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I dedicate this book to the over one thousand African-Americans
who have given me their support for my public writings and state-
ments on race since the publication of Losing the Race in the fall of
2000.

In letters, e-mails, phone calls, reviews, and public encounters,
from black businesspeople, teachers, schoolchildren, undergrad-
uates, police officers, public officials, working people, authors,
actors, mothers, fathers, seniors, and even prisoners, I have been
confirmed in my opinion that there is a Black Silent Majority in

America, committed to real progress but too seldom heard from.

We Will Rise, folks. For that matter, we already have.
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Preface

This book collects various pieces I have written in the wake of the
publication of Losing the Race: Self-Sabotage in Black America.

That book has often been misunderstood as a statement about
education. Understandably so, as since I am a college professor,
many of the demonstration cases I chose were from the educa-
tional arena (the “acting white” syndrome among black students,
Affirmative Action, Ebonics). However, my actual goal in Losing
the Race was to explore general currents in racial ideology that are
predictable, given blacks” history in this country, but which have
become more harmful than helpful.

The educational issues my life has brought me close to usefully
illustrate these phenomena. But if I happened to be a criminolo-
gist,  would have written a similar book drawing from sentencing
issues and racial profiling; if [ were a businessman I would have
concentrated on the corporate world, small business develop-
ment, and Affirmative Action in hiring and contracting.

All of which is to say that my interest is in the general fact that
almost four decades after the Civil Rights Act, African-Americans
remain the country’s “race apart,” an eternal problem case. Many

facets of this problem did not happen to fit the specific argumenta-

xi
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tional trajectory that I built Losing the Race upon. Since then, I have
had the opportunity to address many of these other aspects in
print. Authentically Black gathers a sample of those pieces between
two covers, with the first two essays written especially for this book.

I am not one for long introductions. This book will stand on
its meat, the pieces that follow. It is up to the reader what general
conclusions he or she draws from them. As a summary statement,
I will offer only the following, which I hope the reader will concur
with after finishing the book, despite inevitable disagreements
with specifics.
On the topic of blacks in America, among thinking people over
the past few decades common consensus has drifted away from com-
mon sense. By this I do not mean just my common sense, but ev-
eryone’s. The left tells us that black people’s job is to insist that
short of ideal conditions, only the occasional shooting star
among us can do much better than show up. We are taught that
as good people, we must pretend to believe that unequal out-
comes are always due to unequal opportunity, that it is impos-
sible that culture-internal ideologies can hobble a group from
taking advantage of pathways to success. This ideology is taught
in universities, assumed on many newspaper editorial pages, and
preached by all too many of those anointed as black “leaders.” In
fact, we are too often told that this is less ideology than truth, and
that it is only those who question it who have “an ideology.”

Yet I firmly believe that most of us deep down no longer truly
believe in this supposed “truth.” Whites have learned that they

are best off pretending to, on the pain of being tarred as “racists”
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in public. More importantly, as I will argue in the first chapter,
even most blacks no longer believe in this purported Common
Consensus (if they ever did), despite all evidence to the contrary.
Certainly there is a vocal contingent of black leftists who will in-
sist on professional victimhood to their graves. Their prevalence
in the academy and among black leaders of a certain age gives the
misleading impression that this is the “black” way of thinking.

But it isn't. As they say, you can't fool all of the people all of the
time. A people on the rise with the world open to them cannot
be convinced forever that their watchcry must be “I cannot sur-
mount obstacles.” This is clear to any sane human being, and as
such, in private, most black Americans operate according to the
same Common Sense that whites espouse behind closed doors
on “the race problem.” Most Americans black and white know
that life is not perfect for anyone, and is perhaps even less perfect
for most blacks, but hardly to the extent that we could not make
our way up the last few steps to the mountaintop by pulling in
our stomachs and forging ahead. And most Americans black and
white know that as often as not these days, what is holding blacks
back is more the impression otherwise than “white supremacy.”

Yet it is always “in the air” that the Common Consensus is
somehow a larger truth. This idea hangs so thick, and is argued
with such blazing indignation, that blacks end up wangling a way
of splitting the difference between this and Common Sense. It has
become a kind of fragile mental poise: while keeping Common
Sense close to the heart, one wields the Common Consensus as a
skin, as it were—in how one views one’s race as a group, in tick-

lish conversations with whites when “the black thing” comes up,
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in who one votes for hell or high water. This variation on the
“double consciousness” that W. E. B. Du Bois wrote of is the sub-
ject of Chapter One, grounds all of the pieces in this book, and is
the source of the book's title. Since the late 1960s, blacks have been
taught that presenting ourselves and our people as victims when
whites are watching is the essence of being “authentically black.”
That is what this book is. But before proceeding to the main course,
[ feel it charitable and necessary to make clear what this book
is not.

Most of the criticisms leveled against Losing the Race were pre-
dictable. But the one that initially took me by surprise was that
the book is “not scholarly.” I have since realized the source of this
charge: apparently many are under an impression, quite reason-
able, that a book written by someone with a Ph.D. will necessar-
ily be an academic one.

Thus I must make it clear that I never intended Losing the Race
as a work of scholarship, nor do I present this one as such. My
academic work is in linguistics. I have written two academic
books and about twenty-five academic articles on linguistics,
written in tapeworm phraseology, their every point argued by
close engagement with several other academic texts and articles.
This is the accepted standard in academic discourse, and I have
deeply enjoyed my participation in this realm of discussion.

Yet I would not wish any of these books and articles on anyone
outside of my field; they are written to communicate only with a

few hundred academic linguists. In my writings on race, [ have no
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intention whatsoever of couching my opinions in that format. I
firmly believe that our race dilemma is too urgent for writings on it
to serve as fodder for a few hundred graduate students and scholars
and then be stashed away on university library shelves, making no
difference in the thinking of anyone beyond the ivory tower. It
might bear mentioning that my race writings have no connection
to my reputation and career path in linguistics, nor does my lin-
guistics work have anything to do with race issues in America.
When I write on race I am wearing a completely different “hat.”

When wearing that hat, I intend my writings as what we might
call informed editorials. I certainly consider myself responsible
for the factual accuracy of anything I present to the public. I fur-
thermore attempt to found my opinions upon open eyes, wide
reading, and careful reflection, although I can hardly claim that
this renders my contributions the last word on any subject. How-
ever, | intend the results not as academic cogitation, but as an at-
tempt at informed Common Sense that might touch the everyday
thinking of readers interested in hearing me out.

One often sees writers in this genre designated “public intel-
lectuals.” T have no problem with being classed in that group, but
it must be clear that as such, my intended audience is not people
with Ph.D.s (although I welcome their engagement and feed-
back). Authentically Black is written for the public, more specifi-
cally the reflective citizen who is interested in extended thoughts
on race presented in accessible fashion.

Therefore, one will search this book in vain for sustained en-
gagement with the valuable scholarly contributions on race of the

likes of Alain Locke. I have little to offer the reader seeking philo-
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sophical engagement with, say, Frantz Fanon or Audre Lorde. I am
not given to flagging my essays with nods to assorted philosophers,
novelists, and littérateurs largely familiar only to academics. If the
reader is by chance sampling this preface at a bookstore and would
prefer a study of that kind, I in all sincerity beseech them not to
buy this book. Authentically Black will refer in passing to a range
of writings, facts, and figures. But it is most certainly not an aca-
demic or “scholarly” book. I would feel that I had failed in my
goal if it was.

This book is written to Americans of all races and political per-
suasions.

I cherish my black readership, and offer a heartfelt thanks to
each one of the African-Americans who have e-mailed, written, or
called me or approached me on the street and in cafés since Los-
ing the Race was published. At publication time, this totaled well
over a thousand black Americans in two years. Many people have
a hard time believing this when I say it, but I never expected this
from a book about what some linguist thinks about race in Amer-
ica. But I cannot help being happy that what I wrote makes some
sense to so many people.

But if I may, Authentically Black is not written only as an in-
group conversation between me and other African-Americans. I
have two imperatives in writing about race. One is certainly to
urge black people to reconsider the version of “blackness” that has
been foisted upon us so passionately and distractingly since the late
1960s. However, an equally important one is to explain to whites
the roots of a race discourse that so many of them today find, to

put it politely, frustrating—or to put it less politely, appalling.
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Losing the Race was occasionally called a “black-bashing” book,
of course. But many white readers have gleaned that one of my
main intents was simply to explain what looks so counterintu-
itive and self-defeating to them, and I have continued in this goal
in my subsequent writings. I am firmly convinced that the prob-
lems often seen in America as “black” are actually just human. Any
ethnic group confronted with the same sociohistorical variables
would fall under the exact same self-defeating ideologies.

Many blacks are alarmed that whites may not understand that
racism can be systemic as well as overt. But, folks, most whites got
this message long ago. Today, what many whites do not under-
stand is why so many blacks have concluded that systemic racism
is a sentence to failure rather than a surmountable obstacle. Both
whites and blacks are responsible for the prevalence of this illu-
sion in America. I hope to outline in my race work just how we
have gotten to that point and how we might get beyond it.

As such, white readership is as important to me as black read-
ership, and Latinos, Asians, and everybody else are equally wel-
come in the conversation. This book is for anybody interested.

Finally, some interpret my writings on race as aimed at white
conservatives. And the truth is that most of what white conser-
vatives believe on race in America is much more constructive for
black people than what the white left has bamboozled us with over
the past forty years. However, I must assure the reader that I would
consider it a waste of time to spend so much energy composing text
designed simply to tell a certain contingent of whites what they
already believe. Furthermore, some of my views rankle white con-
servatives and would never pass muster in any of their journals of

opinion. For example, an op-ed condensation of Chapter Two of
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this book, on racial profiling, elicited its first wave of testy mail
from whites rather than blacks. More than a few whites have writ-
ten me in the wake of Losing the Race asking me to reconsider views
I express in that book incompatible with the conservative agenda,
such as my espousal of Affirmative Action in the business world.

On the contrary, I write with my eye on the white left as much
as the white right. The white left see their enshrinement of racial
preferences and open-ended welfare and their recasting of the
black criminal as a “rebel” as proof that they are not “racists.” But
these positions, superficially humane, deny African-Americans
the incentive to strive for the best within us, and even have a way
of teaching us through the back door that being an also-ran is the
heart of being “authentically black.” As such, what passes for en-
lightenment becomes, in its way, racist all over again.

A common wishful canard tells us that the truth on any issue
is in the middle, that humankind would advance to a new level of
awareness if only everybody would learn to incorporate all view-
points. But this is not true for all issues. For example, the planets
revolve around the sun, period. They do not “in certain senses”
revolve around the earth; any “middle ground” here would be in-
tellectually bankrupt.

Yet I believe, on the basis of all indications known to me, that
when it comes to how black people will cease being America’s
poster children, the truth is indeed in the middle of the political
spectrum. The right’s sentiment “Black people need to just get real
and put up or shut up” will not do by itself. Maybe it’s true in a
purely intellectual sense, but for too many, four decades of a dif-

ferent ideology in the air have made it impossible for this alone
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to be a useful spur for change. But on the other hand, that ideol-
ogy in the air—the leftist conviction that “black people can only
achieve when society is perfect and until then they are all heroes
for just getting out of bed”—is equally unsuitable. This ideology
describes children, not a race of strong people living in, warts and
all, the most glorious country on the planet.

I am obsessed with a quest to help chart a path between these
two positions. Thus where white readers are concerned, I write for
all political persuasions. I am not seeking anyone’s patronage, and
would feel naked without my other career in linguistics. Like Losing
the Race, Authentically Black is not a ploy. It is, simply, a book.

And with that, let’s get to it.

Oakland, California






The New Black
Double Consciousness

In his landmark book The Souls of Black Folk in 1903, W. E. B.
Du Bois famously analyzed the black American as possessing what he
called a double consciousness, caught between a self-conception as

an American and as a person of African descent. As Du Bois put it:

The Negro ever feels his two-ness—an American, a Negro; two souls,
two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings . .. two warring ideals
in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being

torn asunder.

As so often, Du Bois's teachings apply as well to black Americans
over a century later. In that vein, the double consciousness he re-
ferred to is often claimed to apply equally well to today's black
Americans. But this observation is typically made with an implica-
tion that “after all this time, nothing has really changed,” that whites
remain implacably opposed to including blacks in the American

fabric, leaving black people eternally “torn asunder.”
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But that analysis stems from the common impulse to resist ac-
knowledging that race relations in America have undergone seismic
changes since 1903. Du Bois's conception remains relevant indeed,

but only in an evolved reflex of the one that he described. m

Black America today is permeated by a new kind of double
consciousness that has strayed far beyond the one Du Bois
examined in 1903. To wit, a tacit sense reigns among a great many
black Americans today that the “authentic” black person stresses
personal initiative and strength in private, but dutifully takes on
the mantle of victimhood as a public face.

For many non-blacks, the private orientation toward personal
empowerment will sound unfamiliar. Naturally so, because most
of us only experience black discourse from the outside, and thus see
the enshrinement of victimhood as a standard modus operandi.
At the head of 2001, so-called black leaders Jesse Jackson and Al
Sharpton promised that black Americans would “resist” the Bush
presidency given allegations that racism held down the black vote
in Florida. That year, the hottest issue on the race landscape
was the notion that black America’s main task is to agitate for fi-
nancial compensation for the work of slaves none of us ever
knew. We could even see this sense of victimhood as our “Sunday
best” in all but a sliver of blacks voting for Al Gore, whose party
has championed identity politics for decades, reveling in the self-
congratulatory smugness of treating blacks as helpless.

But these affairs are only one part of the true story about black

Americans in our moment, and much of the more colorful head-
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line escapades are, in essence, a kind of histrionic smoke screen.
Nothing came of Jackson and Sharpton’s chest-beating regarding
“resisting” the Bush presidency—and may history record that this
theatrical threat had evaporated several months before the Sep-
tember 11 terrorist attacks temporarily pushed race issues off the
table. Indeed, both “leaders” beat their chests on the issue anew
eleven months later, at a “State of the Black World” conference in
Atlanta that November. But this conference was poorly organized—
translation: there was little genuine commitment behind the ide-
ology it represented. And even with these rock stars on the bill, it
was sparsely attended, and many of the invited speakers did not
even show up. This was no accident: it showed that these me-
chanical attempts to replay the March on Washington in a differ-
ent America are no longer moving most black people enough to
get them out of their houses.

Meanwhile, Jackson’s main political vaudeville act that year
had been to propose himself as an envoy to the Taliban. And
then, take it, Al—the Reverend Sharpton, despite urgent issues
facing blacks in his constituency, had chosen a hunger strike
protesting the military occupation of distant Vieques as his next
song-and-dance. After authoring the most influential book ever
written on reparations, The Debt, Randall Robinson was difficult
to even reach for requests to debate his position. The book itself,
containing a mere few pages out of hundreds on just what “repa-
rations” would consist of, was ultimately a dramatic gesture, not
a brief for concrete engagement. And so it went. All of this was, to
take a page from the lit-crit crowd, “performative,” a kind of sym-

bolic playacting.
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We gain a perspective on the true black America from polls
over the past ten years, such as that done by the New York Times
of roughly a thousand blacks from around the country. In the
year 2000, a mere 7 percent of blacks thought racism was the
most important problem for the next generation of Americans to
solve. That same year, 51 percent of blacks thought race relations
were generally good, whereas ten years before, only 33 percent
did. In 1992, 29 percent of blacks thought progress had been
made in race relations since the 1960s; by 2000, twice as many
(58 percent) did.

Nor are these numbers mere statistical curiosities hard to con-
nect with life as we live it day to day. Results like this square eas-
ily with a black person’s ordinary experience. All of the positions
commonly deemed “black conservative” are easy topics at a black
barbecue today. Bring these things up and you are almost sure to
have at least half the room agreeing and the professional victim-
ologist or two among the group coming away feeling on the de-
fensive. Most blacks understand that “the white man keeps me
down” has become more a routine than an earnest statement.

But often, when asked about race issues when whites are pres-
ent, the same people who sound a lot like Shelby Steele among
“their own” will pause for a moment and then carefully dredge
up episodes of possible racism they may have encountered in
their lives, claim that there aren't enough positive images of blacks
in the media, etc. In the black community today, there is a tacit
rule that black responsibility and self-empowerment are not to be
discussed at any length where whites can hear.

Why are most black Americans so uncomfortable acknowledg-



The New Black Double Consciousness = 5

ing the successes of their race in public—beyond athletes, enter-
tainers, and Blacks in Wax frozen in old photos as distant icons
rather than flesh-and-blood figures? To the outside observer,
nothing could look more counterproductive.

But the discomfort is based on a guiding conviction:

Black people cannot rise without whites’ assistance. Therefore,
in public we must downplay the improving conditions in black
America, to make sure that whites do not decide that all is well

and abandon us to misery.

In daily life this assumption is encapsulated in the often heard
phrase “We can't let whites off the hook.” Black Americans roughly
sixty and younger have spent their mature lives where this phrase
is as much a part of the scenery as the “one in three young black
men are in jail or involved with the criminal justice system”
mantra that I will discuss in the next chapter. Many ideological
tendencies in the black community are based neatly in this
“whites on the hook” idea, virtually unquestioned and spiritually

resonant.

Like many cultural hallmarks, the new double consciousness is
not usually consciously felt. Few blacks actually go around saying
“When white people are around, don’t make us sound like we can
take care of ourselves.” The ideology often plays its hand as much
in what is not said as in what is.

Black politics post-1964 is a good example here, and history

provides revealing contrasts. Let's go back to the inspiration for
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this essay, W. E. B. Du Bois. Here he is seeking to get the Progres-
sive Party to include a race program in its platform in 1912. This
is no classic passage from one of his great works. It's just a passing

statement in a long and remarkable life:

The Progressive party recognizes that distinctions of race or
class in political life have no place in a democracy. Especially
does the party realize that a group of 10,000,000 people who
have in a generation changed from a slave to a free labor system,
reestablished family life, accumulated $1,000,000,000 [in]
property, including 20,000,000 acres of land, and reduced their
illiteracy from 80 to 30 per cent, deserve and must have justice,

opportunity and a voice in their own government.

On its face this is a rather faceless recitation of statistics. But here
is how it is crucial: note how unthinkable it would be to hear a
black leader chronicle black successes in this way today. Our
Kweisi Mfumes see their job as to list black miseries. They would
see a statement like Du Bois's as risking that whites might lose
sight of their culpability regarding our condition.

Du Bois's strategy was to show whites that blacks had proven
that they were worth bringing into the fold. Jesse Jackson's strat-
egy is to show whites that to not bring blacks into the fold makes
them immoral, and that this means that whether or not blacks
present ability, diligence, or moral solidity beforehand is beside
the point. This has been the leitmotif of Civil Rights discourse for
over three decades now. Politics meets the New Double Con-
sciousness: blacks under about forty-five have known little else.

Of course, Du Bois’s quest was a vain one: in his day opposi-
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tion to blacks’ inclusion in society was too deep-seated and preva-
lent to yield to logical argument. But this is ninety years later.
Ours is an America with welfare, Affirmative Action, a dazzling ar-
ray of scholarships, loans, and funding programs targeted at mi-
nority education, and Community Development Corporations
run by whites to help inner city blacks buy the buildings in their
neighborhood. In our America, racial discrimination is illegal,
and even the mere expression of racist sentiments is socially con-
demned and often legally actionable. Even in his long life, Du
Bois never knew any of these things. Sure, some problems remain
for us nevertheless. But is this a society suggesting such implaca-
ble opposition to blacks that we cannot afford to sell ourselves
just a little?

Yet many blacks today are distinctly uncomfortable hearing it
said too loudly where whites can hear it that, for example, most
black people are not poor. Let a white or black writer say this and
many black thinkers—as well as white allies—are alarmed. Sud-
denly the same people who are indignant that whites think most
blacks are poor furiously define the poverty line as far upward as
possible. Whole monographs appear warning that black families
tend not to have as much accumulated capital in the form of sav-
ings and investments as white ones. Again, we cannot take this as
working in the spirit of Du Bois. He was hardly unaware of black
poverty, and spent decades gathering painstaking reports on it.
However, he would have been perplexed at the modern require-
ment to stress the bad news over the good.

In his landmark survey of 1899, The Philadelphia Negro, Du Bois

discusses what we would call the black underclass, describing a
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layer of society strikingly like the one familiar to us. But he em-
phasizes that these people constitute only about a tenth of the
black population in Philadelphia (and has no leaning toward
celebrating their moral pitfalls as noble rebellion). To the mod-
ern reader, The Philadelphia Negro can be an almost odd read, as
Du Bois devotes most of the space to blacks who were successful
or at least hardworking and financially self-sufficient. Today we
spontaneously expect a book called The Philadelphia Negro writ-
ten by a black man to be a chronicle of black misery and failure—
isn't that, after all, what a statement on black people that whites
read is supposed to be about?

For Du Bois and his comrades, no. Du Bois’s double con-
sciousness did not require that blacks only discuss their successes
behind closed doors, leaving restaurateur B. Smith to be thought
of as “pushing the envelope” in celebrating affluence as “the
black Martha Stewart.” It is the New Double Consciousness that
implants this tendency today.

And it is why the black community only embraces Colin Powell
as a black hero in a fainthearted way. “Ongoing black genocide”
growls star black radical academic bell hooks in highly sought-
after speaking gigs nationwide. But somehow it means nothing to
people like her and her fans that the Secretary of State is black!
When Du Bois wrote The Philadelphia Negro, the prospect of this
would have sounded like science fiction. But this victory means
nothing to many blacks. Why? One is not supposed to say this
too loud, but really, to a great many black people Powell is not,

well, “really” black.
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“What's that all about?” I often hear whites say in reference to
certain blacks, as brown-skinned and full-lipped as one could
wish, being called “not black.” The answer comes from a contrast:
let's go back to Jesse and place him next to Powell. It is difficult to
perceive just what gains for the black community Jesse Jackson
has been responsible for over the past twenty-five years. He's cer-
tainly a “symbol,” and okay, he ran for president, but that did not
put more clothes on any child’s back. Yet quibble though we may
with this or that about him, his “blackness” is unquestioned. He
is readily considered a “black leader”—even the black leader—be-
cause he is committed to keeping whitey on his toes.

On the other hand, Powell, serving in a Republican adminis-
tration, obviously is not. The New Double Consciousness teaches
us that playing the blame game—in public—is the very essence of
being authentically black. “Really?” one might ask. But think
about it: it is precisely because of his failure to indulge in this
sport that Powell is not considered truly “black” at all. “Black”
people resist whitey—one’s only choice is in how graciously one
chooses to do it. Here is the verdict on Powell from a black man

who once served as a Congressional aide:

He's really just a slickly packaged white guy who has just
enough melanin and makes just enough references to his past
as a black kid in New York to seem empathetic to black people.
He's like an Ed Brooke, but without the white wife. Instead,

Powell’s son has the white wife.

It's not the melanin issue that is behind that statement. No one

questions the “blackness” of Redd Foxx or Vanessa Williams, while
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plenty question the “blackness” of, for example, Clarence Thomas.
Jesse Jackson is a “black leader” who has done nothing whatsoever
to improve the lot of the people he represents, but he remains
“black” because he likes trying to keep whites guilty, and is a
“leader” because he does it in the national spotlight. And the min-
ute Powell popped up in the headlines threatening to resign un-
less the Bush administration pumped more block grants into the
ghettos and stuck up for Affirmative Action, he would suddenly
be a “real black man” and “one of our leaders.”
Thomas leads to another example of the New Double Conscious-
ness in operation. If black authenticity means not letting whites off
the hook, then blacks who suggest—in anything but the most par-
enthetical of fashions—that enshrining victimhood is not exactly
the most progressive of notions are regularly excoriated as “traitors.”

This is often misanalyzed as a matter of blacks trying to hold
on to power or patronage. But this cannot account for the preva-
lence of the perspective even among ordinary blacks with no in-
terest in such things. What one is considered to be a traitor against
is the unwritten agreement that our job is to keep whites feeling
guilty, lest they slide off of that hook.

A review of Losing the Race on Amazon.com is useful here. It
sums up the New Double Consciousness so perfectly that I will

quote it almost in full:

I'm hesitant to write this review. On the one hand, I absolutely
loved the book, despite having started it hating McWhorter
from what I had heard about him. As I read it, I found it harder

and harder to disagree with him. However, I'm worried that
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McWhorter’s argumentation will be picked up by truly anti-
black people ... I'm troubled by the fact that white people
who already harbor prejudices against African-Americans now

have yet another weapon.

This man is no black nationalist zealot. He is a sober, concerned
individual who is imprinted with the zeitgeist of our moment.
Hundreds of black people have expressed the same reservations
about the book to me. For a few, my breaking the unspoken rule
elicits sharp contempt, but in most, just a looming discomfort.
That particular discomfort is a keystone of modern black identity:
a sense that whites are always just on the verge of taking us back
to the past, meaning that we must maintain an aggrieved public
presence to remind them of their “duty.”

“Why can’t people just have different opinions?” many whites
wonder on seeing hostile responses to “black conservatives” from
black writers and activists. But it’s not that black people do not
understand that opinions will differ. It's that when it comes to
race, the sense that black success requires white guilt leads to an
assumption that anyone who strays beyond a narrow range of
leftist perspectives on race is either naive or inhumane.

The blacks denouncing the Ward Connerlys as Uncle Toms are
neither planning to run for office nor too dumb to understand
that everybody is not always going to agree with them. The New
Double Consciousness is the rub, leading them to mistake their
views as morality rather than opinions.

Amazon.com provides another illustration, in the reader response

to Lawrence Otis Graham’s book Our Kind of People, published
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in 2000. All Graham did was write a quiet, genial survey of the ac-
complishments of well-to-do blacks since the Civil War. There is
not a hint of disparagement of less successful blacks in it. The
closest the book comes to this is a few quotations from rich
blacks who say that they do not socialize with blacks below them
in class because they do not have enough in common with them
to sustain deep relationships. But one of Graham'’s main focuses
in depicting these very people is their black charity efforts, which
he chronicles with almost excessive thoroughness.

Yet Graham'’s book has been savaged by many black readers. His
Amazon reviews are almost chilling to read through. One reader’s
response is a cold-eyed ad hominem tale: she apparently watched
Graham day by day on a commuter train years ago and saw him as
frustrated in his attempts to “be white.” For her, his book is merely
a back-door strategy of asserting his self-worth, by showing that if
he has to be “black,” then America damned well better know that
there exists a black elite and that Graham—who grew up with at
least one foot in that world—is part of it.

One might think that the black community would take such a
book as inspiring. When my best friend, a black man, and I dis-
cussed the book, our main observation was that we had never
known of people like this growing up, and were happy to see that
even in the old days there had been a few of us who had gotten
that far. But the book cannot make that kind of impression on
blacks taught that black authenticity means “keeping whites on
their toes.”

For many black readers, it's okay for a magazine to run a fea-
ture on this black CEO or that black television superstar. But Gra-

ham wrote a whole book, extensively publicized, about thousands
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of successful blacks no one has ever heard of, few of whom give
much indication of being supernaturally talented. In other words,
Our Kind of People implies that black success is almost, well, ordi-
nary. Graham broke a tacit rule: where whites can hear us, we are

not to imply that black heroism could ever be a group trait.
" B B

Where has this new Janus-faced double consciousness come
from? Just why would a people who privately emphasize their in-
ner strength feel so deeply that they must keep this so quiet once
they step outside?

The reason is a particular outgrowth of the New Double Con-
sciousness, another guiding notion so deeply entrenched in mod-
ern black thought as to rarely be explicitly declared. Few black
Americans have ever had occasion to consider it an opinion

rather than a truth. The idea:

Until all racism is extinct in the United States, there remains a
devastating obstacle to success for all blacks except those who are
lucky or extraordinarily gifted. Such people are rare, and thus

most blacks remain barred by racism from realizing themselves.

Of course no one walks around saying this. Many blacks may
have trouble even recognizing it as a keystone of modern black
thought. But again, it reveals itself at the wheel in opinions oth-
erwise perplexing.

In a 1991 Gallup poll, almost half of the blacks polled thought that
three out of four blacks lived in the inner city. Even many black

American scholars labor under this misimpression. In 1998,
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Columbia African-American Studies department chair Manning
Marable’s depiction of black America in the New York Times was
that “a segment of the minority population moves into the corpo-
rate and political establishment at the same time that most are
pushed even further down the economic ladder.”

But not only is the “black is poor” idea refuted by statistics, but
it does not even square with ordinary experience in the early
2000s. Today, middle-class black people, as quiet as it's kept, are
not engaged in a constant quest to smoke out the rare fellow
black who grew up like them. Graham’s book chronicles clubs
like Jack and Jill that the old black bourgeoisie founded to bring
well-heeled black children together, in an era when such people
were rare enough to need formal associations to find one another
in. But part of the reason my friend and I received this as new in-
formation is that by the 1970s, there were so many blacks of, at
least, middle-class heritage like us that we could as easily run into
each other by accident in school or just out in the driveway. Nor
does a walk down the street of an American downtown give any
suggestion that most of the blacks one sees are living hand-to-
mouth. Indeed, when whites suggest otherwise, most blacks bris-
tle. At such times blacks often indignantly point out that “there’s
great diversity in the black community,” that all black people do
not live in the ghetto.

But why, then, did those Gallup poll results come out that
way? How could Manning Marable so casually deem “most”
blacks as poor or on their way to it?

The cognitive dissonance here comes from that idea of “racism”
alone as a decisive check upon black advancement. If racism still

exists, and only superstars can get beyond it, then it follows logi-
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cally that black America must be a group of poor people. One will
have this sense quite regardless of what one actually sees. The
sense will persist even if one knows intellectually that most black
people are not poor, and is well posed to dress down whites sur-
prised to find out that you did not grow up on welfare.

Naturally, then, poll after poll shows that blacks tend to as-
sume that even if conditions for themselves and their immediate
communities are good, they are less so for most other blacks. In the
New York Times poll, in 2000 72 percent of blacks thought race
relations were good in their communities, but only 57 percent
thought they were good in America. The black person may know
that the white man is not keeping them down, but tends to as-
sume that he is keeping other blacks down.

There is nothing inherently “black” about this. It's what happens
when any human being is steeped in a guiding paradigm, the
term popularized in the 1960s by Thomas Kuhn in his analysis of
how scientific inquiry proceeds. For centuries, astronomers as-
suming that the earth was the center of the universe could not
help noticing that many stars’ orbits did not conform to the paths
one would expect if they were actually revolving around us. As-
tronomy texts were full of lists of stars that were “exceptional” for
some reason. No matter how many such cases piled up over the
years, no astronomer considered revising the basic assumption
that the earth was the middle of everything. It was all they knew,
and most people have too much to do to make a habit of ques-
tioning foundational assumptions. Besides, if you never hear any
alternatives, it's all too easy to assume that the assumptions are

truth incarnate. Thus those stars that keep trekking off their ex-
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pected paths must just be hairs in the projector lens, static, dis-
tractions from the “real deal.”

But under a conception where the sun was considered the cen-
ter of the universe, the paths that those “exceptional” stars fol-
lowed were predictable. There was no more need for lists of the
stars that didn't fit the paradigm. The new conception accurately
reflected reality where the old one had been a distortion of it. But
previously, even the brilliant had subscribed to the old paradigm
because it seemed so plausible on its face—after all, even to us
today, it sure looks like stars are revolving around the earth when
we look up at night.

The sad fact is that the “racism is what we really need to be
talking about” idea leaves blacks today in the position of the pre-
Copernican astronomers. Most young blacks cannot help seeing
this misconstruing of the role of racism in advancement as natu-
ral. After all, those people spraying black protesters to the ground
with fire hoses in those old newsreels were certainly racists, weren't
they? And even if there are no more signs on the water fountains
and we can stay at the Holiday Inn and work in law firms, if
whites still do not love us, if there are still “racists” about, then
aren’t most of us blocked from making our way just like the
people in the newsreels were?

But the answer here is no. In the trajectory of a race, legalized dis-
crimination is one thing, but mere residual racist sentiment is
quite another. The conflation of the two as equally insurmount-
able scourges is a modern development, not a timeless legacy of

“blackness.” We know this because untold numbers of oppressed
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groups throughout world history have risen to the top through
their own efforts despite not only residual racism, but even legal-
ized discrimination.

Many tell us that white opposition to blacks is so uniquely
fierce that it is useless to compare us to others. But how useless is
it to compare us to ourselves?

From the late nineteenth century onward, American cities typ-
ically had thriving black business districts reproducing white
America down to the last detail, including excellent schools—
Bronzeville, Chicago; the Auburn Avenue district in Atlanta; the
Shaw district in Washington, DC; even Harlem before the 1940s.
(In Chapter Eight I dwell further on the Bronzeville example.)
These people were no strangers to racism, which was overt and
hostile across America. They could not shop in many white stores
or stay in most white hotels; they were barred from most presti-
gious positions in the mainstream world; they read regularly of
lynchings; and interracial relationships and marriages were all
but unheard of and condemned anyone who dared them to acrid
social ostracization. And yet the very people who lived in that
world would be baffled at the consensus among their descen-
dants that whites’ biases render us powerless to shape our des-
tinies for the better.

Now, one could argue that even if a group can eventually rise
despite legalized discrimination, that to remove this barrier is a
moral advance, like environmentalism or democracy. In that light,
the value of Martin Luther King’s Civil Rights victory was that he
convinced white America of a higher form of being human. Yet the

fact remains that even before the Civil Rights Act and its progeny,
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such as Affirmative Action and expanded welfare, black incomes
and employment were on the rise—we were on our way to realiz-
ing ourselves even without a leg up, although without King it may
have taken longer. But be this as it may, the outlawing of discrim-
ination left just residual racism as our obstacle. And that's hardly a
picnic. But what our ancestors had already pulled off even under
Plessy v. Ferguson shows that today, yes, there is “racism”—but it is
not a sentence to failure.

Yet again, the man considered the bard of the black condition
knew this. In 1905 Du Bois convened a group of black movers
and shakers at the Niagara Conference to pen a manifesto for
black uplift. Within our modern context, one of its most bizarre
sentences is Du Bois’s grousing charge that “Black America needs
justice and is given charity.” Du Bois wrote this just days after the
members of the conference had had to meet on the Canadian
side of Niagara Falls because no hotel in Buffalo—not Birming-
ham, Buffalo—would house them. We today think “Racism!”—
and it was. But Du Bois was not waiting for whites to start loving
black people, for them to give us the “charity” of “feeling our
pain” with handouts and gestures. He just wanted opportunity to
make the best of himself through his own efforts.

This even determined his politics. In 1912 Du Bois flirted with
backing Theodore Roosevelt despite his being an obvious racist,
and shifted his support to Woodrow Wilson despite being equally
aware that Wilson did not “admire,” as he put it, black people.
“Like writing history with lightning,” Wilson (erudite former pro-
fessor and Princeton president) said about the searingly racist
film The Birth of a Nation in 1915—and less well known is his
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follow-up, that it was “all so terribly true.” But for Du Bois the is-
sue was not whether either of these men thought black people
were cool. It was which one of them would be more amenable to
allowing blacks to realize themselves. “Racism”—e.g., whether
Roosevelt or Wilson referred to blacks as “niggers” in private or
thought blacks were their mental equals—wasn't the issue.

That kind of racism is our obsession, even when none of us have
to endure the bluntly overt bigotry that was a daily experience for
so many of our ancestors just several decades ago. Fewer and
fewer of us black Americans are now old enough to remember a
time when “racism” was not a pungent, manipulative buzzword,
when a revelation that such-and-such white person might be a
“racist” was not a dramatic high point in a black conversation,
when black leaders smoking out purported “racism” in contexts
no one black or white suspected it existed was not a staple of the
evening news.

“Why do we have to keep dredging it up like this?” many whites
often wonder. “Stirring all that stuff up” is another way whites of-
ten put it. Both metaphors reveal a sense that racism is now some-
thing down below, which would just burn itself out if people
weren't always poking around in the embers down there. Whites
wonder why blacks, too, do not see racism as something largely
trampled underfoot, better left to just decompose while we up
here move on to a better day.

But there is a concrete reason why many blacks insist on stirring
it up, and it’s not political patronage. The reason is that second

tacit assumption, that even in its subtler forms, racism prevents
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blacks from succeeding in any substantial way. Historically, this is
the product of blacks learning the lessons of the Kerner Commis-
sion Report of 1968 perhaps too well. Once thinking folk in the
1960s were electrified by the realization that racism could be sys-
temic as well as deliberate, the scene was set for the “psycholo-
gization” of the race debate. It was here that we passed from “Are
blacks barred from entry into that profession?” to “Does that white
person like black people?” Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn deftly pegged
this transformation in her Race Experts, which never got the cov-
erage it deserved partly because she isn't black, and partly because
it was released just a few weeks before the September 11 tragedy.

And the reason black America fell so hard for the line that
residual racism spells defeat is one that must elicit sympathy, not
blame. Black Americans have been so uniquely susceptible to this
ideology because it offers a balm for something sitting at the
heart of the African-American consciousness: a sense that at the
end of the day, black people are inferior to whites. Certainly on
the surface we hear incessantly about black pride. But lying below
this is a sad historical legacy: an internalization of the contempt
that the dominant class once held us in, and sometimes still does.

Too many black leaders have addressed this and worked
against it for me to need to defend that position here: if this were
not sitting at the core of the African-American soul, then Malcolm X
would not have needed to create a “Black Man” archetype; “Afro-
centrist historians” like Mofefi Kete Asante would not be on a
mission to create a black history we can be proud of; teachers na-
tionwide would not need to forge a mission to teach their stu-
dents to be “proud to be black.” Anyone who objects that black
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people do not have a self-image problem has centuries of tower-
ing black thinkers to defend their belief against.

And what this problem means is that when we are told that the
oppressor is at fault, it is a seductive drug. What better way to get
past that nagging sense that whites are better than to always have
an articulate indictment at hand, namely that whites are socially
unfit “racists” bent on “oppressing” us? Now, in 1967, the charge
obviously made a lot of sense. But the problem is that as conditions
for black Americans have gotten better and better, the convenient
reflex to prefer condemnation of whites over looking within our-
selves has hardened into a routine. Today, more often than not,
we are quick to smoke out the latest thing “whitey” did less be-
cause whites are standing against us than because it feels good.
Playing the underdog is a pleasure for any human being—he’s
evil, I'm goodly. African-Americans, haunted by a sense that
whites are better, have innocently overindulged in playing the un-
derdog for thirty-five years.

This is a tragedy. Whenever I read one more commentator grip-
ing that blacks “play the victim” as a political ploy, I am dismayed
that the person is unaware of a grisly psychological stain on a
race. All the black Americans out there grousing about “white su-
premacy” and smugly dismissing “black conservatives” as naive
sellouts are speaking from this private sense of inadequacy. No
one who misses this can fully understand the race problem in mod-
ern America.

But the fact remains that this tendency has deeply perverted
Civil Rights activism and thought. Before the 1960s, Civil Rights

leaders were focused on eliminating discriminatory practices. The
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idea was that with these concrete barriers eliminated, black Amer-
icans would make their way to the mountaintop even in a less than
ideal world. Since then, however, the new assumption has been
that our job is to eradicate not discrimination but “racism”—how
whites feel about us—regardless of whether or not there are dis-
criminatory laws on the books. You know, that “racism” we can tar
whites for and leave them with nothing to say. While we walk away
feeling triumphant—sweet solace for a people with our history.

But like geocentric astronomy, this focus on “racism” is not
truth. It is an opinion that would have baffled Frederick Douglass,
Du Bois, Ida B. Wells, and Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. And increas-
ing numbers of blacks are realizing this. To return to Colin Pow-
ell, Charles Moskos and John Sibley Butler, a black sociologist,
have written a primer on how the military has achieved so much
in creating interracial harmony called All That We Can Be, which
cites Powell’s autobiography approvingly. These authors are dedi-
cated to getting us beyond the race problem, and are quite aware
that racism is not dead in America. But here is one piece of advice

they offer:

Lamentable as the presence of white racists may be, it is not the
core issue. Indeed, Afro-American history testifies eloquently
that black accomplishment can occur despite pervasive white
racism. It would be foolhardy to consider the absence of white

racists as a precondition for black achievement.

Racism, then, is not “What we really need to be talking about.”

The impression otherwise is founded upon the New Double Con-
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sciousness: a tacit notion that our fate depends on whites being
guilty that they do not see us as true equals, even if in private we
know that we are as capable of achieving under imperfect con-
ditions as any other people. To insist on this as the “authentically
black” manifesto is to render the African-American race the most
resourceless, passive people in the history of Homo sapiens sapi-
ens. We are not a strong people, Black is not Beautiful, until we get
out of the habit of thinking that we will not be free until white
people like us.

We besmirch the legacy of Du Bois to distort his conception of
the double consciousness into a call to dress up indignant passiv-
ity as progressive thought. For Du Bois, the double consciousness
was not a static badge of pride, but a problem to be gotten be-
yond. As he put it, it was “the longing to attain self-conscious
manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self.”

nou

Okay, “self-conscious manhood,” “a better and truer self’—
how do we translate this into real-life, meat-and-potatoes terms?
Like this.

First of all, does this mean “letting whites off the hook”? Not nec-
essarily. Whites do have some responsibility in compensating for
the horrors of the past. Blacks built the great black business dis-
tricts in young cities that were still wide open, with acres of virgin
land and service industries in their infancy. The segment of blacks
left behind today are faced with making their way in cities already
up and running. Besides this, four decades of defeatist common
wisdom have left all too many blacks with a psychological barrier
to success. This is often leveled as a mere potshot or complaint,

but here I intend it as a constructive observation. Whether or not
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th