how racial
reasoning leads different and disparate viewpoints in black America to the
same dead end—with substantive ethical principles and savvy wise politics
left out.

The undermining and dismantling of the framework of racial reasoning—
especially the basic notions of black authenticity, closed-ranks mentality,
and black cultural conservatism—lead toward a new framework for black
thought and practice. This new framework should be a prophetic one of
moral reasoning with its fundamental ideas of a mature black identity,
coalition strategy, and black cultural democracy. Instead of cathartic appeals
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 moral assessment of the variety of perspectives held by black
people and selects those views based on black dignity and decency that
eschew putting any group of people or culture on a pedestal or in the gutter.
Instead, blackness is understood to be either the perennial possibility of
white supremacist abuse or the distinct styles and dominant modes of
expression found in black cultures and communities. These styles and
modes are diverse—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 evaluation. Mature black identity
results from an acknowledgment of the specific black responses to white
supremacist abuses and a moral assessment of these responses such that the
humanity of black people does not rest on deifying or demonizing 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 antiracist
traditions among whites, Asians, and especially Latinos, Jews, and
indigenous people that must not be cast aside. Such coalitions are important
precisely because they not only enhance the plight of black people but also
because they enrich the quality of life in America.

Last, a prophetic framework replaces black cultural conservatism with
black cultural democracy. Instead of authoritarian sensibilities that
subordinate women or degrade gay men and lesbians, 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 homophobia in black American life.

If most black leaders 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 besiege black working and poor
communities since Jim and Jane Crow segregation. Both Thomas and Hill



supported an unprecedented redistribution of wealth from working people
to well-to-do people in the form of regressive taxation, deregulation
policies, cutbacks and slowdowns in public service programs, take-backs at
the negotiation table between workers and management, and military
buildups at the Pentagon. Both Thomas and Hill supported the unleashing
of unbridled capitalist market forces on a level never witnessed in the
United States before that have devastated black working and poor
communities. These market forces took the principal form of unregulated
corporative and financial expansion and intense entrepreneurial activity.
This tremendous ferment in big and small businesses—including enormous
bonanzas in speculation, leverage buyouts and mergers, as well as high
levels of corruption and graft—contributed to a new kind of culture of
consumption in 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 addictions to stimulation and obsessions
with comfort and convenience. Addictions and obsessions—centered
primarily around bodily pleasures and status rankings—constitute market
moralities of various sorts. The common denominator is a rugged and
ragged individualism and rapacious hedonism in quest of a perennial "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 man who revels in sexual
prowess in a racist society. Anita Hill appeared as the exemplary 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 whole truth. He was silent about
Roe v. Wade, his intentions in the antiabortion essay on Lewis Lehrmann,
and the contours of his conservative political philosophy. Furthermore, his
obdurate stonewalling in regard 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 a premium on job
advancement—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 him a few years
ago.

A prophetic framework of moral reasoning would have liberated black
leaders from the racial guilt of opposing a black man for the highest court in
the 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 qualifications 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 in
the recent past. Similarly, black leaders could have avoided being duped by
Thomas's desperate and vulgar appeals to racial victimization by a white
male Senate committee who handled him gently (no questions about his
private life). Like Senator Hollings, who knows racial intimidation when he
sees it (given his past experiences with it), black leaders could have seen
through the rhetorical charade and called a moral spade a moral spade.

Unfortunately, most black leaders remained caught in a framework of
racial reasoning—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 in the struggle for
justice, or promote the ideal of black cultural democracy. Instead, the debate
evolved around glib formulations of a black "role model" based on mere
pigmentation, an atavistic defense of blackness that mirrors the increasing
xenophobia in American life, and circled around a silence about the ugly
authoritarian practices in black America that range from sexual harassment
to indescribable violence against 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. As long as black leaders remain caught in a framework of
racial reasoning, they will not rise above the manipulative language of Bush
and Thomas—just as the state of siege (the death, disease, and destruction)
raging in much of black America creates more urban wastelands and
combat zones. Where there is no vision, the people perish; where there is no
framework of moral reasoning, the people close ranks in a war of all against
all. The growing gangsterization of America results in part from a market-
driven racial reasoning that links the White House to the ghetto projects. In



this sense, George Bush, David Duke, and many ganster rap artists speak
the same language from different social locations—only racial reasoning
can save us. Yet I hear a cloud of witnesses from afar—Sojourner Truth,
Wendell Phillips, Emma Goldman, A. Phillip Randolph, 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 in mind, body,
and soul—especially for a downtrodden and despised people like black
Americans. The best of our leadership recognized this valuable truth—and
more must do so in the future if America is to survive with any moral sense.


