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PREFACE 

I do not undertake this investigation of racism and multiculturalism as 
an unbiased observer. I am a first generation immigrant to the United 
States who became a citizen in 1991. East Indians have been in this 
country since 1789, when a Salem minister, Reverend William Bentley, 
recorded "a tall black Sikh walking down Derby Street in his blue turban, 
long white tunic, loose trousers and red sash." There are now almost a 
million Indian immigrants in this country, and like many of them I have a 
sense of appreciation for the opportunity and freedom which America 
provides, although like Cordelia in Shakespeare's King Lear, mine is a 
loyalty that eschews extravagant profession. 

My inclinations are strongly antiracist and sympathetic to minorities. 
My family endured European colonialism in India for many generations, 
and my great-grandfather was killed by the British army for alleged in
subordination. In the United States I am no stranger to xenophobia, 
prejudice, and discrimination. I also feel a particular debt to the civil 
rights movement, whose campaign on behalf of black equality helped to 
expand rights and opportunities for all citizens. Yet I am not an uncritical 
cheerleader for every parade that carries the minority banner. As a parti
san of the cause of equal rights in America, I seek to offer constructive 
criticism that will provide a firmer ground for true liberty and equality for 
all citizens. In this book I try to be fair to all groups, including the majori
ty. Some of my best friends are white. 

I feel especially qualified to address the subject of multiculturalism, 
because I am a kind of walking embodiment of it. I was born in Bombay, 
India in 1961. My family is Catholic; our ancestors were converted to 
Christianity by Portuguese missionaries many generations ago. Although 
my parents are named Allan and Margaret, since I was born in post-inde-
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viii Preface 

pendence India I was given a Hindu name which literally means "god of 
the sun." (My sister is named Nandini, which means "holy cow.") I stud
ied in schools run by Spanish Jesuits who spoke several languages; in ad
dition to English, I also learned Hindustani and a regional dialect, 
Marathi. Since 197 8, I have lived in many parts of this country: in Ari
zona, New Hampshire, New Jersey, and now Virginia. For my senior 
year, I attended public high school in Arizona where one half of the stu
dents were of Mexican origin. During my freshman year at Dartmouth 
College, I roomed with a young Mrican American from Bedford
Stuyvesant in New York. I am married to a Protestant woman named 
Dixie, who was born in Louisiana and raised in California and whose an
cestry is English, Scotch Irish, German, and American Indian. Our new
born daughter, Danielle, is, well, beyond racial classification. 

It is not hard to see that I have a personal stake in the American ex
periment to establish a multicultural society free of the humiliations and 
injuries of racism. Moreover, I believe that I bring a unique and perhaps 
enlarged perspective to a subject that could benefit from some new and 
different points of view. Black and white Americans live with many 
bizarre features of race relations which they accept as perfectly natural 
because they are familiar. By excavating beyond the usual digging sites 
and applying a new angle of vision, I hope to make helpful discoveries. 

As a "person of color," I enjoy an element of ethnic immunity that en
ables me to address topics with a frankness that would be virtually im
possible on the part of a white male. I believe this is part of what is wrong 
with the American race debate, which excommunicates many partici
pants whose cooperation is essential to develop just principles for the 
emerging multiracial society. I hope that, by addressing some of the 
taboo issues in the right tone, I can help bring the offstage discussion of 
race into public view, narrow the parameters of the unspeakable, and 
clear the ground for a deeper and wider inquiry. 

At the same time, I recognize that minorities too must endure vicious 
attacks and name-calling for dissenting from the political agenda pro
moted by civil rights groups. During my travels to hundreds of schools 
and colleges over the past several years, I have heard Mrican Americans 
called Uncle Toms, Aunt Tomassinas, Aunt Jemimas, House Negroes, 
Oreos, Incognegroes, Mro-Saxons, and Negrophobic blacks. I have 
heard Asian dissenters called coconuts (yellow on the outside, white on 
the inside) and Uncle Tongs. American Indians who stray off the ideolog
ical reservation are denounced as Uncle Tomahawks. After a recent de-
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bate I was approached by a fellow Indian who urged me to "decolonize 
your mind." When I asked him which part of my speech he disagreed 
with, he said none of it, but he was gravely troubled by my "real views." 
Clearly he saw my stated positions as epiphenomenal and distinguishable 
from my nefarious hidden thoughts. As this example illustrates, minority 
activists routinely suspect freethinkers like me of selling out our own 
cause and confirming the suspicions of white racists. 

There is some truth to this "sleeping with the enemy" charge. This book 
includes a good deal of criticism of the contemporary civil rights move
ment; it rejects the viability of a monolithic minority agenda, and allows 
the possibility of competing visions of minority progress. Undoubtedly 
some of my arguments will give ammunition to enemies of equal rights. 
However, the alternative is to acquiesce in an incoherent vision of civil 
rights and an ultimately regressive political agenda, and to impose as well a 
regime of self-censorship so comprehensive that one is prevented from 
making legitimate arguments for fear that illegitimate use may be made of 
them. This kind of "sensitivity" does no one any good. At the same time, I 
accept my obligation to distinguish my principled positions from the 
ground occupied by bigots, and to attack racism no matter what its source. 

As a self-described conservative, I also acknowledge that the political 
right has a mixed-to-poor record in supporting civil rights during the 
1950s and 1960s. Jack Kemp spoke wisely when he said in a 1994 inter
view, "We Republicans had a great history, and we turned it aside. We 
should have been there on the freedom marches and bus rides." Since I 
was born in 1961, I obviously took no position on the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 or the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Yet even though this book makes 
clear my reservations about some aspects of the movement led by Martin 
Luther King, if I had been old enough at that time I would have whole
heartedly supported his agenda. This is also true of many young conserv
atives today. 

But the issue is not who was right then, but what is the right course of 
action now. My main conclusion in this book is that most of our basic as
sumptions about racism and civil rights are either wrong or obsolete. Be
cause I am committed to the liberal goals of a just and inclusive society, 
my objective is not to strengthen old bigotries, but to discover a stronger 
basis for the principles of liberty and equal rights in this multiracial soci
ety. My ultimate purpose is to restore a basis for liberal hope in an atmos
phere of deepening despair, and to enable the crusade against racism to 
recover the moral high ground it has lost. 
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1 
THE WHITE MAN'S BURDEN 

The Collapse of Liberal Hope 

The world is white no longer, and it will never be white again. 

-James Baldwin1 

A generation after the civil rights movement, Americans are once again 
engaged in a radical rethinking of their attitudes toward race, and major 
changes in public policy are imminent. The choice is whether to preserve 
the existing structure of race-based policies or opt for a completely dif
ferent approach. The moment of decision cannot be avoided: not to 
choose is to decide in favor of the status quo and to perpetuate current 
problems. Yet before adopting a course that will determine the future of 
race relations into the twenty-first century, Americans must step back 
from the sound and fury long enough to ask some fundamental ques
tions about race and racism. 

The public mood is not conducive to such prudent statesmanship. In
deed the crisis of American race relations is evident from the volatile 
combination of confusion and anger that characterizes the public debate. 
Both sentiments arise from a deep chasm of understanding that now sep
arates whites and blacks. Many whites have become increasingly scornful 
of black demands, and vehemently reject racial preferences. Most blacks, 
by contrast, support affirmative action as indispensable to fighting the 
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2 The End of Racism 

enduring effects of white racism. On other racial issues as well, from the 
Los Angeles riots to the OJ. Simpson case, blacks and whites seem to 
view each other across a hostile divide. There is a political chasm as well: 
increasingly the Republican party is becoming the party of whites, while 
the Democratic party is beholden to its African American voting base. If 
these political and racial divisions are exacerbated, we are likely to wit
ness a further decomposition of the bonds that hold the country togeth
er. Thus America's historically unprecedented attempt to construct a 
truly multiracial society may be doomed to fail. 

This book is an attempt to explain and reconcile the perception gap 
between whites and blacks by resolving what appears to be the funda
mental issue in dispute: is America a racist society? Deeply distressed by 
the continuing failure of blacks as a group to succeed in America, many 
scholars and social activists allege that all talk of racial progress is an eva
sion or a mirage. They assume that racism is not a departure from Ameri
can ideals but a true expression of them, that the nation's institutions are 
ineradicably tainted by racism, and that racism may be an intrinsic part of 
the human or at least the Western psyche, so that we may never be able 
to transcend it. The dominant view today is that race is a social reality or, 
as African American scholar Cornel West puts it, "race matters"; there
fore the only viable response is to institutionalize race as the basis of 
public policy. In the face of such pessimism, this book advances the view 
that Cornel West is wrong, that racism can be overcome, and that a seri
ous attempt to do so must first involve revising our most basic assump
tions about race. Specifically, I question and reject the following widely 
shared premises that shape the conventional wisdom about racism, as 
well as America's civil rights laws. 

• Racism is simply an irrational prejudice, a product of ignorance and fear. 
• Slavery was a racist institution, and the Constitution's compromise with 

slavery discredits the American founding as racist and morally corrupt. 
• Segregation was a system established by white racists for the purpose 

of oppressing blacks. 
• In American history, racism is the theory and discrimination is the practice. 
• The civil rights movement represented a triumph of justice and en

lightenment over the forces of Southern racism and hate. 
• Although Martin Luther King, Jr. helped to secure formal rights for 

blacks, white racism has become more subtle and continues its baleful 
influence through institutional structures. 

• The civil rights leadership is committed to fighting racism and building 
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up the economic and cultural strengths of blacks, especially the poor
est ones. 

• Mfirmative action is a policy that assures equal opportunity for disad
vantaged Mrican Americans and other minorities. 

• Multiculturalism unites blacks and nonwhite immigrants in a common 
struggle against white racism. 

• Blacks and other persons of color cannot be racist because racism re
quires not just prejudice but also power. 

• Racism is the main obstacle facing Mrican Americans today, and the 
primary explanation for black problems. 

BLACK RAGE 

The three main features of the nation's racial crisis are the phenomena of 
black rage, white backlash, and liberal despair. 

In 1992, a white congressional aide working for Senator Richard Shelby 
of Alabama was accosted at his home in Washington, D.C., and shot to 
death. A few weeks later, Edward Evans, a young black man, was arrested. 
Two friends of Evans testified that they saw him shoot the young staffer. 
One of them said that Evans harbored strong antiwhite sentiments and 
promised he was going to kill a white man. The material evidence against 
Evans, presented at trial, seemed overwhelming. Yet although eleven ju
rors, including five blacks, initially agreed that Evans was guilty of murder, 
one Mrican American woman, Velma McNeil, refused to convict. A frus
trated white jury foreman claimed to the judge that "one juror" was simply 
unwilling to give credence to the prosecution's evidence against Evans. He 
also stated later that, during jury deliberations, McNeil told fellow jurors 
that the exoneration of Los Angeles police officers who beat black motorist 
Rodney King showed the systematic bias of the judicial system against 
blacks. Juror McNeil denied that her refusal to find the defendant guilty 
was based on race, pointing instead to possible contradictions in the state
ments given by the two eyewitnesses. The consequence was a hung jury, 
and the judge was forced to declare a mistrial. A Washington Post photo
graph shows McNeil emerging from the courtroom, smiling, chatting, and 
embracing a relative of the accused. 2 

If juror McNeil's reluctance to convict a fellow Mrican American was 
at least in part motivated by race, the incident is striking in that it reveals 
two paradigmatic cases of black rage: a poor black man, consumed with 
racial resentment, seeking to vent his hostility on a white man; and a 
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middle-class black woman, perhaps equally alienated from society, using 
the system to settle a score against whites as a group. Black rage is also 
part of the undertow of the OJ Simpson trial, where the defense seems 
to seek to capitalize on the antagonism of black jurors toward white po
licemen in order to win a hung jury or an acquittal. Both cases point to 
the justice system's vulnerability to racial politics. This is hardly a new 
problem: during the first half of this century in the segregated South, 
blacks were routinely victimized by racist policemen, prosecutors, judges, 
and juries. What is new is that, for the first time, whites may find it diffi
cult to receive justice in many inner cities such as Washington, D.C., and 
Los Angeles which are fertile grounds for black rage. As African Ameri
can legal scholar Randall Kennedy points out, "One dissenter is all that it 
takes to prevent a conviction."3 

The Constitution guarantees citizens the right to a jury of our peers, 
but in a racially polarized society, who are our peers? If justice is simply a 
matter of whose ethnic perspective prevails, neither African Americans 
nor whites can expect fairness when juries are mainly composed of mem
bers of the other group. This issue goes far beyond the criminal justice 
system. In a liberal society it is fair rules, a sense of common citizenship, 
and respect for reason that constitute the means to adjudicate disputes 
and conflicts of interest. Black rage, to the extent it affects the judicial 
process, is alarming because it defies prevailing norms of civility and ra
tionality. Unchecked, such sentiments lead to fanaticism, riots, and even 
a possible physical conflict between the races. 

These concerns are not entirely speculative. In 1990, a black alder
man from Milwaukee, Michael McGee, worked to organize African 
Americans in several cities into a black militia that was arming itself for 
war against "property" if its demands for $100 million in racial repara
tions were not met within five years. "The only way to get respect is to 
be willing to use violence," said McGee. ''I'm talking ... bloodshed and 
urban guerrilla warfare." Inner-city blacks routinely applaud McGee's 
remarks, and McGee claims that more than a thousand have signed up 
for training in his militia. 4 

On December 7, 1993, Colin Ferguson, a Jamaican immigrant living in 
Brooklyn, converted his racial antagonism against white society into an 
occasion for mass murder. Ferguson boarded a commuter train from 
Manhattan and proceeded to shoot passengers at point blank range, 
killing six and wounding nineteen. Notes found in his possession suggest
ed that Ferguson had a vendetta against whites and what he called "Uncle 
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Tom Negroes" whom he suspected of plotting against him. Remarkably, a 
National Law Journal survey showed that 68 percent of African Americans 
were persuaded by the argument of Ferguson's lawyers that white racism 
drove him to his crazed rampage. Yet Ferguson himself rejected this de
fense, claiming that he was being framed by racist policemen and preju
diced eyewitnesses. Although Ferguson was later convicted of murder, 
Martin Simmons, a black scholar at New York University, termed him "a 
hero" and observed, "I have colleagues who tell me they're putting his 
picture on the wall next to Malcolm X." African American psychiatrist 
Alvin Poussaint wondered aloud "why there haven't been more blacks 
who have exploded because of the mistreatment that they have received 
at the hands of white people."5 

Another well-known example of black anger was the savage beating 
administered to white truckdriver Reginald Denny in the aftermath of 
the Rodney King case. The Los Angeles riots themselves showcased the 
resentment of poor blacks and Hispanics who burned and looted with
out a hint of embarrassment or remorse. African American scholar Cor
nel West termed the riots, in which more than fifty people died and four 
thousand were injured, a "display of justified social rage."6 Black rapper 
and activist Ice T struck an even more defiant note. 

The most peaceful time I ever experienced in South Central was during the 

riots. While everybody was looking for fires, we walked through the streets. 

Kids were setting shit on fire, people were smiling. Everybody was shaking 

each other's hands, feeling a camaraderie. It was as if the people had taken 

the city backJ 

Anticipating many such outbreaks in the future, some black leaders 
have adopted something like a martial posture. "Basically, we're at war," 
declares publisher and author Haki Madhubuti. 8 In Young, Black and 
Male in America, J ewelle Taylor Gibbs predicts that African American 
rage will eventually find violent expression in the suburbs. "The violence 
which young black males now direct mainly against the black community 
. . . will inevitably erupt and spread throughout urban and suburban 
America."9 Legal scholar Derrick Bell says: 

We should appreciate the Louis Farrakhans while we've got them. While 

these guys talk a lot, they don't actually do anything. The new crop of leaders 

are going to be a lot more dangerous and radical, and the next phase will 
probably be led by charismatic individuals, maybe even teenagers, who urge 
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that instead of killing each other, they should go out in gangs and kill a whole 

lot of white people. 10 

Both a prediction and a warning, Bell's statement suggests that mul
tiracial societies depend on a radius of trust between groups, and that is 
now gone. His remarks make one wonder whether white flight to the sub
urbs can restore the peace or merely postpone the inevitable. Sister Soul
jah, AI Sharpton, and Louis Farrakhan are the bellicose prophets of black 
rage in America today. Like Bell, they combine threats of anarchy with 
forecasts of racial apocalypse. And while their appeal is mainly to poor 
blacks, there are signs that many successful black professionals identify 
with these voices of militancy, and share in the racial resentment directed 
against whites. Middle-class blacks, Ellis Cose writes in The Rage of a Priv
ileged Class, suffer from "deeply repressed rage .... They are at least as 
disaffected and pessimistic as those struggling at society's periphery."11 

Other recent books such as Brent Staples's Parallel Time, Jill Nelson's Vol
unteer Slavery, and Nathan McCall's Makes Me Ulanna Holler convey this 
same molten anger. Given the intensity of black rage and its appeal to a 
wide constituency, whites are right to be nervous. 

Black rage is a response to black suffering and failure, and reflects the 
irresistible temptation to attribute African American problems to a histo
ry of white racist oppression. Despite substantial progress over the past 
few decades, African Americans continue to show conspicuous evidence 
of failure-failure in the workplace, failure in schools and colleges, and 
failure to maintain intact families and secure communities. Taken togeth
er, these hardships and inadequacies virtually assure that blacks will not 
achieve equality of earnings and status with other groups anytime soon. 
Even more seriously, they threaten to destroy poor black communities 
and endanger the economic and physical integrity of society as a whole. 

• The annual income of African Americans who are employed in full
time jobs amounts to about 60 percent of that of whites. 

• The black unemployment rate is nearly double that of the whole nation. 
• One third of blacks are poor, compared with just over 10 percent of 

whites. 
• One half of all black children live in poverty. 
• The infant mortality rate for blacks is more than double that of whites. 
• The proportion of black male high school graduates who go on to col

lege is lower today than in 1975. 
• More young black males are in prison than in college. 
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• Homicide is the leading cause of death for black males between the 
ages of fifteen and thirty-four. 

• Although Mrican Americans make up 12 percent of the population, 
they account for more than 35 percent of all AIDS cases. 

• The life expectancy of black men is sixty-five years, a rate lower than 
any other group in America and comparable to that of some Third 
World countries. 

• Nearly 50 percent of all Mrican American families are headed by sin
gle women. 

• More than 65 percent of black children born each year are illegitimate.12 

What, if not racism, has caused these terrible problems? Alvin Poussaint 
attributes black afflictions to enforced victimization of a nation with a 
"record of flagrant racial prejudice."13 Author John Edgar Wideman rhetori
cally asks, "Do black newborns die at three times the rate of white babies 
because of some factor intrinsic to blackness or because being black means 
they're treated by society as only one-third as valuable as white new
borns?"14 Activist William Cavil explodes, "I don't understand, if there's not 
some conspiracy going on, how every group has managed to flourish and get 
ahead except Mrican Americans. "15 Sister Souljah charges that "racism has 
turned our communities into war zones, where we are dying every day."16 

The case for holding white racism and its historical legacy responsible 
for the contemporary hardships of blacks is a strong one. Film producer 
Spike Lee argues that "when you're told every single day for four hun
dred years that you're subhuman, when you rob people of their self
worth, knowledge and history, there's nothing worse you can do." 17 As 
Lee suggests, unlike other immigrants, Mrican Americans did not come 
to this country voluntarily; they were brought here in chains. Slavery last
ed for more than two and a half centuries, during which most blacks 
found their lives largely bent to the wills of their masters. Mrican Ameri
can scholar Gerald Early writes that "every single black life today is tied 
inextricably to the tragedy of slavery."18 Mrocentrist Molefi Asante in
vokes the enduring consequences of slavery to argue that whites should 
pay monetary reparations, estimated in some cases at several hundred 
thousand dollars per family, to compensate for "wages that our ancestors 
lost that we now require for a new start in life." 

Others go beyond slavery to attribute Mrican American problems to 
the residual effects of segregation and discrimination during the twenti
eth century. "Young people forget, but I am old enough to know that not 
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long ago blacks were basically non-citizens in this country," remarks Mar
garet Bush Wilson, former chairman of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Like many others, Wilson 
views segregation as an American form of apartheid, which imposed inde
scribable deprivation and humiliation on blacks. For much of this century 
most black men were forced to work in degrading menial jobs, such as 
janitoring and field work. Black women had few occupations open to 
them other than cleaning and cooking in white households. Historian 
John Hope Franklin says, "Many young blacks are angry because they do 
not believe that we have come very far. And there are times when I have 
to agree with them." 

As Franklin's remarks imply, many blacks view racism not as a thing of 
the past, but as a continuing force which brutally limits the aspirations of 
African Americans today. Many contemporary examples support this sus
picion. In 1993 Christopher Wilson, a thirty-one year old black man, was 
abducted, robbed, and set on fire by two white men who shouted racial 
slurs and applauded his cries for help. The Southern Poverty Law Center 
reported numerous horrific hate crimes that year: two white men placed 
a rope around a black man's neck and burned a cross to terrorize him; a 
group of Skinheads cornered a black man whom they beat and tortured; 
two white bikers assaulted an interracial couple; a white man picked a 
fight with a black neighbor who was married to a white woman, and 
stabbed a Hispanic passerby who attempted to stop the fight. 19 

Although hate groups are less visible today, African Americans point 
out that such groups continue to spread their toxic message in America. 
Most people are familiar with David Duke's past as a Nazi and Ku Klux 
Klan leader, but the world he claims to have left behind continues with
out him. In northern Idaho, white supremacist Richard Butler runs a 
Christian Identity church whose members are preparing for a racial Ar
mageddon, an apocalyptic final struggle between whites on behalf of 
God and nonwhites on behalf of Satan. From his pulpit decorated with 
racist paraphernalia, Butler preaches that "the Bible is the family history 
of the white race." Butler warns that white intermarriage with Jews or 
blacks results in "mulatto zombies."20 Many commentators have seized 
upon the recent bombing of an Oklahoma City federal building to argue 
that white racist extremists continue to pose a serious threat to American 
institutions and public safety. 

Civil rights activists complain that even apart from the indignities of 
white supremacist groups, blacks on a routine basis suffer racial discrimi
nation in getting a job, being promoted, applying for a loan, seeking jus-



The White Man's Burden 9 

tice from the police or the courts, even in getting a taxi or being served at 
a restaurant. As far as minorities are concerned, Jesse Jackson protests, 
''All the evidence I know says there's not a level playing field."21 For ex
ample, numerous accusations of racism have been registered against the 
national restaurant chain Denny's. Robert Norton, a white employee, re
ports that as young black customers approached the doors one evening 
he saw Denny's employees rush to lock the doors. Although they claimed 
the restaurant had closed, Norton reports that the doors were promptly 
opened for white customers when the blacks left. At various Denny's 
restaurants across the country, African Americans were reportedly sub
jected to regular demands for prepayment, minimum purchase require
ments, gratuities added to the bill, denials of advertised free birthday 
meals, back-room seatings, and scandalously rude service.22 

In addition to these documented incidents, many African Americans 
argue that white racism now operates in the form of "code words" and 
institutional standards that disguise deeply bigoted sentiments that dare 
not speak their name. "It is unlikely that racism is declining in the United 
States," Alphonso Pinkney writes. "The most obvious cases of gross dis
crimination and segregation have somewhat abated, but the basic racism 
remains."23 Ralph Wiley argues, "When they want to say niggers, they say 
crime. When they want to say niggers, they say welfare. When they want to 
say niggers, they say drugs. "24 Summing up both the direct and indirect ev
idence for the pervasiveness of bigotry, political scientist Ronald Walters 
said at a recent lecture, "Look at Bensonhurst. Look at Howard Beach. 
Look at Susan Smith blaming a black man for abducting her children 
when she drowned them herself. If white racism is not to blame for black 
problems, you tell me what is." 

WHITE BACKLASH 

For many whites, in contrast, America does not have a race problem but 
rather a black problem. Most whites seem to acknowledge historical op
pression inflicted upon blacks, but some raise questions about its con
temporary significance. At a talk in which I raised the issue, one high 
school senior scornfully responded, "Slavery ended a long time ago. My 
ancestors were in Palermo at the time. I'm tired of being lectured about 
how I'm somehow responsible for slavery." Similarly, while many people 
concede the injustice of segregation, surveys show that most whites be
lieve systematic oppression came to a halt with the civil rights era of a 
generation ago, when major laws were passed to guarantee legal equality 
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by outlawing discrimination in schools, housing, and the workplace. 
Many whites seem convinced that racism is flourishing today, not in 
American society but in the imaginations of black activists. 25 

The appropriate remedy for existing discrimination, most whites seem 
to believe, is for the government to enforce the principle of color blind
ness or race neutrality. Preferences based on color or ancestry are now 
strongly opposed by a majority of whites and an overwhelming percent
age of white males.26 Such preferences, critics of affirmative action 
argue, compound the evil of discrimination by multiplying it. "Count me 
among those angry men" opposed to race-based policies, says Thomas 
Wood, one of the sponsors of California's Proposition 196, a measure on 
the 1996 ballot which outlaws preferential treatment in hiring, college 
admissions, and government contracting. Wood adds, "I was once passed 
over for a teaching job because I was told I was white and male. It didn't 
count that I was the most qualified."27 San Francisco fire fighter Ray Batz 
conveys the exasperation of many whites over demands for what they 
perceive as special treatment. "Some minority firefighters have been pro
moted four times. I don't think anyone needs four legs up. That's mad
ness."28 Arnold O'Donnell, whose construction company has lost out to 
minority firms despite submitting bids at lower cost, protests, "You give a 
handful of firms a preference every single day, not once to get them start
ed, but year after year. It's just a giveaway to those firms."29 Other critics 
of affirmative action have been less reserved. "Rejoice you crybaby nig
gers," wrote the author of an anonymous flier distributed at the Universi
ty of California at Berkeley. "When I see you in class it bugs the hell out 
of me because you're taking the seat of someone qualified."3° 

Understandably enough, such rhetoric causes African American leaders 
to treat resistance to preferential treatment as itself a resurgent form of 
racism. Yet such opposition is not confined to whites; some African Ameri
can scholars have repudiated affirmative action, and an increasing number 
of younger blacks seem ambivalent about it. Many whites now seem con
temptuous of what they view as unfair and exaggerated accusations made 
by hypersensitive blacks. Conservative columnists have taken up the cause 
of white backlash. ''Are we willing to permit ourselves to become a country 
with permanently coddled minorities?" Mona Charen asks.3 1 Tony Snow 
writes that racial preferences are a "divisive nuisance" and that charges of 
racism amount to nothing more than "playing the race card."32 In a similar 
vein, Patrick Buchanan asserts, "Words like racist have lost their power to 
intimidate. No one is cowed anymore."33 As the rhetoric of leading politi-
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cians like Robert Dole, Pete Wilson, and Phil Gramm suggests, the Re
publican party hopes to make white opposition to racial preferences a cat
alyst for massive voter defections from the Democrats. 

As the de facto party of whites, the GOP seems increasingly respon
sive to growing majority concerns about high levels of nonwhite immigra
tion. Each year some 800,000 legal immigrants and an unknown number 
of illegals enter the country. Unlike in the past, most immigrants do not 
come from Europe, but from Asia, Africa, and most of all, Latin Ameri
ca. These demographic trends have dramatically altered the complexion 
of states such as California, Texas, and Florida. If these trends continue, 
by the year 2050 whites will make up just 50 percent of the national pop
ulation. Hispanics would be the largest minority, more than 20 percent 
and, counting illegals, possibly closer to 25 percent; blacks would be 
around 15 percent, and Asians near 10 percent.34 Many whites are acute
ly uncomfortable about what one observer has called "the browning of 
America." A substantial majority of Americans is resolutely opposed to 
current levels of immigration.35 

Once relegated to the fringe, the anti-immigration cause has gathered 
mainstream recognition and national momentum, even without moderat
ing its harsh rhetoric. Books such as Peter Brimelow's Alien Nation, 
Richard Lamm and Gary Imhoff's The Immigration Tzme Bomb, Lawrence 
Auster's The Path to National Suicide, and Leon Bouvier's Peaceful Inva
sions: Immigration and Changing America warn that many of the new immi
grants cannot be assimilated. In The Immigration Invasion, Wayne Lutton 
and John Tanton charge that "the United States has become a welfare 
magnet to people around the world" and that "over time, work places be
come colonized by aliens to the degree that Americans are not wel
come. "36 Warning that public schools are now "mandated to teach in at 
least 42 different languages," that many jurisdictions now administer dri
ving tests in multiple languages, and that hundreds of voting districts are 
now required to provide voting ballots in Spanish, the national organiza
tion U.S. English has developed a large constituency behind the concept 
of a constitutional amendment establishing English as the national lan
guage.37 The founder of the group insists that owing to their higher birth 
rates, immigrants are out-breeding other Americans: "Those with their 
pants up are going to be caught by those with their pants down."38 

The nativists are cultural environmentalists of a sort: they insist on 
protecting the ecology of traditional mores and morals, and they fear 
overpopulation and contamination from too many newcomers and 
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aliens. A Florida resident says, "The politicians are so busy giving away 
our tax money to Cubans, Haitians and anyone else who feels like 
coming here, there won't be anything left for us and our children."39 

Illustrating mainstream hostility to Hispanic immigration, the New 
York Times cited an outburst from Emma Tropiano, a senior citizen 
and member of the Allentown, Pennsylvania city council. "They've 
brought all their bad habits here, and they want Allentown to wave our 
hankies and say: that's fine! We enjoy having litter and graffiti and 
shopping carts all over the place and old sofas on the porches. These 
kids are all over the streets. If they like it here so much, why do they 
destroy property? Why do they act disrespectful to the elderly?"40 And 
racist groups like the Ku Klux Klan seem to be attempting a revival by 
trumpeting the nativist cause. "There never will be peace in America 
as long as whites are forced to live among the colored savages," Klans
man Robert Shelton has proclaimed. "The one and only solution is 
America for the white man. We are at war in America. Look at the 
color of your skin-that is your uniform."41 

In 1994, white backlash found scholarly support in Richard Herrn
stein and Charles Murray's controversial book The Bell Curve. By assert
ing that blacks and Hispanics were on average less intelligent than 
Caucasians and Asians-deficiencies alleged to be possibly inherited
Herrnstein and Murray supplied what to many angry whites must have 
sounded like an appealing explanation for why groups differ in academic 
performance and economic achievement. Although The Bell Curve met 
with furious denunciation-"dishonest," "creepy," "indecent," "shabby," 
"politically ugly," and "Nazi" were some of the epithets used42-the book 
became a runaway best-seller, attracting hundreds of thousands of read
ers. Could it be that Herrnstein and Murray were articulating truths that 
many whites privately believe? After all, the liberal insistence that the 
races are identical in ability seems to conflict with commonsense obser
vation and must be accompanied by an elaborate rationale for why blacks 
are doing relatively poorly in America, for why black crime and illegitima
cy rates are vastly higher than those of whites and Asians, for why the 
predominantly white nations of the world are the most prosperous, for 
why much of Asia and Latin America are expanding economically while 
most of Africa remains in a state of economic and political chaos. By con
trast, Herrnstein and Murray's view appears to succeed by the logic of 
Occam's razor: a natural hierarchy of racial abilities would predict and 
fully account for such phenomena. 
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If Herrnstein and Murray are right, the hope for a society in which all 
groups compete on equal terms is an illusion. The possibility of such intrin
sic differences raises old and ugly prospects: eugenic schemes to ensure 
survival of the fittest, millions of black boys and girls stigmatized as inca
pable of learning, orphanages for children from broken or impoverished 
families, a revival of certain forms of segregation and racial discrimination. 
Nor are these fanciful or hypothetical proposals. Reflecting a newly em
boldened racial consciousness, conservative columnist Samuel Francis in a 
recent article urges that whites begin a "reconquest of the United States" 
by deporting all illegal aliens "and perhaps many recent legal immigrants," 
repealing all civil rights protections for minorities, imposing forced birth 
control on welfare mothers, and providing incentives for whites to have 
more children and minorities to stop reproducing.43 Although these senti
ments cannot be taken as representative of whites in general----certainly 
few would express themselves this way-nevertheless discontentment over 
affirmative action and Third World immigration appears to be solidifying 
what sociologist Robert Blauner terms "a dominant white racial identity."44 

White backlash is now a political juggernaut that threatens to reverse the 
liberal immigration and civil rights policies of the past generation, and to 
further polarize the races in this country. 

LIBERAL DESPAIR 

Once optimistic about their ability to heal the historical rift between the 
races, many white liberals now seem cynical and gloomy about America's 
capacity for racial recoPciliation and progress toward a society free of 
racism. In the 1950s and 1960s, liberals supported the two bedrock prin
ciples of the civil rights movement: desegregation, epitomized by the 
Brown v. Board of Education decision, and nondiscrimination, written 
into law in the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Support for these measures was 
premised on the assumption that racism was a form of ignorance and 
fear, and that as whites regularly associated with blacks their prejudices 
and stereotypes would dissolve and enlightened tolerance would replace 
irrational antipathy. Similarly, many white liberals claimed that since 
racism was a mechanism for enforced group inequality, the elimination of 
discrimination could be reasonably expected to generate over time a 
racial equality of performance and rewards. The early 1960s witnessed a 
high degree of confidence that the race problem would soon be solved. 
In 1962 sociologist Arnold Rose argued that by the end of the century 

-----------------
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the forces generating racial inequality "will be practically eliminated" and 
racism would decline to the "minor order" of reciprocal prejudices 
among Catholics and Protestants.45 

A generation later, Rose's prediction sounds absurdly naive. Contrary to 
many people's hopes, it is fairly clear that liberal enlightenment has failed. 
During the 1970s and early 1980s many whites fiercely resisted measures 
like busing which were designed to promote increased contact between 
the races; more recently, liberals have discovered to their amazement that 
many blacks too reject integration and prefer to associate with their own 
kind. Today this fact is made obvious by the existence of black fraternities, 
black sororities, black student unions, black proms, black professional as
sociations, black political caucuses, and black suburban enclaves.46 "There 
is something of a movement in the African American community away 
from integration," remarks black scholar David Bositis.47 Historian David 
Garrow adds that "there is less integrationist sentiment in black America 
now than at any time since King's death."48 

Rejecting another liberal refrain from the civil rights era, over the last 
few decades the black leadership has moved away from its embrace of 
color-blind laws; this group now supports policies which discriminate in 
favor of minorities with a view to increasing their representation in the 
work force and political institutions. Although ambivalent about racial 
quotas, many liberals supported preferences that they viewed as benignly 
and temporarily designed to assure genuine equality of opportunity. Yet of 
late white liberals have watched in dismay as the majority of Americans re
ject affirmative action, and African American leaders bitterly denounce 
this rejection as insensitive if not racist. Absent racial preferences, Cornel 
West writes in Race Matters, "it is a virtual certainty that racial and sexual 
discrimination would return with a vengeance." Columnist Carl Rowan 
accuses opponents of affirmative action of "apoplectic spasms of bigotry" 
which seek to "roll the clock back to a time of segregation and rabid racial 
discrimination." Willie Brown, speaker of the California Assembly, de
nounces Proposition 196 as "totally and completely racist." In hyperbole 
that conveys the depth of emotional attachment to affirmative action, 
Jesse Jackson accuses California Governor Pete Wtlson and supporters of 
color-blind policies of being contemporary incarnations of slaveowners 
and segregationists, and Congressman Charles Rangel likens plans to 
eliminate race-based programs to Hitler's policies for extermination of 
the Jews. Even moderate voices like Representative John Lewis declare 
that to save preferential policies, "we've got to do battle again." And Con-
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gressman Kweisi Mfume warns that affirmative action advocates will not 
"go down quietly" and that the battle could "tear this country apart."49 

Frustrated by these escalating tensions, many white liberals now argue 
that the civil rights movement succeeded in assuring formal equality but 
not meaningful equality. In this view, Martin Luther King, Jr., was success
ful in confronting legal segregation and discrimination, but the real adver
sary, white racism, remains as dangerous as ever. Indeed, many liberals 
warn that racism is now more threatening, because it has gone under
ground where it operates in subtle ways to thwart black aspirations. Liberal 
scholars have devised an extensive vocabulary which seeks to perform the 
difficult task of uncovering disguised and hidden forms of white racism. 
There is "intentional racism" which is deliberate and "unintentional 
racism" which is subconscious.50 In varying degrees, racism can be identi
fied as "blatant," "subtle," or "covert."51 Racism as practiced by white eth
nics is called "crypto-racism" or "neoracism."52 "Dominative racism" refers 
to direct Southern-style bigotry as contrasted with "aversive racism" which 
is epitomized by Northern-style coldness and avoidance of blacks. Neither 
must be confused with "metaracism," defined as the racism generated by 
modern technology.53 "Process racism" refers to procedures that generate 
racially disparate outcomes.54 "Kinetic racism" is defined as racism which 
"manifests itself by nonverbal means."55 Moreover, racism can be under
stood as "malignant racism," "benign racism," or "benevolent racism."56 

And racism comes in stages: the "oral phase," the "anal phase," and the 
"phallic-oedipal phase."57 A bigoted preference for one's own culture be
comes "cultural racism."58 Progressives who highlight positive images 
about blacks, thus ignoring serious problems faced by the community, are 
said to be guilty of "enlightened racism."59 Finally there are "feel-good 
racism" and "well-intentioned racism" which infect everyone who contin
ues to benefit from the nation's legacy of racial inequality.60 

Despite a major social project to educate whites about racism, many 
liberals have been saddened to discover in recent years that whites seem 
uninterested in the self-analysis needed to unmask covert forms of big
otry; on the contrary, most whites seem increasingly hostile to all mea
sures that seek to assure greater equality for blacks as a group. Even 
more significant, liberals have been stunned during the past few decades 
to see a virtual disintegration of the norms of community in the inner 
cities, where a substantial segment of the black population seems not to 
have gained anything from the civil rights movement. Who would have 
predicted that America's cities, once monuments to the vitality of cos-
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mopolitan civilization, would include battle zones governed by youth 
gangs who live on crime, prostitution, and drug sales, only marginally re
strained by the law, operating within a culture whose cardinal rules seem 
to be power and pleasure? 

Inner-city neighborhoods in some major cities resemble the scenes of 
Third World countries. Stores are boarded up, windows are broken, 
nothing seems to work, and many people do not seem to have anything 
to do. Many areas seem to have lost all institutions except the church, the 
liquor store, the gas station, and the funeral home. The streets are irrigat
ed with alcohol, urine, and blood. "Never before have we witnessed such 
violence in the black community," says Congressman John Lewis, a veter
an of the civil rights movement. Jesse Jackson sums up the painful reali
ty: "If whites shoot blacks, we want to riot. If blacks shoot whites, whites 
want revenge and capital punishment. If blacks shoot blacks, no one 
cares. "61 In this Hobbesian world, violence is now a normal part of daily 
existence, and residents are not surprised to hear the sound of gunfire or 
the screams of the bereaved. Mothers regularly see their sons arrested 
and taken to prison. Drug and alcohol addiction have reached epidemic 
proportions. Gangs conduct a vigorous traffic in crack cocaine, punctuat
ed by murders. Children lose their innocence at an early age and are initi
ated into a culture of hardened street attitudes, slang expression, 
flamboyant ritual, and ghetto chic. Very few have fathers who take care 
of them or provide guidance for responsible manhood. Many people do 
not support themselves but receive their subsistence checks from welfare 
programs. In Do or Die, journalist Leon Bing reports on reasons given by 
gang members for killing people: 

"Cause I don't like his attitude." 

"Cause of the way he walk." 

"Cause he try to get with my lady." 

"Cause he give me no respect." 

"Cause he a disgrace." 

"Cause he wearin' the wrong color." 

"Cause I don't like him." 

"Cause he said somethin' wrong." 

"Cause he look at me funny."62 

Many Mrican American communities seem physically and culturally 
isolated from the rest of the country. Behavior that would be regarded as 
pathological anywhere else is considered routine, and sometimes glam-
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orous, in the ghetto. African American scholar Julius Lester diagnoses 
the problem as nihilism, "a condition without precedent in black Ameri
can history because even during slavery blacks had hope. "63 Despite their 
outward bravado, many black adolescents understand the desperation of 
their condition. "Go ahead and kill us," one of the Los Angeles rioters 
told a reporter. "We're already dead."64 How can racism not be implicat
ed in the sufferings of the black underclass? Consequently some white 
liberals have found themselves reluctantly propelled toward the position, 
held by many African Americans, that racism is deeply embedded in the 
nation's institutions and culture, so that there is no realistic hope of over
coming it. Here are some expressions of the mood of despair shared by 
many white liberals and black activists. 

"Racism is as healthy today as it was during the Enlightenment," ar
gues Nobel laureate Toni Morrison. "It has assumed a metaphorical life 
so completely embedded in daily discourse that it is perhaps more neces
sary and more on display than ever before."65 

Legal scholar Richard Delgado advances his law of racial thermodynam
ics: "There is change from one era to another, but the net quantum of racism 
remains exactly the same. Racism is neither created nor destroyed."66 

After the Brown decision, recalls black sociologist Kenneth Clark, who 
offered crucial testimony for that case, "I felt that this was the beginning 
of major positive changes in race relations." But now, confronting the so
cial breakdown in many black communities, Clark poignantly writes, 
"Reluctantly I am forced to face the likely possibility that the United 
States will never rid itself of racism. "67 

"We are a racist society," Joel Kovel writes in White Racism. "Racism is 
ultimately indivisible from the rest of American life. It is a streamlined 
and reconstituted racism. Freed of the grosser manifestations of preju
dice, the system remains all the more racist because the basic mecha
nisms for racial degradation are not only still in place, but indeed are 
strengthened. "68 

Author Derrick Bell remarks that "what we designate as racial 
progress is not a solution. It is a regeneration of the problem in a particu
larly perverse form .... Racism is an integral, permanent and indestruc
tible component of this society. Americans achieve a measure of social 
stability through their unspoken pact to keep blacks on the bottom. "69 

"Everybody of Caucasian descent believes that we belong to a superior 
strain," political scientist Andrew Hacker writes. "Most white people be
lieve that persons with African ancestries are more likely to carry primitive 
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traits in their genes .... I may believe this and hate myself for believing it. 
I don't see how I can say it's in so many other people and not in me."70 

Legal scholar Charles Lawrence sums up the emerging consensus of 
leading liberals. "Racism in America is much more complex than either 
the conscious conspiracy of a power elite or the simple delusion of a few 
ignorant bigots .... It arises from the assumptions we have learned to 
make about the world, ourselves and others, as well as from the patterns 
of our fundamental social activities. . . . To the extent that this cultural 
belief system has influenced all of us, we are all racists."7 1 

THE MULTICULTURAL SOLUTION 

Multiculturalism is the contemporary paradigm of liberal antiracism. By 
offering a broad vision that links the struggles of blacks with those of 
nonwhite immigrants, multiculturalism seems to unify the political left 
today in much the same way that anticommunism once provided the ce
ment that kept the right together. Thus advocates of multiculturalism 
typically downplay incidents of internecine conflict between minorities; 
in their view, Mrican Americans, Mexicans, Koreans, and even women 
and homosexuals are collective victims of bigotry based on race, gender, 
and sexual orientation. Consequently multiculturalists argue that these 
groups should jointly militate against racism, sexism, and homophobia. 

In its most comprehensive expression, multiculturalism offers a wide
ranging critique of prevailing political and cultural institutions. Multicul
turalism springs from the premise that Western civilization in general, 
and American institutions in particular, are fundamentally racist because 
they elevate Eurocentric or "white" standards and values over those of 
other cultures. What multiculturalists call the "dominant white culture" 
did not prevail because of its greater appeal; it prevailed largely through 
racist oppression visited upon minority cultures. Thus the multicultural 
project is to seek equality or parity in all respects for minority cultures. 
Multiculturalism is a political movement based on a denial of Western 
cultural superiority. 

As the name suggests, multiculturalism is a doctrine of culture-the 
multiplicity of cultures. At its deepest level, the intellectual premise of 
multiculturalism is cultural relativism. In this context, relativism means 
that all cultures are basically equal. No culture can be said to be better or 
worse than any other. Cultures are just different, and we must learn to 
cherish their differences. All cultures are equally entitled to respect. Fi-
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nally, the standards for evaluating or criticizing a culture must come from 
within that culture. Relativism dictates that cultures are not entitled to 
impose their values on others. "Each human culture is so unique," argues 
anthropologist Renata Rosaldo, that "no one of them is higher or lower, 
greater or lesser than any other. "72 

The logic of cultural relativism leads directly to proportional represen
tation, which is the underpinning of American civil rights law. Since racial 
minorities in this country are presumed to constitute distinct cultural 
groups, relativism generates an expectation of group equality. The govern
ment applies an antidiscrimination standard that presumes that, in the ab
sence of discrimination, all groups should be represented in the work 
force at roughly their proportion in the population. If a company is sued 
for racial discrimination in hiring, the government or the courts may ask, 
Why is your company only 5 percent Hispanic when Hispanics are 10 per
cent of the surrounding population? According to current law, the compa
ny is presumed guilty of illegal discrimination. The logic of group equality 
applies not just to hiring but also to promotion-all companies at all levels 
are expected to generate the specified racial balances. As Labor Secretary 
Robert Reich recently complained, "The world at the top of the corporate 
hierarchy still does not look like America. "73 

Traditionally, American companies are at liberty to hire people at all 
levels based on their ability to perform. The merit system is under attack, 
however, whenever it fails to produce the results dictated by proportional 
representation. Activists argue that merit has been and frequently contin
ues to be a cover for racist exclusion. Drawing on relativism, critics 
scornfully ask, Whose standards? The argument is that merit is simply 
that which the dominant culture defines as such; as Deval Patrick, head 
of the civil rights division of the Justice Department, puts it, minorities 
refuse to be "trapped in someone else's stereotype."74 Consequently, ad
vocates of proportional representation contend that merit standards 
should be adjusted when possible and abandoned if necessary to secure 
racially balanced results. Moreover, proportional representation extends 
beyond employment to virtually all sectors of public life. If blacks are 10 
percent of the population in a state, the government and the courts ex
pect that in order to be represented as a group, blacks should make up 
roughly 10 percent of elected officials. If they do not, then the Voting 
Rights Act can be invoked to reshape electoral districts in such a way that 
the election of black representatives is virtually assured. In other words, 
ballot procedures are modified to assure a proportional outcome. 
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It is easy to see how this logic becomes irresistible. All public policies 
generally produce results that can be challenged on the basis of propor
tional representation. Consequently, any policy that does not meet the rela
tivist standard is denounced for its "disparate impact." Whenever 
recruitment is involved, activists demand that preferences be used to en
sure adequate places for "underrepresented groups." Cultural relativism 
thus becomes the basis for the thoroughgoing racialization of society-a 
project that is necessary, advocates argue, to combat the effects of deeply 
entrenched forms of white racism. As Michael Orni and Howard Wmant 
cynically observe, "Race will always be at the center of the American expe
rience."75 In this logic, since racial categories cannot be transcended, they 
must be institutionalized. "Since race created the problem," African Amer
ican scholar FranklinJenifer contends, "it has to be part of the solution."76 

There is now a civil rights establishment in place that aggressively fights 
for proportional representation in every sphere of American life. Included 
in this establishment are such well-funded and influential groups as the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), 
the National Council for La Raza, the Mexican-American Legal Defense 
Fund, the Alliance for Justice, People for the American Way, Lawyers' 
Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, the American Civil Liberties 
Union, Japanese American Citizens League, National Black Caucus of 
State Legislators, National Conference of Black Mayors, National Con
gress for Puerto Rican Rights, National Congress of American Indians, 
and the National Education Association. More than a hundred civil rights 
groups unite behind a formidable coalition called the Leadership Confer
ence on Civil Rights, which includes not just racial minorities but feminist 
and homosexual rights groups as well. Proportional representation is insti
tutionally promoted and enforced by government agencies such as the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), the Office of 
Federal Contract Compliance Programs (OFCCP), the civil rights divi
sions of the Justice Department and the Education Department, and the 
affirmative action apparatus that exists throughout the public sector. 

Cultural relativism also provides the intellectual framework that gov
erns multicultural education in the schools and universities. Here multi
culturalism is intended as a comprehensive form of antiracist pedagogy. 
In this analysis the traditional curriculum is inherently biased in favor of 
the historical, scientific, mathematical, philosophical, and literary accom
plishments of Western civilization. "Eurocentrism," defined as an em
phasis on the achievements of white males, becomes the newest form of 
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racism. Multicultural advocates argue that the Eurocentric curriculum 
inferiorizes other cultures and injures the self-esteem of minority stu
dents. Using the example of American Indians, the Latin American 
writer Eduardo Galeano alleges, "Throughout America, the dominant 
culture acknowledges Indians as objects of study, but denies them as 
subjects of history: the Indians have folklore, not culture; they practice 
superstitions, not religions; they speak dialects, not languages; they make 
handicrafts, not art."77 

Many multicultural advocates seek a complete renovation of the cur
riculum, not to eliminate Western influence but to promote among stu
dents an enhanced respect for all cultures. At the same time, advocates 
of multiculturalism seek to expose students to the European crimes of 
racism, sexism, slavery, imperialism, and colonialism which are alleged to 
have produced unjust concentrations of power among white men. Ac
tivists demand that students learn about each group's victimization at the 
hands of Europeans: native Americans were genocidally exterminated, 
Mexicans were colonized and reduced to farm laborers, Asians were ex
cluded and subjected to unjust internment and discrimination. While 
highlighting the crimes of the West, multicultural advocates seek to em
phasize the achievements of non-Western and minority cultures so young 
people will recognize that they are in no way inferior. 

Finally, cultural relativism provides the basis for a strong challenge to 
American assimilation. Why, activists demand to know, should minority 
groups surrender their cultures, which are no less legitimate than Euro
pean culture, and dissolve into a melting pot which may include racist in
gredients? They argue that the classical liberal notion of individual rights 
and the traditional American notion of patriotism premised on a com
mon culture are largely obsolete. They seek to preserve, cherish, and 
strengthen their ethnic identities, which are said to be the basis of their 
deepest fulfillments. "Our diversity," argues political scientist Ronald 
Takaki, "is at the core of what it means for us to be Americans." Thus 
group membership becomes a central basis for identity and rights. 

So a new liberal paradigm is emerging which seeks a transformation of 
basic American institutions. It seeks to implement new rules of political orga
nization, new regulations for the work force, new approaches to education, 
indeed a new American dream and a new way of life. It demands a future in 
which power, resources, and cultural authority are equally or proportionally 
divided between racial groups, a future predicated upon what diversity con
sultant Thomas Kochman terms "the decline and fall of the white male."78 
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AN ALTERNATIVE VISION 

This book examines the credibility of the claim that racism is to blame for 
black failure and tests the viability of the multicultural vision being pro
moted to fight Eurocentrism and institutional racism. My conclusion is 
that antiracism, in its current form, is intellectually bankrupt and may have 
run its course. Thus the contemporary phenomena of black rage, white 
backlash, and liberal despair are part of the debris of a liberal intellectual 
edifice that is now imploding. Vmually all the contemporary liberal as
sumptions about the origin of racism, its historical significance, its contem
porary effects, and what to do about it are wrong. In a sense, pessimists 
like Andrew Hacker and Derrick Bell are right: liberal hope is dead. The 
only questions are how a seemingly noble vision went awry, and whether 
there are grounds for a restoration of a realistic liberal belief in a solution 
to the race problem. Here are some of the issues I examine and-admit
tedly in condensed and simplified form-some of my main findings. 

Is racism a Western idea? Yes. Contrary to popular impression, racism is 
not universal. Indeed there are no clear examples of racism anywhere in 
the world before the year 1500 A.D. Racism arose in the West during the 
modern era as a rational and eventually scientific ideology to explain 
large differences in civilizational development that could not be ex
plained by environment. Thus racism originated not in ignorance and 
fear but as part of an enlightened enterprise of intellectual discovery. The 
good news is that since racism had a beginning, it is conceivable that it 
may have an end. 

\Vczs slavery a racist institution? No. Slavery was practiced for thou
sands of years in virtually all societies: in China, India, Europe, the Arab 
world, sub-Saharan Mrica, and the Americas. In the United States, slave
owning was not confined to whites: American Indians and free blacks 
owned thousands of slaves. Thus slavery is neither distinctively Western 
nor racist. What is uniquely Western is the abolition of slavery. The 
American founders articulated principles of equality and consent which 
formed the basis for emancipation and the civil rights movement. 

Why did white liberals and black activists abandon color blindness as a 
basis /or law and policy? The civil rights movement in which both groups 
participated embodied from the outset the assumptions of cultural rela
tivism: the presumed equality of all cultures or groups. Martin Luther 
King, Jr., emphasized one serious problem faced by blacks (racial discrim
ination) while ignoring another equally serious one (cultural deficiencies) 



The White Man's Burden 23 

which inhibited black competitiveness. Thus equal rights for blacks could 
not and did not produce equality of results. Consequently, many liberals 
and civil rights activists invoked equality of results to prove that white 
racism continues unabated. They supported affirmative action and racial 
preferences in order to fight the effects of past and present racism. 

Why have charges of racism multiplied while clear evidence of racism has 
declined? There is now in place a civil rights establishment which has a 
vested interest in making exaggerated accusations of racism. Promiscu
ous charges of bigotry are used to cajole and intimidate whites into ac
quiescing in programs which financially and politically benefit the civil 
rights establishment. If racism were to disappear, many of these activists 
and bureaucrats would be out of a job. 

Why is the black underclass worse off while the black middle class is better 
of/? As the main beneficiary of affirmative action, blacks with better skills 
and motivation have moved out of their old neighborhoods, taking with 
them middle-class norms and social and financial resources. Conse
quently, in the inner city, civilizing institutions such as the church and 
small business have greatly eroded. Moreover, the civil rights establish
ment has a vested interest in the persistence of the underclass, because 
the scandalous pathologies of poor blacks create the public sympathy 
that legitimizes continuing subsidies to the black middle class. 

Can blacks be racist? Yes. Many liberals find it difficult to recognize 
black racism because they are ideologically committed to view it as a 
mere reaction to white racism. In fact African American racism is a co
herent ideology of black supremacy, promoted in Afrocentric courses and 
institutionally embodied in the Nation oflslam. In an increasingly meri
tocratic society, black racism becomes a rationalization for black failure. 
Thus African American antagonism is most vehemently directed against 
groups such as Jews and Asian Americans that have no history of perse
cuting blacks but that outcompete them. 

Does contemporary liberalism have a future? No. Many white liberals 
are so embarrassed by low levels of academic performance and high lev
els of criminal and antisocial behavior by blacks, that they are destroying 
liberal institutions such as free speech, race neutrality, the legal presump
tion of innocence, and equal rights under the law in order to compel 
equal results for racial groups. Ultimately white liberals are trapped in a 
logic in which they must blame themselves for African American prob
lems, and condone the demise of their cherished principles in order to 
camouflage black failure. 
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Is racism the main problem facing blacks today? No. The main contem
porary obstacle facing African Americans is neither white racism, as many 
liberals claim, nor black genetic deficiency, as Charles Murray and others 
imply. Rather it involves destructive and pathological cultural patterns of 
behavior: excessive reliance on government, conspiratorial paranoia 
about racism, a resistance to academic achievement as "acting white," a 
celebration of the criminal and outlaw as authentically black, and the 
normalization of illegitimacy and dependency. These group patterns 
arose as a response to past oppression, but they are now dysfunctional 
and must be modified. 

Are you saying that racial discrimination no longer exists? On the con
trary. Evidence for the old discrimination has declined, but there are 
many indications that black cultural pathology has contributed to a new 
form of discrimination: rational discrimination. High crime rates of 
young black males, for example, make taxi drivers more reluctant to pick 
them up, storekeepers more likely to follow them in stores, and employ
ers less willing to hire them. Rational discrimination is based on accurate 
group generalizations that may nevertheless be unfair to particular mem
bers of a group. 

If racism is not the main problem for blacks, what is? Liberal antiracism. 
By asserting the equality of all cultures, cultural relativism prevents liber
als from dealing with the nation's contemporary crisis-a civilizational 
breakdown that affects all groups, but is especially concentrated among 
the black underclass. Many liberals continue to blame African American 
pathologies on white racism and oppose all measures that impose civi
lizational standards on the grounds that they are nothing more than 
"blaming the victim." Meanwhile, the pathologies persist unchecked. 

Can you really demonstrate any of this, and z/ so, what should be done 
about it? Read the book. 



2 
IGNOBLE SAVAGES 

The European Origins of Racism 

Can the Ethiopian change his skin, or the leopard his spots? 

-Jeremiah 13:23 

The contemporary mood of frustration and pessimism about racism 
springs from the conviction that American society may never be able to 
get rid of it. Perhaps, after all, racism is a universal staple of the human 
psyche, or at least so deeply ingrained in Western consciousness that it is 
now ineradicable. In order to see whether this melancholy view is war
ranted, let us turn our basic assumptions about racism into questions. 
One widespread assumption is that racism is a form of ignorance. 
"Racism is basically irrational," argues historian Ronald Takaki. "I would 
say it arises out of ignorance of the Other-of those who are different." 
Ignorance is thought to result in fear. "Naturally we are afraid of what we 
don't understand," maintains John Hope Franklin. And what we fear we 
are said to hate. "You cannot have racism without hostility," says Alvin 
Poussaint. "I see it as a malignant condition." Poussaint points to two 
characteristics of the racist: he concocts stereotypes which are false gen
eralizations about other people, and he develops prejudices or irrational 
hostilities against them. 

Contemporary scholars offer three conflicting theories to account for 
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the origin of racism. One is that racism is a universal problem. ''What soci
ety can claim to be free of racism?" sociologist Todd Gitlin asks rhetorical
ly. "It arises out of a primordial instinct, which is tribalism or xenophobia." 
An alternative view is that racism is a product of slavery, and developed out 
of the need to rationalize enslavement. "Slavery seems to have fixed the 
notion of black inferiority in the minds of us whites," Andrew Hacker sug
gests. A third claim, made by some black nationalists and Afrocentrists, is 
that racism is a peculiarly Western or white pathology that is embedded in 
the English language. A writer for the Los Angeles Times contends, "Many 
of us fall victim to racism because the language we use keeps it alive." 1 

Frantz Fanon argued that for English-speaking people "the torturer is the 
black man, Satan is black, one talks of shadows, when one is dirty one is 
black. ... In Europe, whether concretely or symbolically, the black man 
stands for the bad side of the character."2 Could it be a coincidence, ac
tivists like Fanon ask, that we have terms such as blackmail, blackball, 
black Mass, blacklist, black magic, black market, black sheep, and black
guard, all of which suggest wickedness, disgrace, or corruption, whereas 
whiteness is perennially associated with purity and goodness? Even the 
term "white lie," Paula Rothenberg points out in her textbook Racism 
and Sexism) refers to an untruth "not intended to cause harm."3 And 
Christine Bolt regards it as highly significant that "in English literature, 
the most famous black beauty is not a human, but a horse."4 

Despite some disagreements over the origins of racism, many contem
porary sources agree about the best way to fight it. "I don't think we'll 
ever be rid of racism, but we can try to control its effects through educa
tion," Hacker says. "Racists are sorely in need of enlightenment," re
marks Poussaint, adding, "We need to raise their consciousness." 
Philosopher Richard Rorty recommends sympathetic exposure to the 
lives of strangers, in order to diminish white insecurities that lead to 
racism.5 Black political scientist Ronald Walters argues that "since people 
are taught to hate, educators have a responsibility to try and counter that 
socialization." African American scholar Charles Willie contends that 
racists require a kind of therapy: "It is the unique responsibility of educa
tors to diagnose the problem and prescribe the treatment, just like a doc
tor in an epidemic."6 

In fact, racism is not a universal staple of the human condition. Racism 
did not always exist in the West. Nor is racism a product of slavery. More
over, racism is not part of the English language, and terms like "black-
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mail" and "black sheep" have nothing to do with racism. An examination 
of the historical record reveals that racism did have a beginning. Although 
it can be found in embryonic form among the Chinese and the Arabs in 
the late Middle Ages, racism is a modem and Western ideology. Racism 
developed prior to slavery although it was later reinforced by slavery. Far 
from being the product of irrationality, fear and hatred, racism developed 
in Europe as a product of Enlightenment, part of a rational and scientific 
project to understand the world. Racism was inspired by the European 
voyages abroad, which produced an unprecedented project to classify and 
rank the diversity of the world's plants, animals, and peoples. For Euro
pean travelers, missionaries, and ethnologists, racism provided a coherent 
account of large civilizational differences that could not be attributed to 
climate and were thus considered intrinsic. Racism originated as a theory 
of Western civilizational superiority. 

WHAT IS RACISM? 

It is hard to disagree with Andrew Hacker's claim that "something called 
racism obviously exists,"7 but what exactly does racism mean? It is not 
unusual to see the term used in various ways, but the basic definition re
mains clear: racism is an ideology of intellectual or moral superiority 
based upon the biological characteristics of race. Moreover, racism typi
cally entails a willingness to discriminate based upon a perceived hierar
chy of superior and inferior races. According to Webster's New World 
Dictionary, racism is a "doctrine or teaching ... that claims to find racial 
differences in character and intelligence, that asserts the superiority of 
one race over another, that seeks to maintain the supposed purity of a 
race," as well as "any program or practice of racial discrimination or seg
regation based on such beliefs."8 Most scholarly and popular definitions 
of racism concur.9 Martin Luther King, Jr., defined racism as a "doctrine 
of the congenital inferiority and worthlessness of a people."10 A common 
definition is given by George Fredrickson in Wht"te Supremacy: 

Racism is a mode of thought that offers a particular explanation for the fact 

that population groups that can be distinguished by ancestry are likely to dif

fer in culture, status and power. Racists make the claim that such differences 

are due mainly to immutable genetic factors and not to environmental or his

torical circumstance. 11 
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From these definitions the main features of racism emerge. In order to 
be a racist, you must first believe in the existence of biologically distin
guishable groups or races. Second, you must rank these races in terms of 
superiority and inferiority. Third, you must hold these rankings to be in
trinsic or innate. Finally, you typically seek to use them as the basis for 
discrimination, segregation, or the denial of rights extended to other 
human beings. 

The prevailing view, shared by virtually everyone who writes about the 
topic, is that racism (like sexism or homophobia) is a product of irra
tional antipathy. This notion of racism as a kind of pathology or dementia 
is a crucial and virtually uncontested core of the modern psychological 
portrait of the racist. Yet this assumption raises an historical dilemma: if 
racism is a product of ignorance, fear, and hate, why is it the case that be
liefs most people would unhesitatingly consider racist were shared by 
many of the most enlightened, courageous, and humane figures in Amer
ica and in the West until only a few decades ago? It is hard to deny that 
many of the most eminent European and American religious leaders, 
philanthropists, philosophers, scientists, and statesmen were, by modern 
criteria, outright racists. One may say that racism was the conventional 
wisdom of the past several centuries, just as antiracism is the convention
al wisdom now. Nothing could be more ridiculous than to imagine that 
three of the leading philosophers of Western civilization-Hume, Kant, 
and Hegel-were cowed and blinded by simple superstitious fright. They 
weren't "threatened" by blacks. Consequently we must ask: why did they 
believe what they did? Here are their views: 

I am apt to suspect the Negroes, and in general all the other species of men, 

to be naturally inferior to the whites. There never was any civilized nation of 

any other complexion than white, nor even any individual eminent in action 

or speculation. No ingenious manufactures among them, no arts, no sciences . 

. . . Such a uniform and constant difference could not happen, in so many 

countries and ages, if nature had not made an original distinction betwixt 

these breeds of men. 

-David Hume, 17 4812 

The Negroes of Africa have received from nature no intelligence that rises 

above the foolish. The difference between the two races is thus a substantial 

one: it appears to be just as great in respect of the faculties of the mind as in 

color. 
-Immanuel Kant, 176413 



Ignoble Savages 29 

The Negro race has perfect contempt for humanity. Tyranny is regarded as no 
wrong, and cannibalism is looked upon as quite customary and proper .... 
The polygamy of the Negroes has frequently for its object the having of many 
children, to be sold, every one of them, into slavery .... The essence of hu
manity is freedom .... At this point we leave Africa, not to mention it again. 
For it is no historical part of the world; it has no movement or development 
to exhibit. 

-Georg Hegel, 183714 

For mainstream scholars today, these views pose an intellectual prob
lem, not because they place revered Western thinkers in a bad light, but 
because they call the widely shared premises of modern antiracism into 
question. Is it possible that everything we take for granted about racism 
is itself a product of unquestioned assumption, of irrational prejudice? 
Challenging the popular view, historian Oscar Handlin argues that 
"racism grew out of truth-seeking explorations into the nature of man 
and of human society." 15 Wmthrop Jordan, author of White Over Black, a 
classic account of European racial attitudes, says that "racism developed 
in conjunction with Enlightenment, not in resistance to it." Let us inves
tigate whether these assertions are true, and whether much of what we 
think we know about race is false. 

THE UNKINDNESS OF STRANGERS 

Irrationality, fear, and hatred are all human qualities and, as such, univer
sal. Consequently if racism were a product of unreasonable insecurity 
and hostility, we would expect to find it in virtually all societies. In fact, 
scholars vehemently disagree about whether racism is universal. Perhaps 
the predominant group maintains that it is, while other scholars argue 
that its origins are Western, locating them in the ancient Greeks or in 
transatlantic slavery. Consider some statements of the claim that racism 
is universal. 

• Joel Kovel in White Racism suggests that "racist phenomena are ubiq
uitous throughout history" and that "racial hatred is built into human 
nature." 16 

• Racism is "an ancient form of behavior that is probably found world
wide," the French scholar Tzvetan Todorov assertsY 

• Harvard paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould suspects that racial preju
dice is "as old as recorded history."l8 
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• In a well-known textbook, Thomas Gossett claims to have discovered 
racist sentiments in the ancient civilizations of Egypt, China, India, 
and Greece. 19 

How could we possibly know whether racism exists and has existed in 
every society? No one who espouses the universal view of the origins of 
racism has made a systematic historical study to identify the presence of 
racism in all human cultures. Typically, scholars make a kind of grand 
global survey, foraging for facts that seem to suggest animus and conflict 
between groups, which they cite to demonstrate the universality of racism. 

• Some Chinese historians of the Han dynasty in the third century B.C. 

describe their encounters with savage people "who greatly resemble 
the monkeys from whom they are descended."20 The Chinese of the 
T' ang period seem to show unmitigated contempt for the nakedness 
and primitivism of the dark islanders of the south. 21 

• In ancient India, the invading Aryans described themselves as "nobly 
born" and the dark-skinned natives as Anaryan (not-Aryan) or "dasa" 
(slave), a fact which seems to give the Indian caste system a racial 
character. 22 

• The majestic Zulus in Mrica have historically linked other tribes with 
wild beasts, and describe the rival Sothos as "those having the color of 
a yellowish claypot. "23 

• Muslim travelers during the Middle Ages frequently made derogatory 
comments about blacks; one was the eleventh century scholar Sa'id al
Andalusi, who found Ethiopians and Nubians "fickle, foolish, igno
rant, and lacking in self-control. "24 

These examples seem to establish decisively the presence of color con
sciousness in various cultures of the ancient world. They also indicate 
that some Chinese, Indians, Zulus, Greeks, and Muslims did not practice 
the modern art of euphemism: they spoke with brutal candor about 
aliens and outsiders. We may reasonably conclude that convictions of su
periority seem to be widely held by ancient societies. But do these ad
verse sentiments amount to racism? We know that many ancient cultures 
noticed racial differences, and also held their own society to be superior. 
But it remains to be seen whether people in the ancient world linked 
physical differences to cultural superiority. 

Is the Indian caste system racist? At first glance, the system displays 
many of the features that would be expected in a racist society. The caste 
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system is hierarchical and hereditary. Lower castes are stigmatized as in
ferior. There are strict prohibitions on social contact between members 
of higher and lower castes. But here is the crucial problem: all the mem
bers of the various castes-brahmin, kshatriya, vaishiya, and shudra
belong to the same race. In other words, the caste system erects religious 
and social distinctions among people who share similar features and 
could not be easily distinguished simply on the basis of appearance. The 
caste system may have initially entailed a color hierarchy, in that the con
quering Aryans were lighter than the indigenous Dravidians, but those 
differences were greatly blurred by the effects of climate and intermar
riage, so that caste, as it evolved, largely detached itself from physical 
features. Many Indians today, as is the case in other parts of the world, 
retain a general esthetic preference for light skin in choosing a marriage 
partner. But Indian scholars agree that it makes no sense to speak of 
members of various castes as belonging to different races. Deploring the 
tendency of Western scholars to interpret the caste system through their 
familiar framework of racism, Rabindranath Tagore, India's Nobel laure
ate, wrote, "There was no radal difference between Brahmin and Ksha
triya." Moreover, Hindus typically ascribe caste status not to biological 
features but to good or bad actions performed in a previous life.25 

The other examples prove equally problematic. The ancient Chinese 
were highly xenophobic, regarding their "Middle Kingdom" as the center 
of the universe, and all foreigners as worthy sycophants and worshippers 
at the feet of the Chinese emperor, who ruled with a "mandate from 
heaven." Reflecting the relatively high state of Chinese civilization, for 
centuries members of the Chinese ruling class regarded Europeans as 
barbarians. The problem with pronouncing this attitude to be racist, 
however, is that the Chinese were just as hostile to the Japanese, the Ko
reans, and other subjugated Asian peoples who looked very much like 
them, as they were toward foreigners who were white and brown and 
black. The Chinese never developed a racial hierarchy among peoples or 
a specifically biological basis for claims of superiority. The Chinese, we 
may say, did not discriminate based on race: they held themselves to be 
superior to everyone. 26 

The Zulus, a conquering force in southern Africa, were famously ethno
centric, regarding their own group as the center of the universe. But so 
were the Sothos, the Dinka, the Fulani, the Wolof, the Hausa, and many 
other African nations.27 Moreover, the differences italicized in tribal con
flict typically had nothing to do with color, since that quality the combat-
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ants had in common. For instance, the main physical trait dividing the 
feuding Tutsi and Hutu tribes of modem Rwanda and Burundi is height. 

The Muslim writer Sa'id al-Andalusi's views about Ethiopians and 
Nubians must be placed in the context of his even harsher appraisal of 
white Europeans, particularly Slavs. "Their temperaments are frigid, 
their humors raw ... they lack keenness of understanding and clarity of 
intelligence, and are overcome by ignorance and dullness, lack of dis
cernment, and stupidity."28 Typical of Muslim writing in the Middle Ages, 
al-Andalusi's work comments harshly on all communities that are per
ceived not to possess the civilizing light of Islam, regardless of their race 
or color. Al-Andalusi is entirely in the tradition epitomized by a tenth 
century Islamic writer: 

The people of Iraq have sound minds, commendable passions, balanced na

tures, and high proficiency in every art, together with well-proportioned 

limbs, well-compounded humors, and a pale brown color, which is the most 
apt and proper color. They are the ones who are done to a turn in the womb. 

They do not come out with something between blond, blanched and leprous 

coloring, such as the infants dropped from the wombs of the women of the 

Slavs and others of similar light complexion; nor are they overdone in the 

womb until they are burned, so that the child comes out black, murky, mal

odorous, stinking, and crinkly-haired, with uneven limbs, deficient minds, 

and depraved passions, such as the Ethiopians and other blacks who resem
ble them. The Iraqis are neither half-baked dough nor burned crust, but be

tween the two.29 

Today, of course, such theorizing is rare, but it was widespread in the 
ancient world. Anthropologists have discovered precisely the same ac
count of the origins of skin color in Mrican and American Indian cul
tures-only in each case the details are adjusted so that the ideal 
complexion belongs to the group espousing the belie£.3° 

ETHNOCENTRISM VERSUS RACISM 

What emerges from these examples is a crucial distinction that anthropol
ogists and historians make between racism on the one hand, and tribalism 
or ethnocentrism on the other. While racism refers to the hierarchal rank
ing of human beings based on biological characteristics, tribalism and eth
nocentrism are nothing more than an intense preference for one's own 
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group over strangers. Ethnocentrism comes from the Greek word ethnos, 
which means "people" or "nation." Ethnic groups are usually related by 
blood, kinship, or a common history, but these ties do not have to be 
racial-frequently they are not. Nationality, religion, shared traditions, 
and mere geographical proximity are much more common denominators 
for tribalism and ethnocentrism than is race. While racism is necessarily 
rooted in biology, ethnocentrism is typically rooted in culture. 

Tribalism and ethnocentrism are universal. All human communities 
from the beginning of time, whether primitive or advanced, Western or 
non-Western, are self-centered, culturally narcissistic, and regard 
strangers with caution, if not aggression. Confusing what is natural with 
what is conventional, we are all tempted to establish our own ways as the 
norm for all humanity, and to regard the customs of others as outlandish, 
unnecessary, even absurd.31 Nor do our sympathies easily extend to 
strangers: as the Russian proverb has it, "The tears of strangers are only 
water." Predictably one finds ethnocentrism in highly advanced civiliza
tions which look condescendingly upon their more primitive neighbors,32 

but it is equally characteristic of simple and primitive peoples. Anthro
pologist Ruth Benedict points out that the formula "I belong to the 
elect" is characteristic of agrarian and premodern societies, many of 
whose tribal names, in their own languages, mean "human beings" or 
"men," in contrast to outsiders, who are regarded as less than human, 
and eligible for hunting or enslavement.33 Sociologist Orlando Patterson 
writes, "The words tribesmen have for strange peoples always emphasize 
their non-humanity."34 'fribalism may therefore be described as a strong 
group loyalty, which we feel in varying degrees for our family, our chil
dren, our close relatives, our religious group, our country of origin.35 

Groups, like individuals, tend to be self-interested; ethnocentrism paral
lels egocentrism. This group feeling creates solidarity among inhabitants 
of a community, which many scholars argue is a necessary basis for de
fense of the group and cooperation among its members.36 

Some scholars maintain that ethnocentrism is a survival instinct root
ed in evolutionary biology.37 In The Selfish Gene, Richard Dawkins argues 
that kinship and fellow-feeling among groups has a Darwinian function: 
it is an expression of genetic self-perpetuation that forms the basis for 
natural selection.38 Pierre Van Den Berghe argues that "nepotism be
tween kinsmen" is an evolutionary mechanism for individual and group 
survivaP9 Other scholars such as Bradford Cornell argue that ethnocen-
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trism serves a cultural purpose. Cornell's argument is that ethnocentrism 
springs from the human recognition that it is easier to make distinctions 
among those whose appearance, habits, and culture are recognizable; 
foreigners are all alike in their unfamiliarity. ''As a result," Cornell argues, 
"when making key decisions such as selecting a mate or choosing friends, 
a person is likely to draw from the population of similar individuals."4° 
Whether biological or cultural, anthropologists are virtually unanimous in 
proclaiming tribalism, along with supernaturalism and the incest taboo, 
to be a universal characteristic of human communities.41 

Ethnocentrism and tribalism are typically accompanied by provincial
ism or narrow-mindedness, and xenophobia, or fear of foreigners, but 
these too are not the same as racism. Conflicts between Serb and Croat
ian, Sikh and Hindu, Basque and Spanish, Protestant and Catholic, Eng
lish and Irish, Turk and Armenian are undoubtedly tribal conflicts 
characterized by ethnocentric loyalties, yet the groups pitted against each 
other have the same skin color and belong to the same race. Some of the 
greatest wars in history, including the American Civil War, the Hundred 
Years War in Europe, the 1948 Hindu-Muslim massacres in India, the In
dochina hecatomb of the 1970s, and two global wars in the twentieth 
century have largely been wars involving internecine conflict between 
people who shared a common race and (to some extent) cultural ances
try. Thus although racism may be viewed as a subset of tribalism, the two 
are conceptually distinct. 

Similarly racism and anti-Semitism are quite different, a distinction 
often missed because both are associated with Adolf Hitler, who was 
both a racist and an anti-Semite. Let us briefly examine the history and 
origins of anti-Semitism to show how it is an ideology separate from 
racism. In the ancient world, Jews were recognized as a tribe, like many 
others. The Romans persecuted Jews, but they persecuted Christians 
even more.42 Later, over a period of centuries, Christians persecuted 
Jews, not on account of their race but on account of their religion, which 
was viewed as responsible for deicide as well as a blasphemous rejection 
of Christ, the messiah. For the most part, during the Middle Ages, Jews 
who converted to Christianity were received as full members of the 
church.43 We see an indication of this in Shakespeare's Merchant of 
\i>nice: Shylock's daughter converts to Christianity and is fully accepted 
by the community. 

In the modern era, anti-Jewish sentiment became secularized. Many 
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scholars trace the roots of secular anti-Semitism to fifteenth century 
Spain. On March 31, 1492, shortly after defeating the Moors and recap
turing Granada, King Ferdinand of Aragon and Queen Isabella of Castille 
sought to consolidate Christian influence in their domain by expelling the 
Jews from Spain. The queen's expulsion decree applied to the 300,000 
Jews who did not practice the Christian faith and was motivated by theo
logical antagonism. But many Jews avoided the edict by converting to 
Christianity, or at least outwardly professing the Catholic faith. Privately, a 
large number continued to practice Judaism.44 Increasingly, the Spanish 
people, the church, and the monarchy suspected the so-called new Chris
tians of covert infidelity. These fears predated the edict: as early as 1480 a 
number of well-known new Christians were caught holding a seder on the 
first night of Passover. According to Solomon Grayzel in The History of the 
Jews, Jews began to be accused of being "not loyal Christians, but secret 
Jews."45 As a result, new laws were passed restricting and discriminating 
against Jews not on account of their faith but on account of their blood. 
The new Christians were called "marranos" which meant "pigs." This was 
"a new kind of anti-Semitism," writes David Brion Davis, in which marta
nos "were never free from persecution as crypto-Jews."46 For the first 
time, historian Robert Wlstrich argues, European Christians adopted an 
attitude "which held that Jewish blood was a hereditary taint which could 
not be eradicated by baptism."47 

Since then, there have been many outbreaks of secular anti-Semitism, 
notably in France during the late nineteenth century as evidenced in the 
infamous Dreyfus case. In such cases, Jews were no longer terrorized be
cause of their religious views but because of who they were. Hitler's 
Holocaust was, of course, the culmination of the demonization of the 
Jews, leading to a campaign of genocide. Yet the Jews of Germany be
longed to the same white race as their oppressors, and features used to 
caricature Jews, such as a long nose, were the features that the Nazis 
used to identify Aryans. Precisely because Jews enjoyed a kind of protec
tive coloration and could not be easily distinguished from other Ger
mans, the Nazis were compelled to use yellow stars, tattoos, and other 
insignia to mark them for discrimination and extermination.48 Even 
though anti-Semitism and racism are forms of dehumanization, both 
have distinctive careers in Western history. At crucial points, as we will 
see, these careers intersect. But in general, as Abraham Foxman, national 
director of the Anti-Defamation League of B'nai B'rith, argues, anti-
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Semitism is unique. "Jews are a religious and a cultural group, not a racial 
group," Paxman argues. "Our persecutors come in all colors." In recogni
tion of this distinction, this study at several points covers the subject of 
anti-Semitism where relevant, but it is primarily an examination of the 
distinguishable phenomenon of racism. 

In short, those who assert that racism is universal and can be detected 
in all societies throughout history are wrong. While we have located con
siderable evidence of tribalism, ethnocentrism, and anti-Semitism, these 
do not amount to racism. The us-against-them mentality is universal, but 
it is often based on differences of religion, tradition, and other social fea
tures, not on biology. Sociologist Pierre Van Den Berghe rightly con
cludes: "Racism, unlike ethnocentrism, is not a universal phenomenon. 
Only a few human groups have deemed themselves superior because of 
the content of their gonads."49 

RACISM AND SLAVERY 

If racism is not strictly universal, perhaps it originated, as some scholars 
suggest, as an ideological handmaiden of slavery.50 Marxist scholars fre
quently argue that racism arose as a convenient system for the Western 
bourgeoisie to justify the merchandizing and exploitation of black Africans. 

• Eric Williams in Capitalism and Slavery claims that slavery developed 
entirely for economic reasons: "Slavery was not born of racism; rather, 
racism was the consequence of slavery."51 

• In The African Slave Trade Basil Davidson writes that "race contempt 
crept in when free men could justify their material interests by the 
scorn they had for slaves."52 

Popular writers such as Salman Rushdie and Lerone Bennett echo 
these sentiments.53 On one point these writers are surely right: over time 
in America, the practice of slavery supported and perpetuated racism. It is 
not hard to see how white Americans who enslaved Africans for hundreds 
of years would develop a doctrine of inferiority to rationalize the oppres
sion. Once transatlantic slavery developed, as Wmthrop Jordan argues, a 
symbiotic and mutually reinforcing relationship evolved between slavery 
and racism. 54 But it does not follow that slavery can account for the origin 
of racism. Indeed racism burgeoned and flourished in Europe from the 
fifteenth through the twentieth century even in places such as the Scandi-
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navian countries where there were few slaves, or none at all. 'fraveling in 
America during the early nineteenth century, Alexis de Tocqueville 
observed that hostility to blacks was much stronger in the states where 
slavery was virtually extinct than in the slaveholding regions.55 The black 
abolitionist Frederick Douglass agreed: "Prejudice against color is 
stronger North than South."56 Racial bias against blacks seems to have ex
isted before transatlantic slavery and indeed to have constituted one of 
the reasons that Europeans chose to transport Africans as slaves to the 
new world. It is surely significant, after all, that Europeans did not persist 
in enslaving Indians or other groups but ended up with an exclusively 
black slave population. 

Racism is habitually equated with slavery today because the two prac
tices evolved together in America. But in this respect the American expe
rience is historically unique. As Orlando Patterson demonstrates m 
Slavery and Social Death, slavery is a universal institution: 

Slavery has existed from the dawn of human history right down to the 20th 
century, in the most primitive of human societies and in the most civilized. 
There is no region on earth that has not at some time harbored the institu
tion. Probably there is no group of people whose ancestors were not at one 
time slaves or slaveholders.57 

Slaves were usually acquired by kidnapping, as payments of tribute, 
debt, and taxation, and by inheritance. People sometimes sold them
selves or their children into slavery to relieve poverty and starvation. By 
far the most common method of acquiring slaves was by taking captives 
in war. Indeed in many societies slavery was regarded as the humane al
ternative to the accepted practice of killing captives: frequently the male 
combatants were slain, and women and children spared for use as concu
bines and slaves. Hardly a European invention, slavery of this sort was 
widely practiced in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. 

The ancient Sumerians, Babylonians, Egyptians and Assyrians all prac
ticed slavery, and defined slaves as property. Indian temples regularly 
used slaves, and India's oldest legal treatise, the Laws of Manu, which 
dates to the second century B.C., prescribes slavery as a punishment for 
failure to pay a fine. The Greeks and Romans employed slaves as domes
tic servants, craftsmen and artisans, common laborers, gladiators and sol
diers. In ancient Burma, northern Europe, and the Near East, slaves 
were also used as articles of trade and sometimes as a form of currency in 
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place of money. The ancient Chinese used both domestic and imported 
slaves and customarily buried them alive with their deceased masters. 58 

Yet although the Chinese, the Indians, the Greeks, the Romans, the 
Arabs, black Mricans, and native Americans all placed human beings into 
bondage, the remarkable fact about slavery in the ancient world is that it 
had little or nothing to do with race.59 Indeed scholars of the subject con
clude that most of the slaves in ancient India, China, Europe, and Mrica 
belonged to the same race as their owners.60 Of the total slave popula
tion in the five centuries before Christ, the largest number were probably 
white slaves.61 The term "slave" actually derives from the term "Slav," a 
reference to the large number of white slaves captured from that region 
of Central Europe.62 In Greece and Rome, black Ethiopians were so 
highly prized that they were often spared manual labor and reserved for 
personal service or for entertainment roles as dancers and jugglers. 63 

During the Middle Ages, in the cosmopolitan slave markets of Baghdad 
and Constantinople, traders erected platforms for the display of black 
slaves, white slaves, brown slaves, and yellow slaves.64 In Europe, during 
this period, black slaves were relatively rare, were often treated better 
than Muslim slaves, and sometimes commanded a higher price.65 In Re
naissance Italy, where white slaves were numerous and easy to obtain, 
young black boys were sometimes kept as pets by wealthy families in 
Mantua and Milan. 66 

Slaves were inevitably degraded on account of their social status.67 As 
was the practice everywhere, slaves suffered the physical pain and psychic 
humiliation of being subject to the arbitrary will of another. The sugges
tion that any society practiced "benign slavery," Patterson declares, is a 
myth promoted by those who would seek to justify systematic oppression. 
Rather, Patterson argues that the universal status of the slave was one of 
"social death," a total deprivation of honor, not on account of race or 
color, but on account of slave status. It is true that slaves were slightly bet
ter off in societies where they bore a physical likeness to their masters. 
The reason is that if they ever escaped or were emancipated, they could 
often be integrated into the free population, without continuing to endure 
the stigma of slavery. And manumissions, although hardly typical, were 
frequent in the ancient world; sometimes they were the main technique of 
assimilation of captive peoples.68 In a careful study, Patterson found no 
relation between racial differences and the slave manumission rate.69 Sur
veying the historical record on slavery and racism, Pierre Van Den Berghe 
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concludes, "Slavery has often existed without a trace of racism. Converse
ly, racism can develop and persist in the absence of slavery. "70 

WERE THE ANCIENT GREEKS RACIST? 

A third possibility for the origin of racism, promoted mainly by Afrocen
tric scholars, is that racism is a uniquely white ideology which can be 
traced to the beginnings of Western civilization. Afrocentrist Na'im Akbar 
proclaims racism "a Euro-American pathology."71 Marimba Ani contends 
that "racism is endemic to European history," arising out of a white "su
premacist ideology" that has proved fearful and aggressive "since its in
ception in the Indo-European hordes of the North."72 Michael Bradley in 
The Iceman Inheritance argues that whites have a historic proclivity for 
racism which has caused most of the world's problems: 

Racism is a predisposition of but one race of mankind-the white race. Nu

clear war, environmental pollution, resource rape ... all are primary threats 

to our survival and all are the results of peculiarly Caucasoid behavior, Cau

casoid values, Caucasoid psychology. There is no way to avoid the truth. The 

problem with the world is white menJ3 

These formulations are somewhat extreme, but this does not mean 
they are wrong. We can verify the charge that racism has always existed 
among whites by investigating the racial attitudes of the Greeks, the Ro
mans, and early Christians-three of the most formative influences on 
the West. The question of whether these groups were racist is examined 
in two books, Blacks in Antiquity and Before Color Prejudice, by the 
African American scholar Frank Snowden.74 An emeritus professor of 
classics at Howard University, Snowden is perhaps the leading scholar in 
the United States on how blacks were viewed in ancient civilization. Ana
lyzing the literary, numismatic, artistic, and archaeological evidence of 
encounters between Europeans and Ethiopians in the ancient Mediter
ranean, Snowden argues that despite the awareness of color differences 
in the ancient world, differences that were acknowledged and discussed 
in frank and sometimes pungent fashion, neither the ancient Greeks nor 
the early Christians espoused anything resembling a theory of racial su
periority. Indeed, by and large the two groups espoused a positive view of 
the African blacks they knew best-the Ethiopians. 

For Homer, blacks were the blameless of the gods. Diodorus men-
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tioned their widespread reputation for religious piety. Seneca found 
them notable for their courage and love of freedom. Lucian noted that in 
astrological knowledge they were the wisest of men. Herodotus, the first 
European to comment on the physical appearance of Ethiopians, de
scribed them as the most handsome of men. Martial noted that while he 
was pursued by a woman whiter than a swan, he sought the affections of 
one blacker than pitch. Snowden quotes a Greek epigrammatist, Asclepi
ades, "Gazing at her beauty I melt like wax before the fire. If she is black, 
what is that to me? So are coals, but when we burn them, they shine like 
rosebuds." Snowden concludes that manumissions were open to black 
slaves as much as slaves of any other color. 

Like countless other peoples, the Greeks were ethnocentric and re
garded aliens as "barbarians," an onomatopoeia apparently derived from 
the incomprehensible bar-bar-bar sound made by foreigners. Yet the epi
thet applied to anyone who could not speak Greek, and who was there
fore considered primitive.75 The Greeks did not describe as barbarians 
anyone on account of their skin color, and Snowden says there is no evi
dence that blacks were systematically associated with unintelligence. Stra
bo, he points out, concluded that the most barbarian people in the world 
were the Irish. Similarly, Martin Bernal remarks in Black Athena that 
Greeks, although haughty about their own accomplishments, were curi
ous about and respectful of black Ethiopians, whereas they considered 
northern Europeans to be utterly lacking in the rudiments of civilization.76 

Eventually, as Edward Gibbon chronicles, those snow-white barbarians 
from the north would plunder and destroy Greco-Roman civilization. 

The Greeks were well aware of variations in features and skin color, 
Snowden says. They certainly did not confuse Egyptians and Ethiopians; 
in fact, Snowden maintains that they could distinguish between the phys
ical characteristics of dark-skinned Asians and black Mricans. Like many 
other people in the ancient world, however, the Greeks were what we 
may call environmentalists: they typically attributed differences of ap
pearance and of custom to the influence of geography and climate. 
Ptolemy found some of the habits of black Mricans primitive, but 
blamed them not on natural deficiencies but on the enervating and op
pressive temperature of the region. In general, the Greeks attributed the 
dark skin of the Ethiopian to the sun's heat, as the famous legend of 
Phaeton illustrates. Apparently Phaeton, son of the sun god Hellos, in
sisted on borrowing his father's fiery chariot for a day. He lost control of 
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the horses and drove the chariot too close to the earth in some parts, 
charring the inhabitants black; in other places he steered too far from 
land, so that the people turned pale from the cold.77 

Among the Greek poets, Snowden found instances of good-natured 
joking about differences of color and appearance. Miscegenation, he 
says, was sometimes a subject of comedy, typically about the master who 
came home to discover that his wife had produced a brown infant who 
looked suspiciously like his house servant. Plutarch relates the case of a 
Greek woman whose black baby caused her to be accused of adultery, 
but the controversy subsided when an investigation of her lineage re
vealed that she was the great-granddaughter of an Ethiopian. Snowden 
argues that the ancients typically did not frown on intermarriage between 
whites and blacks, that black skin was not a sign of inferiority, and that 
Greeks and Romans noted differences of color and appearance in their 
paintings and literature but attached no particular moral or social signifi
cance to it. "The ancients," Snowden concludes, "are a model on which 
we could start to reform our own racially intoxicated society." 

One of the clearest expressions of the Greek understanding of racism 
and slavery is evident in the work of Aristotle. "It is clear that some are by 
nature free, and others are by nature slaves," Aristotle writes in The Poli
tics} "and for these latter the condition of slavery is both beneficial and 
just. "78 This statement is sometimes cited as an early expression of West
ern prejudice. Aristotle also denounces virtually all non-Greeks as barbar
ians. Yet although he supports the institution of slavery, Aristotle 
distinguishes between natural slavery and conventional slavery, recogniz
ing that many foreign people are enslaved purely as a result of accidents 
such as shipwreck, kidnapping, or being captured in wars. Aristotle makes 
a crucial distinction between free men who are capable of being citizens 
and slaves who are by nature incapable of assuming personal and civic re
sponsibilities. Aristotle writes, "There is an interest in common between 
master and slave ... when they are by nature fitted for this relationship, 
but not when the relationship arises out of the use of force."79 

In justifying slaves and condemning barbarians, Aristotle shows no in
terest in group differences of appearance or color. His theories of servi
tude and citizenship are ethnocentric, but they have no racial basis. 
Indeed Aristotle reserved some of his harshest cultural observations for 
Northern Europeans, the English in particular, whom he regarded as "in
capable of ruling over others" and "wanting in intelligence and skill."So 

--------
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Rather, like many Greek thinkers, Aristotle drew a basic distinction be
tween civilization and barbarism. Since human beings are naturally so
cial, Aristotle believed that the uncivilized person lacked virtue. "He is 
the most savage, the most unrighteous, and the worst in regard to sexual 
license and gluttony."81 Aristotle viewed civilization as a rare phenome
non, only made possible by the most favorable circumstances, including 
the right arrangement of society and government. For Aristotle the 
Greeks represented the highest stage of civilization, but Aristotle 
thought that captured and enslaved non-Greeks were capable of civiliza
tion with the training provided by Greek life. 

Like Plato, Aristotle makes another crucial distinction: between what 
is natural and what is conventional. The human ability to speak is natur
al, for example, but the particular languages we speak are convention
al-the product of custom and early training. Familiar with the diversity 
of human customs, Aristotle argued that the civilized life requires that we 
learn to live "in accordance with nature." This requires a philosophical 
inquiry into human nature and its constitutive purpose. The tension be
tween nature and convention (which we now call "nurture" or "environ
ment") in explaining human and racial differences has persisted 
throughout Western history. For Aristotle, nature offers a crucial basis for 
the critique of convention-for deciding whether our traditional or cus
tomary ways of living can be rationally and morally justified. Despite his 
justification of slavery, Aristotle's distinction between natural and con
ventional slavery provides the basis for resistance to slavery, since Aristotle 
only defends a certain type of slavery. Indeed others in the ancient world, 
the Sophists and later the Stoics, classified slavery as an entirely conven
tional institution, sustained only by might, not right. The playwright Eu
ripides acknowledged that slaves were often superior in talent and 
character to their masters. The cynic Diogenes affirmed this point: when 
captured by pirates in Crete and taken to be sold, he pointed to a 
Corinthian buyer and pleaded, "Sell me to him, he needs a master."82 

In the Christian era which supplanted the classical one in Europe, 
scholars have found lots of evidence of prejudice and hostility, so that 
Christianity today is routinely criticized for encouraging, if not inventing, 
racism, sexism, and homophobia, and providing a spiritual justification 
for slavery and colonialism. Forrest Wood's The Arrogance of Faith is a 
wholesale assault on a religion that Wood alleges "has been fundamental
ly racist in its theology, organization and practice." Yet Wood's findings 
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seem to surprise even the author. "In none of the biblical passages direct
ly or obliquely sanctioning slavery could one find a specific reference to 
race or color," he writes. Moreover, "Despite the association of darkness 
with all that was evil and demonic, early Christians did not, in fact, ex
hibit a negative attitude toward black people generally."83 

For Christians, the primary distinction was between the believer and 
the infidel.84 As Saint Augustine (who was himself an African) empha
sizes, distinguishing between the "City of God" and the "City of Man," it 
is through the instrument of conversion that all may be equal as children 
of God and as citizens in Christian civilization. 85 Indeed the religious 
commitment of the early Christians generated a passionate universalism, 
reflected in Paul's letter to the Galatians, "There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female, 
for ye are all one in Christ Jesus."86 For the convert to the faith, racial 
and even cultural differences were superseded by Christian brotherhood. 
No group was excluded: as Martin Bernal has pointed out, early Christ
ian and medieval illustrations routinely portray one of the magi who 
came to worship the infant Christ as black. 87 

This brings us to the issue of color symbolism. The early Christians ap
propriated pagan images of the sun as a source of life, and light as a sym
bol of divinity. Blackness is regularly deployed in the Bible and early 
Christian writings as a sign of evil and sin. Frank Snowden argues, howev
er, that in contrast to contemporary prejudices about color, for the early 
Christians the symbolic attachment of darkness and evil in no way implied 
that black people were cast outside the orbit of salvation or Christian ac
ceptance. Origen, one of the fathers of the early Christian church, argued 
that human souls are initially black like the Ethiopians, but through divine 
redemption all souls can be brightened. In fact Origen contrasts the 
Ethiopian's natural hue, caused by the heat of the sun, with blackness in 
the soul, caused by sin and dereliction. In the same vein, Augustine urged 
Christians to go to the remotest corners of the world, including darkest 
Ethiopia, to spread the light of the Christian message.88 

We may therefore conclude that the Greeks, Romans, and early Chris
tians made crucial distinctions-between nature and custom, between 
civilization and barbarism, between salvation and damnation-that 
would later be invoked to justify racism. But there is no racism in the dis
tinctions themselves, nor can the ancient and early Christian societies of 
the West be rightly accused of color prejudice. 
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THE CHINESE AND ARAB VIEW OF BLACKS 

It should not be imagined that the absence of racism in the ancient world 
can be easily explained by the lack of civilizational contact between peo
ples. In fact, such contacts have existed for two millennia. Human beings 
have never lived in total cultural isolation; from time immemorial, they 
have ventured beyond immediate borders to conquer, to trade, to spread 
their religion and culture, to resettle, and to seek adventure. In the first 
century before Christ, the famous Silk Roads were opened which eventu
ally extended from China to northern India; to Persia; to Mesopotamia; 
to Egypt; to the Roman empire. Over the next several centuries, mer
chants in China, India, Europe, and North Africa engaged in a sophisti
cated cosmopolitan trade which included horses, wool, silk, lacquer, 
pearls, glass, and precious gems.89 

Yet such early contacts did not generate widespread convictions of in
trinsic superiority, mainly because these civilizational exchanges in the an
cient world were transacted between nations that had developed the 
economic, military, and cultural resources to project across continental 
chasms. As pointed out by William McNeill and Jerry Bentley, who have 
studied early cross-cultural encounters, only the richest and most power
ful civilizations of the period could sustain trade and contact over great 
distances. The most primitive cultures remained in relative isolation, ex
cept when they were invaded and occupied. Most people ventured 
abroad to trade and to conquer. Yet even the merchants and combatants 
could not have been unaware of the fragility of their enterprise, which car
ried such risks that no one could possibly consider any military or trade 
advantage to be enduring or permanent.90 There was no shortage of arro
gance on the part of the Arabs, Europeans, Indians, and Chinese, but no 
group was strong enough to entirely dominate the others, and so their 
hubris was tempered by respect among rivals of comparable strength. This 
began to change in the modern world, when Western science and technol
ogy provided a decisive and seemingly irreversible advantage. 

Alvin Poussaint identifies racism with Europeans' "deep fear of Africa," 
the result, he contends, of "white projection" of the "unacceptable im
pulses in themselves. "91 In Poussaint' s view whites have a regrettable ten
dency to take their own bad qualities and deposit them on others, 
especially blacks. But before the rise of the modern West, there were the 
great civilizations of the Arabs and the Chinese, which were the most ad
vanced in the world in the late Middle Ages, and it would be interesting to 
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explore what people from those cultures thought about Mrica. Like the 
Christians, the Muslims have traditionally distinguished between believers 
and infidels. Early Islamic scholars contrasted dar al-Islam, the abode of 
Islam, with dar al-harb, the abode of unbelievers and perpetual conflict.92 

Bernard Lewis writes in Race and Slavery in the Middle East: 

The Koran expresses no racial or color prejudice. Like every other society, the 

ancient Middle Eastern peoples harbored all kinds of prejudices and hostili

ties against those whom they regarded as the Other. But the Other was pri

marily someone who spoke another language or professed another religion. 93 

Between the tenth and the fifteenth centuries, the Arabs made numer
ous journeys both by land and sea to sub-Saharan Mrica. Muslim travel 
accounts of the period show a condescending attitude toward blacks, but 
also toward other groups perceived as unenlightened and culturally infe
rior. For a Persian writer, black Mricans are "distant from the standards 
of humanity," for which he mainly blames the sun's heat.94 Another com
ments harshly about the coarse bodies and bad odor of black women. 95 
At the same time, Muslim writers expressed no less derogatory views of 
Europeans. The Muslim geographer Mas'udi found the Franks and Slavs 
of Europe to be the ultimate barbarians, and they became paler, grosser, 
and dumber the further north one went. He blames this on the absence 
of the sun's heat.96 Perhaps tiring of temperature as an explanation, an
other Muslim traveler of the period attributes the stupidity of the Sicil
ians and Italians to their gross habit of eating onions.97 

Two of the most famous travel accounts of black Mrica are those of 
Ibn Battuta, an inveterate chronicler of cultural differences, and Ibn 
Khaldun, the leading historian and thinker of the Muslim world in the 
late Middle Ages. Touring in Mali, one of the largest empires of black 
Mrica in the fourteenth century, Battuta is impressed to see complete 
safety and many signs of Muslim religiosity; on the other hand, he does 
not like to see so many naked women, and he cannot understand "the 
reprehensible practice among many of eating carrion, dogs and asses." 
Battuta also journeyed a good deal in Europe, where he was also unim
pressed by the level of culture, for which he blamed excessively cold 
weather and infidel faith. 98 

For Ibn Khaldun, black Mricans are "close in character to dumb ani
mals. Most of them dwell in caves and thickets, live in savage isolation, 
and eat each other." Not to be exclusive, Khaldun adds, "The same ap-

----·- ----
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plies to the Slavs." We are amazed to find in Ibn Khaldun' s writings 
stereotypical perceptions of black Mricans that most people would iden
tify as distinctively American. More than five hundred years ago, Khal
dun wrote in his Muqaddimmah, ''We have seen that Negroes are in 
general characterized by levity, excitability and great emotionalism. They 
are found eager to dance whenever they hear a melody." Yet Khaldun has 
an environmental explanation: the tropical climate. Whenever he gets 
into his hot bath, Khaldun reminds his readers, he feels like singing!99 Yet 
one cannot find in Khaldun's writings any doctrine of intrinsic biological 
superiority. The most we can say is that Khaldun implies for whatever 
reason that there is a large and possibly unbridgeable civilizational gap 
between the high culture of the Arab world and the primitivism of black 
Mrica. Khaldun compares blacks to animals with great regularity, and at 
times he distinguishes between white and black slaves, hinting that the 
latter may be especially suited to servitude.1oo 

Bernard Lewis argues that Islamic attitudes toward blacks underwent a 
gradual and yet unmistakable change between the Middle Ages and the 
early modern period. The conventional wisdom that evolved in the Arab 
world was that blacks were incorrigibly primitive, thus unequipped for 
civilization and better suited for slavery and servitude. For the first time, 
color seems to become a badge of inferiority. There are an increasing 
number of derogatory Muslim references to the color black, which is asso
ciated with primitivism and stupidity. This harsh view is epitomized in a 
description of slaves by the Egyptian writer al-Abshihi in the early fif
teenth century. "Is there anything more vile than black slaves, of less good 
and more evil than they?" he asks. To support his low opinion, the writer 
invokes the saying, ''When the black slave is sated, he fornicates. When he 
is hungry, he steals." Arabs continued to domesticate European and Asian 
slaves in the early modern period, but for the first time they used what 
Lewis terms "racial specialization": black slaves are reportedly given the 
most menial and degrading tasks; they occupy the lowest rung of the slave 
hierarchy. One of the Arab terms for slave, abid, slowly comes to mean 
"black slave," and is eventually used to refer to blacks in general.1°1 

Another navigating people of the late Middle Ages, the Chinese, ar
rived on the coast of Mrica several times between the eleventh and the fif
teenth centuries, especially during the famous voyages spearheaded by 
Cheng-ho during the Ming period, 1405-1433. Hailing from perhaps the 
richest, most learned and most technically skilled civilization on the plan
et for a thousand years, Chinese sailors, like the Arabs, were struck by 
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what they viewed as the barbarism of southern Mrica, and speculated that 
Mricans seemed incapable of developing an advanced society. As early as 
the eighth century, an official of the T'ang dynasty, Du Huan, found him
self transported as a war captive to black Mrica, probably the region now 
called Eritrea. His impressions, preserved as a Record of My Travels, were 
decidedly unfavorable. The blacks he found to be "uncouth," lacking in 
respect for their parents, and promiscuous to the point of practicing in
cest. (Huan was almost certainly mistaken about incest, which anthropol
ogists today say is a virtually universal taboo. Some sociobiologists now 
argue that this taboo has an evolutionary and genetic foundation.) A later 
expedition by Chinese sailors produced scary and fantastic accounts of 
Mrican divination, including reports of magicians who could change 
themselves into beasts and birds. J. J. L. Duyvendak in China's Discovery 
of Africa cites reports about Mrica preserved in Ming court histories 
which suggest a subsistence economy. "They live in solitary and dispersed 
villages. The customs are very simple. The mountains are uncultivated. 
Fish are caught in the sea with nets." A nineteenth century account by the 
geographer Xu Jiyu corroborates numerous European reports: black 
Mricans "appear as if they were living in the most ancient times .... They 
were unable to develop a civilization by themselves."102 

Although there is little doubt of their religious and cultural ethnocen
trism, the Arabs and the Chinese seem not to have developed a systematic 
ideology of racism. What the Arab and Chinese encounters with Mrica il
lustrate is the acute arrogance that goes with relative political, economic, 
military, and technological strength. All cultures are ethnocentric and begin 
with notions of supremacy, but powerful cultures who encounter simpler 
and weaker societies are strengthened in their convictions. When civiliza
tional superiority is attributed to biology or nature, racism is the result. 

THE CMLIZATION GAP 

It is difficult for us to uncover the origins of European racism because we 
see the world through the prism of our own prejudices and terminology. 
Many people operate out of a paradigm of cultural relativism according 
to which all cultures are presumed equal; if this is dogmatically held to be 
so, then any effort to explain cultural superiority and inferiority becomes 
inherently unnecessary, if not perverse. Even the term "race," which we 
use so freely today, did not come into general use until the eighteenth 
century. Etymologists themselves aren't sure, but the term "race" may 
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have derived from an Arabic word ras, which means "head" or "begin
ning."103 Yet "race" did not become a biological category, adorned with 
the respectability of science, until the nineteenth century. Moreover, 
right into the twentieth century the term "race" has been used in differ
ent senses, sometimes suggesting nationality, sometimes religion or eth
nicity, or the species itself: "the German race," "the Tamil race," "the 
Celtic race," "the Jewish race," "the human race." 104 It was even custom
ary to refer to a "race of animals" or a "race of birds. "105 

Similarly, today Western technology has spread all over the world, ho
mogenizing it to some extent, and generating in many areas the comforts 
of modern mechanization and a cosmopolitan awareness of how other 
people live. The issue of civilizational superiority seems less important 
because to some extent we live in a global civilization strongly influenced 
by the West. But this was not the scenario confronting Europeans be
tween the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries. Like the Chinese and 
the Arabs before them, what the European cognoscenti-the small pop
ulation of explorers, travelers, soldiers, and missionaries who formed 
opinions on these matters-encountered and sought to explain was a 
widespread and conspicuous primitivism. 

The early European travelers were, by our standards, gullible about the 
rest of the world. Even in the early modern period, many of them embod
ied attitudes that were a product of the medieval age. Numerous reports 
of strange sea monsters that arose in the Middle Ages inhibited supersti
tious Portuguese sailors many decades later. Medieval Europeans also be
lieved in "wild men" who lived in trees, and in trumpet-blowing apes.1°6 

Writing in the fourteenth century, the traveler and physician Sir John 
Mandeville testified that, beyond the Holy Land, Europeans could expect 
to find dog-headed men and natives whose testicles hung down to the 
ground. 107 Columbus himself fully anticipated finding "people born with 
tails" and other prodigies. 108 Other explorers such as Walter Raleigh, 
Francisco de Orellanna and John Swan displayed similar credulity. 109 

Yet these Europeans did not approach Asia, Africa, and the Americas 
with hostile preconceptions. On the contrary, they were generally re
spectful and envious of the achievements of many foreign cultures. 
Much of the European fascination with the Far East was fired by the 
travel accounts of the Venetian explorer Marco Polo, who died in 1323 
after serving in the court of the Great Khan, and left behind alluring (and 
somewhat exaggerated) catalogs of Oriental wealth. 110 The Portuguese 
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did not navigate the African coast in search of slaves; they wanted to find 
a way to the spice treasures of Asia. 

Some Europeans had a religious motive for going to Africa. Marco 
Polo in his Travels also left behind a tantalizing report of a Christian 
prince living at the edge of the Muslim world; for more than three hun
dred years, Europeans would search for this elusive Prester John, who 
was widely believed to be black. 111 Moreover, Europeans were magneti
cally attracted by legends of African gold. In 1324, the black king of 
Mali, Mansa Musa, who was a convert to Islam, made a famous pilgrim
age to Mecca, reportedly traveling in a procession of five hundred slaves, 
each one carrying a staff of pure gold.1 12 Musa's glittering display of 
wealth made him a legend in the Arab world and Europe for at least 
three centuries. Equally appetizing were the travel accounts of Leo 
Africanus, a famous chronicler who in 1510 left a generally glowing ac
count of prosperity and higher learning in Timbuktu, a black territory 
fertilized by Muslim influence.l 13 

Whatever their shortcomings and mixed motives, the Europeans who 
voyaged abroad were the historical instruments of a major world trans
formation: the advent of modernity. Up until the late Middle Ages there 
were several civilizations of comparable military, economic, and political 
strength-Chinese, North African, Indian. But between the sixteenth 
and the nineteenth centuries, this relative equilibrium began to change, 
and Europe emerged decisively as the most vibrant and powerful civiliza
tion.114 European strength was indicated by increased production of 
goods, which generated rising standards of living; by increases in the 
population, owing to a declining death rate; by an increase in knowledge; 
and by military sophistication, which reflected both wealth and the appli
cation of new inventions. The reasons for Western hegemony are com
plex, but essentially the rise of Europe is connected to the evolution of 
three systems: science, representative self-government, and capitalism. 

The rudiments of human curiosity, participation in public affairs, and 
the trading impulse are obviously universal traits. But the West devel
oped specific institutional channels for these human proclivities-for in
stance, universities, parliamentary systems, joint stock companies-and 
specific mechanisms for formulating and adjudicating political, econom
ic, and general information-for instance, elections, the free market, the 
scientific method.1 15 These developments produced not simply a differ
ent way of fighting wars or building cathedrals, but a radically new way of 
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seeing the world, and man's place in it. No longer did the best minds in 
Europe think that they lived in an "enchanted world," governed by mys
terious spirits; rather, they were increasingly convinced that the universe 
operated according to rational laws, discernible to the human mind unas
sisted by divine revelation. 116 

The rise of Europe is connected with powerful ideas that we are now 
fully conversant with, but which were then entirely new: the idea of a co
herent and intellectually accessible world, the idea of progress. 117 For the 
first time, in the West, it was possible to envision man exercising domin
ion over the elements-the "conquest of nature." For the first time, it 
seemed plausible to think of history as having a secular purpose and 
technology as the engine of irreversible progress. Francis Bacon's hope, 
that a new kind of knowledge would enable "the relief of man's estate," 
an increasing triumph over the elements, was being realized. Thus Euro
peans began to think of their own society as moving ahead, while other 
groups remained stagnant.llB 

Europe between the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries was a rich, 
powerful, increasingly self-conscious, and rapidly changing civilization. 
Several other societies had produced important inventions-the Chi
nese, for example, invented printing and the compass, the number sys
tem came from India and was wrongly called '~abic numerals" because 
the Arabs brought it to Europe. Europeans knew that Muslim scholars in 
Toledo and elsewhere had preserved much of the learning of the classical 
world that made possible the humanist Renaissance of Petrarch, Ra
belais, and Leonardo da Vinci. Christian theology, which was largely in
fluenced by Neoplatonism, suddenly encountered the revolutionizing 
challenge of Aristotelian philosophy, lost to Christendom but preserved 
in the Islamic world. Yet civilizational development does not always ac
crue to the originators or even the preservers of ideas, but to those who 
employ them in creative ways. European civilization was able to use for
eign ideas and innovations, along with its own, to transform itself, while 
the institutions of other societies remained relatively unchanged. For ex
ample, printing had virtually no effect in changing Chinese society be
cause the presses were controlled by the court; in Europe, the advent of 
printing dramatically altered many people's way of life. The Reformation 
is inconceivable without it. 

One reason for the growth of European power and influence is that 
Europeans developed the scientific method which produced not simply a 
plethora of inventions, but what William McNeill calls "the invention of 
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invention," a systematic process for building on knowledge, and for cor
recting mistakes, that no other culture possessed, and that was simply 
alien to the ancient world. 119 Europe was also in the midst of political 
and social revolutions, which introduced for the first time the idea of rep
resentative self-government on a wide scale. In short, before the fifteenth 
century it made no sense to speak of Europe, only of medieval Christen
dom. But when Columbus sailed, the concept of Western civilization was 
beginning to coalesce. 120 And between the fifteenth and the nineteenth 
centuries, the West made a swift and irreversible transition from a tradi
tional society to a modern society. Enlightenment would help to produce 
Western success, and also Western racism. 

THE EMBARRASSMENT OF PRIMITIVISM 

For the Europeans who first voyaged abroad, much of the rest of the 
world came as a shock for which they were poorly prepared. Early mod
ern accounts, such as Richard Hakluyt's sixteenth century Principal Navi
gations or Samuel Purchas' s seventeenth century Purchas His Pilgrimage 
and Hakluytus Posthumus, convey the stupefaction of the Europeans who 
encountered distant and unfamiliar peoples. Europeans who were even 
then making a transition into the modern era found themselves genuine
ly amazed and horrified at other cultures which appeared virtually static, 
confined from time immemorial in the nomadic or the agrarian stage. 
The consequence was that many Europeans viewed the nonwhite peo
ples of Africa, the Americas, and elsewhere as savages and barbarians, 
"beyond the pale of civilization," to borrow Metternich's phrase. 

Significantly, it was the Portuguese who arrived on the shores of black 
Africa and not black Africans who voyaged to Europe. The Portuguese 
had the three-mast ship, the compass, the quadrant, the astrolabe, navi
gation charts, and a comparatively good knowledge of winds, currents, 
stars, and latitudes. The Portuguese knew, as did educated Europeans of 
the time, that the earth was not flat. When the Portuguese sailed abroad 
in the second half of the fifteenth century, they left an emerging modern 
European civilization which had almost a hundred universities; which 
had several hundred printing presses and some fifteen thousand book ti
tles in circulation; which had cannons and body armor and gunpowder; 
which used modern business methods such as checks, bills of exchange, 
insurance, and double-entry bookkeeping; which had mechanical clocks 
and precision instruments; which had harnessed the power of wind and 
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water to grind grain, crush ore, mash pulp for paper, saw lumber and 
marble, and pump water, which had built Gothic cathedrals. 121 This tech
nical head start would soon produce a very large gap between Europe 
and the rest of the world. The enormous European lead is suggested by 
just a few European inventions and technological advances of the period, 
a list which could be vastly multiplied: the microscope (1590), the tele
scope (1608), the barometer (1643), the pendulum clock (1656), the 
thermometer ( 1714), the spinning jenny ( 1770), the steam engine 
( 1781), vaccination ( 1796), the electric battery (1800).122 

Essentially what happened, partly by historical accident, is that be
tween the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries, the most advanced civ
ilization in the world crashed into the shores of sub-Saharan Mrica and 
the Americas, two regions which were, by European standards, incompa
rably primitive. In many of the tribes of southern Mrica and the Americ
as, the natives had no numbers that went beyond one or two. The 
Europeans, increasingly skeptical and rationalistic in their outlook, be
came disdainful of cultures that insisted upon patterning behavior on the 
miraculousness of everyday life: one could converse with rocks, daily 
events were controlled by ancestral spirits, dancing and shouting made it 
rain, diseases could be cured by wearing masks, women could give birth 
to animals, and so on.123 

Southern Mrica and the Americas were not the most primitive cultures 
in the world. Indeed between the sixth and the fifteenth centuries, Mrica 
saw the rise of the kingdoms of Ghana, Mali, and Songhai which were 
large, rich in gold, and politically integrated. Foreigners frequently visited 
the trading centers of Benin and Kanem-Bornu. Undoubtedly it was a 
black Mrican people who constructed the great monuments, including an 
ancient temple, in Zimbabwe. Parts of southern Mrica enjoyed the bene
fits of Muslim literacy and learning. Ethiopia retained an ancient Christ
ian civilization.124 In the Americas, the Maya, Inca, and Aztec civilizations 
were impressive for their sophisticated knowledge of the seasons and 
stars, an advanced calendar, elaborate techniques of weaving and orna
mentation, and architectural brilliance that amazed the Spanish.125 Mrica 
and the Americas were undoubtedly more developed than some of the 
monsoon forests of southeast Asia, some of the steppe and forest zones of 
northern Eurasia, and the islands off the coast of India and Australia, 
such as Tasmania and the Andaman and Nicobar islands, which were still 
in the paleolithic stage when Europeans arrived there in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. 126 
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According to Robert Hughes in The Fatal Shore, before the Europeans 
arrived the aborigines of the Australias "had not invented the bow and 
arrow." Some tribes "had no conception of agriculture-they neither 
sowed nor reaped." The lora people never washed themselves, but 
"spent their lives coated with a mixture of rancid fish oil, animal grease, 
sand, dust and sweat." The aborigines had "no property, no money ... no 
farming, no houses, clothes, pottery, or metal. . . . They had no idea of 
stock-raising. They saved nothing, lived entirely in the present." One 
common form of courtship was for a man to "fix on some female of a 
tribe at enmity with his own ... stupefy her with blows on her head, 
back, neck ... then drag her streaming with blood ... till he reaches his 
tribe." 127 Anthropologist Robert Edgerton gives an equally riveting ac
count of Tasmania. Men hunted with wooden spears and by hurling 
rocks at the heads of animals. Women too foraged for food, typically pry
ing shellfish off rocks, digging up roots, or clubbing possums and seals to 
death. Tasmanians traveled virtually naked except for kangaroo skins 
slung over their shoulders. "In all the entire Tasmanian inventory of man
ufactured goods came to no more than two dozen items." Amazingly, 
Edgerton points out, Tasmanians could not take advantage of the ocean 
surrounding their island, because although they once learned how to fish, 
they forgot or gave up the practice. Thus many Tasmanians perished of 
starvation despite the availability of a plentiful food source all around 
them. Nor did they know how to build boats or rafts in order to commu
nicate with other islands. Tasmanian medicine consisted mainly of "slash
ing the patient with deep cuts until the victim was covered with blood." 
Edgerton proclaims much of Tasmanian culture "frankly maladaptive."128 

What the Australian and Tasmanian examples illustrate is the extreme 
civilizational disadvantage imposed by relative isolation. Apart from the 
availability of natural resources, 129 the main reason for the relative under
development of Africa, the Americas, and many other parts of the world, 
compared with China, India, Europe, and the Arab world, seems to be ge
ographical separation. Civilization is largely a product of cultural interac
tion and shared knowledge. Yet the Americas were cut off from the rest of 
the world by the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. Black Africa is largely parti
tioned from North Africa by the Sahara desert. It is true that camels could 
be used to cross the desert with great difficulty, but the camel is not native 
to southern Africa. Camels only came into general use for desert journeys 
around the fourth century A.D. 130 The Arabs were the first to use drome
daries imported from Asia for large-scale caravans across the Sahara. Sim-
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ilarly American Indians did not enjoy the advantages either of the horse or 
cattle until the Spanish brought them from Europe; consequently, native 
tribes were compelled to use inefficient modes of transportation, such as 
llamas and domesticated dogs.l31 "Other cultures could pick up things 
from traders and missionaries and foreign visitors," remarks historian 
Philip Curtin. "The sub-Saharan Africans, like some of the Indian tribes, 
had to invent everything for themselves." 

Three of the crucial instruments for a society to rise above the meager 
subsistence level are the wheel, the plow, and writing. One of the decisive 
human inventions for improving the efficiency of labor, the wheel is one of 
the oldest of civilizational resources. Every advanced civilization depended 
on it, and its invention is usually credited to ancient Mesopotamia, where 
there is evidence of its use before 3500 B.C. 132 But more than 5000 years 
later, the wheel was unknown in virtually all of black Africa, and also in 
pre-Columbian America, although strangely enough the wheel did exist in 
Mexico, where it was only used as a toy. 133 An essential instrument for the 
human transition from hunter-gatherer society to some form of settled 
agriculture, the plow was first used in ancient Sumeria around 3 500 B.C. 134 

VIrtually no community in the Americas nor black Africa knew about the 
plow until Europeans introduced it in the modern era. 135 Every generation 
builds upon the knowledge of its ancestors largely because of the invention 
of writing, which is a mechanism for storing and accumulating knowledge, 
without which societies are forced to rely on the foibles of memory. "The 
lack of writing," African philosopher Kwasi Wrredu observes with charac
teristic understatement, "is a definite handicap in the preservation and en
hancement of a philosophical tradition."136 Also first encountered in 
Sumeria around 3500 B.C., 137 writing became the foundation for learning 
in both the East and the West. But with the exception of Mayan hiero
glyphics, writing was unknown in the Americas, even to the relatively ad
vanced Aztecs; the Incas frequently communicated through the use of 
knotted threads. 138 In black Africa, literacy was confined to small enclaves: 
Islamic outposts such as Timbuktu, the Christian culture in Ethiopia.l39 

It is impossible, even for scholars hostile to the West, to deny the civi
lization gapJ4° African sources such as the 1837 autobiography of a for
mer slave, Olaudah Equiano, confirm it. 141 The African scholar Francis 
Deng remarks that traditional Africa had a "subsistence economy and a 
simple tribal way of life." Some black activists such as Aime Cesaire even 
seek to make a virtue out of necessity, declaring African superiority on 
the grounds of primitive chic. "Hurrah for those who never invented any-
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thing, who never explored anything, who never discovered anything."142 

For some white and African American scholars, however, the civilization 
gap and specifically the low level of African development are sources of 
acute embarrassment. Consequently many scholars attempt to downplay 
civilizational differences or offer euphemisms to explain them away. 

• Christine Bennett in Comprehensive Multicultural Education argues 
that "early writings of Muslim scholars ... provide evidence that African 
civilization was as advanced, or more so, than contemporary Euro
peans."143 As we have seen, the writings of many Muslim scholars contra
dict Bennett's account. 

• African American anthropologist Johnnetta Cole writes that the 
early modern Europeans who reached Africa produced "glowing reports 
of Africans as stately, well-mannered, highly civilized people."144 A few 
accounts do convey respect for the traditional mores of Africans, but 
there is virtually no record of European reports of advanced civilization 
in sub-Saharan Africa. 

• Historian Gary Nash argues that "the culture gap between Euro
pean and African societies was not very large when the two peoples met." 
Elsewhere, Nash modifies this claim to assert that civilizational differ
ences "were not so great as is usually imagined." Applying a lowest-com
mon-denominator mode of comparison, Nash cites the existence of "art, 
social organization and cultural traditions" both in Africa and the West to 
imply rough civilizational parity.145 

• Anthropologist Marvin Harris generously grants that African and 
American Indian civilizations were "fully comparable" with the civiliza
tions of Egypt, Mesopotamia, and the Indus Valley. True, but Harris is 
comparing African and American Indian levels of development between 
the fifteenth and the nineteenth centuries with ancient civilizations 
which had reached those levels several thousand years earlier.146 

Since contemporary scholars do not like to think of cultures as superior 
or inferior, advanced or backward, the very subjects of primitivism and 
progress, of development and underdevelopment, frequently generate dis
comfort and even indignation. Only a few historians such as Philip Curtin 
and William MeN eill will say publicly that there were only small enclaves 
of learning and achievement in sub-Saharan Africa or the Americas. Curtin 
and McNeill estimate that the most advanced communities of American 
Indians and African blacks were between one and four thousand years be
hind the West in technological development. Historian J. M. Roberts is 
bold enough to state that a large number of peoples whom the Euro-
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peans encountered for the first time were virtually "still living in the 
stone age." 147 

THE COLLAPSE OF ENVIRONMENTALISM 

Alexis de Tocqueville remarks that the historical results are usually bene
ficial when a civilizationally inferior power overwhelms a culturally supe
rior power by force. The reason is that the barbaric victors can then 
acknowledge their cultural deficiencies, and learn from the society they 
have subdued. 148 For example, when the Romans supplanted the Greeks 
as the primary force in southern Europe, Romans acknowledged Greek 
cultural superiority, as suggested by the Roman poet Horace: "Captive 
Greece enslaved her fierce captor." Similarly the primitive hordes from 
northern Europe who sacked Rome over time embraced the Christian 
faith and acquired, however partially, the essentials of Greco-Roman civi
lization. The Mongol swordsmen who overran China, India, Europe, and 
the Middle East inevitably encountered superior cultures and assimilated 
into them. 

By contrast, the Europeans of the modern era were both the more ad
vanced civilization and the conquering power, which resulted, as Tocqueville 
warned, in uninhibited arrogance on the part of the victors and the total 
degradation of the vanquished. Europeans from ancient times were familiar 
with themes of civilizational superiority, and had generally attributed them to 
climate-the theory we have called environmentalism. Racism developed 
when the environmental explanation was found by many Europeans to be 
untenable. Neither skin color nor lack of scientific and intellectual achieve
ment could be plausibly blamed on the soil or the sun. Thus atmospheric 
theories fell into disrepute. 

Along with the Arabs, many Europeans had argued that blackness de
rives from the sun's heat. The eminent naturalist Comte de Buffon insist
ed at the end of the eighteenth century that Mricans were blackened by 
the sun, and then passed on blackness as a hereditary feature to their de
scendants. Buffon predicted that if Negroes were brought to cold coun
tries, over a few generations their skin would lighten.149 It did not take 
very long for Europeans to realize the error of that assumption. Euro
peans also noted, with some chagrin, that the darkest people in Mrica 
were the Wolof living near Cape Verde, not the Mricans nearest the 
Equator. It came as a further surprise that Negro children born in Eu-
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rope did not come out white. Nor did whites who lived and worked in 
the West Indies and other tropical zones turn black. When the English 
and French in America went north, where the climate was cooler, they 
were confident that they would find Indians with lighter skin; again, this 
expectation was proven wrong. 150 Many Europeans who followed the 
path of Columbus to the Americas also believed that the primitive condi
tion of the native Indians was largely the result of their living close to the 
line of the Equator. As Englishmen and Frenchmen moved northward, 
many of them expected to see Indian civilization improve in temperate 
and cooler climates. This turned out not to be the case. Indeed, in some 
respects, the pattern was reversed. The most advanced Indian civilization 
was centered in the relatively hot environs of Mexico city; as the French 
moved north into what is now Canada, they found nothing of compara
ble sophistication. 

It is important to recognize that Europeans were entirely convinced, 
based on the Bible, that all humans were simultaneously created by God 
and had inhabited the earth for the same amount of time. 151 How to ex
plain why one people had palaces and cathedrals and technology to ex
plore the seas and the heavens, while other peoples rowed about in 
canoes and shot blowdarts at each other? Europeans found it difficult to 
give an explanation for why, over the same period, one society seemed to 
have accomplished so much and other societies so little. Europeans have 
also had a long tradition of regarding noble and base qualities to be 
hereditary. This was part of the justification for a hereditary monarchy 
and aristocracy. In much of European literature we see suggestions that 
physical form is revealing, if not determinative, of qualities of character 
and intelligence. "Let me have men about me that are fat," Julius Caesar 
says. "Yond' Cassius has a lean and hungry look ... such men are danger
ous." Finally, long before Darwin there is a European anthropomorphic 
habit of linking human beings and animals, and devising intermediaries 
such as mermaids and centaurs believed to share human and animal at
tributes. For all these reasons, it was not difficult for many Europeans to 
biologize their perceptions of the civilizational inferiority of other cul
tures. Philip Curtin writes: 

Europeans could now see and measure their superiority-in factory produc

tion, agricultural yields, or the cost of transportation by railway or steamship. 

While superiority feelings had once rested on little more than religious arro-
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gance and ordinary xenophobia, they could now be buttressed by demonstra

ble superiority in power and knowledge .... Culture prejudice slid off easily 

toward color prejudice_l52 

Many Europeans began to assert, with increasing frequency and confi
dence, that the attributes of race, color, and human achievement are intrin
sic. Some people are simply superior to others by nature. And since race 
and color appear to be hereditary, and since Europeans could not help 
noticing that they were white and the people they considered barbarian 
were dark-skinned, they concluded that there must be some relationship 
between physical attributes or race and civilizational achievement. More
over, they came increasingly to believe that these racial inequities must be 
dictated by nature or history or even by God. Thus it was that European 
racism came into the world. 

WHO IS THE FAIREST ONE OF ALL? 

Although European convictions of intrinsic superiority are perhaps un
derstandable in this context, there remains an interesting puzzle: both 
American Indians and Mricans were viewed by Europeans as hopelessly 
primitive, but Europeans only singled out one group, Mricans, for dehu
manization. A clue to the different way Europeans perceived the two 
groups is provided by their names. The term "Indian" is a geographical 
term, reflecting the mistaken belief of Columbus that he had arrived in 
the Indies. The term "Negro" is racial, and refers to the color black. Why, 
then, did Europeans distinguish between Indians and blacks, regarding 
the former as backward but the latter as not really human? 

Certainly Europeans condescended to American Indians, who were 
routinely described as savages. There is a good deal of bestial imagery in 
Spanish and later French and English accounts of Indians, who are 
likened to jungle animals in their primitivism and brutality. Indians too 
were enslaved in the Americas. At the same time, however, European 
hostility is frequently complemented by genuine admiration. The Indian 
may be a savage but he is a "noble savage."153 In many ways, the Indians 
looked like Europeans and reminded them of their own ancestral past. 
Some argued that the Indians were the descendants of the Lost TI-ibes of 
Israel. 154 When the Europeans vanquished the Indian, they drowned 
their spoils of conquest with tears of contrition.155 Even if partly insin
cere, these homages to the greatness of a disappearing people are entire-



Ignoble Savages 59 

ly absent from European discussion of black Africa. George Fredrickson 
writes in White Supremacy that owing to differences in stature and ap
pearance, the so-called Hottentots "struck Europeans as so outlandish 
that there was some doubt whether they were fully human." 156 

Taken as a whole, the record suggests that in the minds of Europeans, 
the Indian was dehumanized, but he was not animalized, he was not con
sidered part of the world of beasts. All of this is in stark contrast with the 
collective European perception of black Africa that would coalesce be
tween the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries. This contrast dates 
back to the debates at the University of Salamanca in the sixteenth cen
tury over the question of whether Indians had souls and natural rights; 
the church and the Spanish court concluded that they did. It never oc
curred to anyone to debate seriously these matters in connection with 
black Africans. Indeed the basic humanity and natural rights of Negroes 
did not become an issue in Europe until two centuries later.157 Despite 
the inferiorization of both black Africans and American Indians on ac
count of large civilizational gaps between them and Europeans, the white 
man saw Indians as original human beings, innocent of Christianity but 
capable of being instructed, savage in customs but worthy of being civi
lized. This same white man increasingly saw black Africans as degraded 
beneath the standards of humanity, corrupt in religion to the point of 
being in league with the devil, incorrigibly barbarian to the point where 
slavery seemed appropriate to their natures. 

Puzzling over the reasons for these anomalies, scholars such as David 
Brion Davis and Wmthrop Jordan have conducted detailed research into 
European attitudes. From this work, three explanations emerge, one over
looked largely because it is so obvious, two of them acknowledged by 
these authors. The obvious explanation is natural environment, the peren
nial recourse of the ancients to account for human differences. Europeans 
saw the Americas and Africa very differently: as a result, they grew favor
ably disposed to the former, and increasingly hostile to the latter. Colum
bus encountered the Indians first in the Bahamas and then on other 
Caribbean islands, some of the most beautiful parts of the world. His nat
ural reaction, echoed by many subsequent voyagers, was that he was in 
the garden of Eden. 158 Many Europeans were captivated by the Americas, 
which they saw as a land largely uninhabited, a land flowing with milk and 
honey, a land of long beaches, ideal climate, abundant fruits, and singing 
birds. As Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe suggests, the conflict between 
the desire to settle the continent, combined with a haunting fear of cor-
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rupting its natural beauty, impressed itself powerfully on the European 
mind. Increasingly, Europeans thought about settlement; to many, it 
sounded like paradise, a prospect for which it was worth leaving Europe. 
By contrast, Africa was virtually uninhabitable to Europeans, whose pri
mary interest in it was confined to gold and slaves. Their constitutions 
could not endure the insects and disease, to which black Africans had de
veloped immunities. The climate was for the most part intolerably hot, 
they considered the continent already inhabited, and they feared the haz
ards of impenetrable forest, powerful warrior clans, snakes and wild ani
mals. Europeans had no interest whatsoever in venturing deep into Africa, 
let alone living there. To many, it sounded like hell. 

A second critical reason for European differentiation between blacks 
and Indians is the white man's association of African primitivism with the 
negative connotations of the color black. This point has been widely mis
understood. In contemporary racial debates, many are fond of pointing 
out the linguistic implications of the term "black." The Oxford English 
Dictionary definition describes blackness as "deeply stained with dirt, 
soiled, dirty, foul, malignant, deadly, baneful, disastrous, sinister, iniqui
tous, atrocious, horrible, and wicked." This definition, however, is given 
before the sixteenth century, when Europeans had virtually no exposure 
to black Africa at all. 159 Wmthrop Jordan and other scholars have shown 
that contrary to the conventional wisdom which views racism as engraved 
in the English language, the European association of black with darkness 
and evil long precedes any application to black Africans. All the familiar 
English metaphors-black sheep in the family, a black mark against one's 
name, black as the color of death, to blackball or blackmail-evolved in
dependently of racism. So did the religious symbolism of white as the 
color of angels, and black as the color of the devil. 160 We see a hint of this 
in Shakespeare, where Iago warns Desdemona's father about Othello: 
Desdemona is being "covered with a Barbary horse," indeed, "an old 
black ram is tupping your white ewe." 

Europeans, however, are not uniquely disposed to attach benign sig
nificance to their own skin color. Extensive research by historians and an
thropologists has shown that the color symbolism of white and black is 
universal. Many scholars suspect that it originates in the basic distinction 
between darkness and light. 161 We can therefore reappraise black im
agery as used by the ancient Greeks and Romans, and medieval Chris
tians and Muslims. By itself, such imagery does not prove racism at all. 
But Jordan suggests that, combined with the perception of black 
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Africans as extremely primitive, the term "black" begins to be associated 
with civilizational backwardness in a way that it never was in the pre
modern world. In the European mind, Africa truly becomes what Joseph 
Conrad termed the "heart of darkness." 

A third and final reason which inspired the distinction between black 
Africans and American Indians derives from an historical coincidence. It 
turns out that Englishmen discovered black Africans as a group in the 
same place and at the same time that they discovered an animal they had 
never encountered before: the chimpanzee or two-legged ape, which 
they called an orang-outan.162 Many writers bent on scientific classifica
tion and journalistic speculation found it irresistible to make a linkage 
between the two, assuming that two-legged apes were the product of sex
ual intercourse between the monkey and the African. In the middle of 
the seventeenth century, reports about chimpanzees and orang-outans 
circulated in Europe and America. During the 1690s, Edward Tyson, an 
anatomist from the Royal Society of London, argued that there were as
tonishing similarities in the muscle and skeleton structure between apes 
and human beings. He dissected a chimpanzee, which he mistook for a 
"pygmy." Amazed at the human qualities of this unique creature, Tyson 
maintained that the so-called pygmy occupied an intermediate position 
between beasts and men on the Great Chain of Being. 163 Tyson was no 
scandal-mongering journalist; he was a reputable scientist. As Audrey 
Smedley points out, in some ways his theories foreshadowed the "miss
ing link" debates of evolutionary biologists two centuries later. 164 

Many European travelers placed these accounts of black Africans in 
the context of lascivious discussions of sexuality. Undoubtedly African 
sexual mores shocked Europeans throughout the seventeenth and eigh
teenth centuries. Moreover, information from black Africa continued to 
be scarce, and travel accounts undoubtedly italicized perceived differ
ences for the purpose of titillating the folks back home. Subsequent re
search has shown that African sexual customs were not laissez-faire, 
although they seemed so to many Europeans, who viewed blacks as fur
naces of libidinal passion. Thus although many African tribes outlawed 
adultery, it was customary in some of them for a man to show hospitality 
by offering his wife or daughter for the night. 165 To the European mind, 
these kinds of accounts conveyed debauchery pure and simple. Black 
sexuality was regarded as purely animalistic, and no report seemed too 
farfetched to win adherents, or at least to inspire lurid fascination. To 
make matters worse, some African tribes espoused a mythology which 
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traced their own origins to the union of women with animals. 166 Scholars 
like Jordan and Davis cite numerous travel reports which confirm early 
European perceptions of black Africans. Traveling the circumference of 
the African coast in the seventeenth century, Richard Jobson reported on 
"the enormous size of the virile member among the Negroes." Jobson in
vokes this observation as "infallible proof" that blacks are descended 
from Noah's son, cursed in his loins for uncovering his father's naked
ness.167 Another fantastic but influential account of blacks came not 
from Africa but from a traveler in Jamaica, Edward Long, in 1774. Play
ing on the morbid fascination of his European readers, Long narrated 
spellbinding accounts of iniquitous huts, to which African apes carried 
black women. Long took into account the possible skepticism of some in 
his audience in his conclusion, "Ludicrous as the opinion may seem, I do 
not think that an orang-outan husband would be any dishonour to a Hot
tentot female." 168 

If black Africans were debased by these perverse links, monkeys 
gained by being elevated to the level of men. Indeed the very term 
"orang-outan" derives from the Malay word meaning "man of the 
woods." 169 The scientist Buffon had reported that chimpanzees could be 
taught to eat dinner with a knife and fork. Lord Monboddo, a firm be
liever in men with tails, was a kind of champion of the rights of animals; 
orang-outans, he insisted, were entirely rational beings who happened to 
live in a primitive state of nature, untainted by civilization. Edward Long 
himself insisted that apes came in different varieties, and the more intel
ligent among them could learn to speak a little and to "perform a variety 
of menial domestic service," just like blacks.170 

THE NATURE OF SUPERIORITY 

Far from being ignorant and fearful, the early European racists were the 
most learned and adventurous men of the age, and their views developed 
as a rational and increasingly scientific attempt to make sense of the di
verse world that was for the first time being encountered as a whole. En
vironmentalism, which the ancient Greeks and many others used to 
explain human differences, was intellectually discredited along with 
much of the other cosmology and biology of the ancients. We see evi
dence of racism, complete with rejection of environmentalism, in the 
greatest thinkers of the Enlightenment. Hume, Voltaire, Montesquieu, 
Kant, and Hegel were among the many who entertained racist views, al-
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though these did not make up the main part of their philosophy. 
David Hume, in his famous description of barbarism in Africa and 

around the world, examines the possibility that black inferiority is not in
herited but imposed by slavery. Hume dismisses that explanation on the 
grounds that the descendants of slaves and "low people" all over Europe 
have proved that they can rise above their ancestral histories and achieve 
literary, mathematical, and scientific distinction, whereas the backward
ness of black Africans seems to him comprehensive and apparently in
eradicable. "In Jamaica," Hume writes, "they talk of one Negro as a man 
of parts and learning, but it is likely he is admired for very slender accom
plishments, like a parrot, who speaks a few words plainly."171 Similarly 
Immanuel Kant is skeptical that black inferiority is the sole product of 
unfortunate circumstance. ''Among the whites," he observes, "people 
constantly rise up from the lowest rabble and acquire esteem through 
their superior gifts."172 

But for the classic expression of European racism we must turn to the 
French diplomat and scholar Joseph Arthur de Gobineau, who is today 
unknown or considered the embodiment of wickedness, but who was a 
friend and respected correspondent of Tocqueville and in some respects 
one of the most learned exponents of the Zeitgeist of the nineteenth cen
tury. Nowhere is the racist worldview more comprehensively stated than 
in Gobineau' s The Inequality of Human Races, published in 185 3. When 
Gobineau sent his book to Tocqueville, he received only mild dissent 
about the soundness of his theories, although Tocqueville strongly 
protested their demoralizing effect. 173 But such warnings could hardly be 
expected to deter Gobineau, a deep pessimist, who feared that currents 
of race-mixing and democratic ideas of equality were diluting Teutonic 
blood and destroying the greatness of the Aryan aristocracy. 174 Gobineau 
was also an acquaintance of Josiah Nott, an apologist for slavery who 
publicized Gobineau' s views in the American South, and of the philoso
pher Friedrich Nietzsche and the composer Richard Wagner, both of 
whom shared Gobineau's love of aristocracy of birth and his hatred of 
equality. Gobineau was an elitist and an eccentric, but his racism made 
him a man of his time, elevated to high posts and widely admired. Even 
the Encyclopaedia Bn"tannica echoed his views. 175 Moreover, his influence 
would prove lasting: in the twentieth century, Gobineau was one of Adolf 
Hitler's favorite authors and his works were popular textbooks in the 
schools of Nazi Germany. 

Gobineau drew on the discoveries made by Orientalists such as 
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William Jones that there was a common Aryan source for Indo-European 
languages such as Sanskrit, Persian, Greek, Latin, and German. Gob
ineau argued that the highest aspirations of humanity were embodied in 
these Aryans, a single white family of Germanic peoples who had infused 
European and even Asian culture with its brilliance and vigor.176 Gob
ineau writes that the existence of advanced and backward races-the 
former who live by codes of civility, ingenuity, and technological comfort, 
the latter who live by laws of force at a subsistence level-proves that 
some races are naturally superior to others. This superiority, Gobineau 
stresses, applies to races as groups, not to individuals. Considering the 
environmental account of human differences, Gobineau sarcastically 
writes, "The humidity of a marsh, I suppose, will produce a civilization 
which would inevitably have been stifled by the dryness of the Sahara." 
Gobineau quickly proceeds to rebut such a notion. 

In spite of wind and rain, cold and heat, sterility and fruitfulness, the world 
has seen barbarism and civilization flourishing everywhere on the same soil. 
The brutish fellah is tanned by the same sun as scorched the powerful priest 
of Memphis; the learned professor of Berlin lectures under the same in
clement sky that once beheld the wretched existence of the Finnish savage. 

If environmentalism is true, Gobineau asks, why have some groups 
endowed with rich natural resources nevertheless failed to produce a 
comparable civilization to that of Europe? "So the brain of a Huron In
dian contains in an undeveloped form an intellect which is absolutely the 
same as that of the Englishman or the Frenchman!" he explodes. "Why, 
then, in the course of the ages, has he not invented printing or steam 
power?" Gobineau suggests that "nowhere is the soil more fertile, the cli
mate milder, than in certain parts of America. There is an abundance of 
great rivers, the gulfs, the bays, the harbours, are large, deep, magnifi
cent, and innumerable. Precious metals can be dug out almost at the sur
face of the ground." And the same is true for large parts of Africa. So 
where, Gobineau asks, is the American Indian or African version of Cae
sar, Newton, Charlemagne, and Homer? 

We often hear of Negroes who have learned music, who are clerks in banking 
houses, and who know how to read, write, count, dance, and speak like white 
men. People are astonished at this, and conclude that the Negro is capable of 
everything! I will not wait for the friends of equality to show me such and such 
passages in books written by missionaries or sea captains, who declare that 
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some Wolof is a fine carpenter, some Hottentot a good servant, that some Kaf
fir dances and plays the violin, that some Bambara knows arithmetic .... Let 
us leave these puerilities, and compare together not men but groups. 

The equality of the races could be expected to produce a rough civi
lizational equality among cultures, Gobineau writes. "Early in the world's 
history, they would have gladdened the face of the earth with a crowd of 
civilizations, all flourishing at the same time." Gobineau argues that the 
historical record refutes such political expectations. In fact, he contends, 
it is whites who have developed modern civilization, while other people 
have proved at best adept imitators. Civilization, Gobineau argues, de
pends not on mere mimicry. "No one has a real part in any civilization 
until he is able to make progress by himself, without direction from oth
ers." In rhetoric that is bound to offend contemporary ears, Gobineau 
defies his readers to cite one example of a black civilization satisfying 
these criteria, or even one truly great scientific invention accomplished 
solely by a black African. "I will wait long for the work to be finished," he 
says, "I merely ask that it may be begun. But it has never been begun; it 
has never even been attempted." 177 

In the twentieth century, many of these racist ideas would come under 
ferocious assault, both on intellectual and moral grounds. Eventually the 
antiracist view would prevail, and racism would be redefined to suit the 
politics of a new age. But it is important to recover the origin of racism, 
because it teaches us that racism had a beginning both in space and in 
time. Whatever its later career, racism began as part of a rational project 
to understand human differences. Racism originated as an assertion of 
Western cultural superiority that was eventually proclaimed to be intrin
sic. From the ancient world we get a glimpse of societies that respected 
nature rather than seeking to subdue and conquer it; that were aware of 
physical differences but attached no importance to them-perhaps a 
model for a better society than the one we have now. In any event, there 
is no historical warrant for the extreme pessimism which holds that 
racism has always existed and will always exist. Painful though we may 
find it to read what people in earlier centuries had to say about others, it 
remains profoundly consoling to know that racism had a beginning, be
cause then it becomes possible to envision its end. 





3 
AN AMERICAN DILEMMA 

Ulas Slavery a Racist Institution? 

Good gracious! Anybody hurt? 

No'm. Killed a nigger. 

Well, it's lucky because sometimes people do get hurt. 

-Mark Twain 1 

Although slavery ended in the United States more than a century ago, 
its legacy continues to be disputed among scholars and to underlie con
temporary debates about public policy. The reason for the controversy is 
that slavery is considered the classic expression of American racism, and 
its effects are still viewed as central to the problems faced by blacks in 
the United States. The effect of slavery, Mrican American scholar 
Michael Eric Dyson writes, "continues to exert its brutal presence in the 
untold sufferings of millions of everyday folk." 2 Other scholars such as 
Johnnetta Cole and Alphonso Pinkney agree. 3 Andrew Hacker writes, 
"Must it be admitted at the close of the twentieth century, that residues 
of slavery continue to exist? The answer is obviously yes."4 

For Hacker, slavery is responsible for the high levels of black residen
tial separation from whites today.5 Stephen Steinberg writes in The Eth
nic Myth that "ghettos are nothing less than the shameful residue of 
slavery."6 Alvin Poussaint blames slavery for contributing to high rates of 
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black births out of wedlock. 7 Patricia Williams, Molefi Asante, and others 
assert that slavery is responsible for many of the social pathologies in the 
black community, such as chronic homelessness, single-parent house
holds and youth violence. 8 Scholars and activists also argue that slavery 
has undermined contemporary black identity, causing many Mrican 
Americans to internalize racist stereotypes invented by slaveowners, and 
even to fear a possible restoration of slavery. The case of legal scholar Pa
tricia Williams illustrates how slavery continues to shape black identity, as 
she imagines herself as a slave, sexually exploited by a ruthless Southern 
planter.9 Cornel West argues that slavery has produced in Mrican Ameri
cans "an airborne people" still consumed with "self-contempt, self-ha
tred, self-affliction, and self-flagellation."10 Adopting a more extreme 
position, Derrick Bell contends that for blacks, the restoration of slavery 
is a real possibility. "Slavery is ... a constant reminder of what white 
America might do."ll 

Thousands of black activists are now resolutely pressing for Congress 
or the courts to direct whites to pay Mrican Americans reparations to 
place them in the financial position they would occupy if slavery had 
never occurred.12 Although some whites may imagine that they are al
ready paying, in the form of affirmative action, welfare, and other trans
fer payments, black economist David Swinton insists that more money is 
needed to "restore lost capital to repair the damage that was done to our 
wealth and business ownership by years of discrimination and slavery."13 

Bernard Boxill argues that while no blacks today were alive during slav
ery, they are fully entided to inherit the stolen wealth that their forefa
thers produced.14 Referring to a thwarted Reconstruction proposal by 
Thaddeus Stevens, Henry Louis Gates argues that "had each slave got 40 
acres and a mule, race relations in America would be completely differ
ent."15 Reparations is not a new idea, 16 but as the problems of the black 
underclass persist, it seems to be gaining momentum within the Mrican 
American community. Hundreds of organizations now exist to promote 
the concept, which is supported by the Nation of Islam, civil rights lead
ers such as Jesse Jackson and Coretta Scott King, Mrocentric scholars 
such as Molefi Asante, celebrities such as Spike Lee and the rap group 
Public Enemy, and several members of the Black Caucus such as Repre
sentative John Conyers. In 1994, many Mrican Americans took repara
tions seriously enough to act upon it. According to the Internal Revenue 
Service, more than twenty thousand Mrican Americans refused to pay 
taxes, writing "exempt" on the grounds that the descendants of slaves 
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should receive money from rather than pay money to the government. 17 

The I.R.S. disallowed the claims, but black activists pledge to fight what 
they see as racist resistance to just demands. They point out that Con
gress a few years ago paid reparations to Japanese families unjustly in
terned during World War II, and that Germany has paid reparations for 
the Holocaust. Reparations proposals vary in their projected costs. 

• The National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations (N'Cobra) suggests 
that blacks be exempted from income taxes in perpetuity. 

• A Tacoma, Washington activist computes that whites owe each black 
family $198,149, which is the value of forty acres and a mule in 1865, 
plus the interest that would have accrued over the past 130 years. 

• Roger Ransom and Richard Sutch calculate that the value of unpaid 
income to the slaves amounts to $3.4 billion. "The present value of 
that exploitation would be over $17 billion." 

• Two other scholars, Larry Neal and James Marketti, offer more gener
ous estimates: $1.4 trillion and $4.7 trillion, respectively. 

• Black nationalist Haki Madhubuti is less precise. "The amount we are 
owed is in the trillions of dollars."18 

KUNTA KINTE'S STORY 

Reparations is an issue because slavery seems to be the wound that never 
healed-the moral core of the oppression story that is so fundamental to 
black identity today. The case for holding slavery responsible for black 
America's contemporary problems depends crucially on a vivid narrative 
that is promulgated by countless textbooks, novels like Toni Morrison's 
Beloved, and popular films and 1V shows like "Roots" and its sequels. 
This dramatic portrait keeps slavery very much alive in the minds of 
Americans, guaranteeing, as T. S. Eliot put it, "not only the pastness of 
the past, but its presence."19 Alex Haley's Roots has been largely exposed 
as fiction rather than history,20 yet the broad outlines of Haley's narrative 
remain imprinted on the American psyche. 

According to the prevailing view, slavery was a racist institution that 
extracted so much suffering that it qualifies as a kind of American holo
caust. In a book that is controversial among scholars but closely echoes 
the popular image, Stanley Elkins argues that slaves lived in a kind of 
concentration camp atmosphere which was so psychically debilitating 
that it infantilized slaves, destroyed their resources of moral autonomy, 
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taught many of them to embrace their oppression and even their oppres
sors, and fostered the well-founded stereotype of Samba, the slave who 
is childish, servile, and contented.21 The conventional wisdom holds that 
slaves suffered indescribable material deprivations including inadequate 
food, clothing, and medical attention; that masters subjected slaves to 
continuous floggings, brandings, and mutilations; that owners declared 
open season on the wives and daughters of slaves, producing innumer
able unacknowledged mulattoes; that the system as a whole was charac
terized by wholesale disregard for the life and well-being of slaves. 
African American scholar Bell Hooks observes that slavery was charac
terized by "sexual sado-masochism," represented by "the master who 
forced his wife to sleep on the floor as he nightly raped a black woman in 
bed."22 No wonder that bitterness generated by recollections of slavery 
has turned a generation of black scholars and activists against the na
tion's founding-against identification with America itself. 

• Jefferson didn't mean it when he wrote that all men are created 
equal," remarks John Hope Franklin. "We've never meant it. The truth is 
that we're a bigoted people and always have been. We think every other 
country is trying to copy us now, and if they are, God help the world." 
Franklin argues that by betraying the ideals of freedom "the founding fa
thers set the stage for every succeeding generation of Americans to apol
ogize, compromise and temporize on those principles."23 

• Nathan Huggins in Black Odyssey condemns the American framers 
for establishing not freedom but "a model totalitarian society." Huggins 
faults the framers for refusing to mention the words "slave" or "slavery" 
in the Constitution, in an effort to "sanitize their new creation" and 
avoid "the deforming mirror of truth." The founding, he concludes, was 
simply "a bad way to start."24 

• Speaking on the two hundredth anniversary of the Constitution, 
former Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall refused to "find the 
wisdom, foresight and sense of justice exhibited by the framers particu
larly profound. The government they devised was defective from the 
start." Marshall urged that instead of jingoistic celebration, Americans 
should seek an "understanding of the Constitution's defects," its im
moral project to "trade moral principles for self-interest."25 

Is it true that American slavery was a racist institution? That it reflect
ed a uniquely Western form of iniquity? That whites were the oppressors 
and blacks were the victims? That slaves were subjected to virtually unin
terrupted brutalization and dehumanization? That white slaveowners 
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produced innumerable illegitimate offspring by raping slave women? 
That blacks were robbed of their culture? That contemporary black ille
gitimacy and inner-city poverty can be traced to the legacy of slavery? 
Must we agree with the abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison who charged 
that far from being a beacon for the world, the American founding was a 
"covenant with death," an "agreement with hell," and a "refuge of lies," 
an appraisal endorsed by the great black leader Frederick Douglass?26 Is 
the black scholar Eric Williams right to question even the motives of abo
litionists, whom he accuses of being racists who only involved themselves 
in the antislavery cause for reasons of economic and political expedien
cy?27 It is time to reappraise the contemporary narrative about slavery, to 
sort out the myths from the realities. 

OF Hu~ BONDAGE 

Although U.S. Senator Bill Bradley articulates the conventional view that 
"slavery was our original sin,"28 in fact there was nothing original about 
Americans practicing slavery. Not only was slavery extensively practiced 
in the ancient world, as we have seen, but in the modern era slavery was 
prevalent in Mrica, the slave trade was actively promoted by the Arabs, 
American Indians owned slaves, and there were even thousands of black 
slaveowners in America. In this sense, American slavery was hardly a pe
culiar institution. 

The practice of whites owning slaves developed in the United States 
in congruence with universal practices, indeed consistent with prevailing 
Western institutions which held millions of whites in various degrees of 
unfreedom. In this context it is not hard to understand Charles Pinck
ney's amazement, during the debates over the American founding, over 
questions about the morality of slavery. "If slavery be wrong," Pinckney 
erupted, "it is justified by the example of all the world."29 It makes sense 
to speak of the problem of slavery in the West, where it has been a prob
lem. But in this respect the Western experience is unique. In most parts 
of the world, slavery was uncontroversial for the simple reason that the 
concept of freedom simply did not exist. "Indeed there was no word for 
freedom in most non-Western languages before contact with Western 
peoples," Orlando Patterson writes.3° 

Prior to the development of a modern Western notion of freedom, 
most people lived in a world shaped by what David Brion Davis terms 
"the normal network of kinship ties of dependency, protection, obliga-



72 The End of Racism 

tion and privilege," a system that included various forms of patronage 
and servitude.31 Nathan Huggins writes that slavery evolved in a social 
system radically different from our own, one that considered servants 
and laborers as "base people," that used hunger and beating as a "goad 
to productivity," that maintained discipline through "maiming, dismem
berment ... torture, the rack, beheading, burning at the stake, impal
ing." Between white laborers and black slaves, Huggins writes, "the 
differences were more in degree than in kind. "32 Historian Oscar Handlin 
writes that in Europe, as in much of the world, the antithesis of the term 
"free" was not "slave" but "unfree," and the vast majority of people lived 
under conditions of partial or no freedom. Involuntary bondage was 
common: "a debtor could be sold at an outcry," vagrants and vagabonds 
frequently had their labor sold for a term to the highest bidder, criminal 
offenses were routinely punished with sentences of forced public service, 
"sometimes for life."33 Many whites became indentured servants in 
America: they bound themselves to a planter or company for four to 
seven years in return for which they received free passage across the At
lantic and some start-up provisions.34 Like English servants, bondsmen 
in America were frequently bought and sold, or used as gambling stakes; 
"Under such circumstances," writes historian Gordon Wood, "it was 
often difficult for the colonists to perceive the distinctive peculiarity of 
black slavery."35 

Even the notion that slaves had no rights and served entirely at the 
will of the master was familiar: wives and children were widely consid
ered to be the property of husbands and fathers. Until the eighteenth 
century, not many Europeans had moral qualms about slavery, and the 
very few who wrestled with their consciences usually prevailed. That slav
ery contradicted no important social value for most people around the 
world can be seen by a brief examination of Arab, American Indian, and 
African slavery. In the Arab world, which was the first to import large 
numbers of slaves from Africa, the slave traffic was truly cosmopolitan. 
Slaves of every hue and origin were sold in open bazaars. Manuals were 
compiled offering consumer guidance for slave buyers. Many slaves were 
castrated to meet the high demand for slave eunuchs, who were especial
ly sought by wealthy and aristocratic Arabs to safeguard their harems. 
The Arabs also had a specialized market in homosexual slaves, and slave 
boys for use in pederasty.36 The Arabs played an important middleman 
role in the transatlantic slave trade, and contemporary research suggests 
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that between the seventh and the nineteenth centuries they transported 
about fourteen million black slaves across the Sahara and the Red Sea
a larger number than were shipped to the Americas.37 

Native Indians practiced slavery on each other, long before Europeans 
arrived to practice it on them. For several tribes in the American north
west, slaves comprised between 10 and 15 percent of the population.38 

The Cherokee employed "slave catchers" to retrieve wounded combatants 
from other tribes, although the Cherokee preferred to kill enemies rather 
than take them captive.39 In some Indian tribes, slaveowners proved how 
wealthy they were by how much they could afford to consume and waste: 
large numbers of slaves were routinely killed in potlatch ceremonies. 40 

Among the Tupinamba of Brazil, who adopted an especially harsh version 
of this practice, slaves were segregated from the community, then subject
ed to ceremonial denunciation and abuse, then taunted with the possibility 
of escape, then ritually hunted down, massacred, and eaten.41 

Some white liberal scholars such as Gary Nash downplay African slav
ery, insisting that "the scale of it was small and it involved personal service, 
often for a limited period of time. "42 But Nash's account, for which he pro
vides no evidence, is contradicted by recent studies which show that slav
ery was widespread in Africa from antiquity. The three powerful medieval 
kingdoms of Ghana, Songhai and Mali all relied on slave labor. Nor were 
these slaves exclusively black Africans: the emperor Mansa Musa, for ex
ample, purchased Turkish slaves for his court in Mali. White Europeans 
who were shipwrecked off the west coast of Africa were also enslaved. The 
Ashanti of West Africa customarily enslaved all foreigners. Claims of the 
benign quality of African slavery are hard to square with such reports as 
slaves being tortured at the discretion of their owners, or executed en masse 
to publicly commemorate the deaths of the kings ofDahomey.43 

Far from being limited in scope, African slavery was both widespread 
and uncontroversial. Paul Lovejoy argues that "in the American context, 
slavery was introduced from the outside and always relied on the impor
tation of slaves" while "in Africa slavery evolved from indigenous institu
tions."44 Indeed in a recent study, John Thornton shows that slavery was 
far more deeply embedded in Africa than in Europe because Europeans 
recognized land as the primary source of private wealth whereas "slaves 
were the only form of private, revenue-producing property recognized in 
African law."45 No wonder that tribal chiefs in Africa, working through 
Arab middlemen, were able to sell millions of blacks to Europeans. The 
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transatlantic slave trade required a vast increase in volume, but no fun
damental modification of the institutions and values of Africa.46 Accord
ing to Basil Davidson in The African Slave Trade: 

The notion that Europe altogether imposed the slave trade on Africa is without 
any foundation in history. . . . Those Mricans who were involved in the trade 
were seldom the helpless victims of a commerce they did not understand: on 
the contrary, they responded to its challenge. They exploited its opportunities.47 

Contrary to popular belief, Europeans did not typically invade African 
tribes to chase down and capture slaves.48 Many slaves purchased by Eu
ropeans were already slaves in Africa. Warfare and kidnapping for the 
purpose of acquiring slaves was a specialty of African kingdoms such as 
Dahomey, Ashanti, Sierra Leone, Gambia, and the Congo. As middle
men, the Arabs frequently participated in slave raids. At times African 
raids reached such a point that Europeans complained about unpre
dictability: "the Negro who sold you slaves last month might find himself 
captured and sold a few days later."49 

Income from the slave trade made many African chiefs and tribes rich. 
Smaller African states on the Gold Coast urged Europeans to construct 
forts to protect the valuable merchandise from raids by inland African 
kingdoms.5° Perhaps African complicity in the slave trade is epitomized 
in the proposition advanced to Europeans by an African chief in the early 
nineteenth century: "We want three things: powder, ball and brandy; and 
we have three things to sell: men, women and children."51 The grim reali
ty of the African slave trade between Africa and America was summed up 
by Zora Neale Hurston, the great black writer of the Harlem Renais
sance, in the early part of the twentieth century: 

The white people held my people in slavery here in America. They had 
bought us, it is true, and exploited us. But the inescapable fact that stuck in 
my craw was: my people had sold me .... My own people had exterminated 
whole nations and torn families apart for a profit before the strangers got 
their chance at a cut. It was a sobering thought. It impressed upon me the 
universal nature of greed and glory. 52 

WHO OWNED BLACK SLAVES? 

The popular conception seems to be that American slavery as an institu
tion involved white slaveowners and black slaves. Consequently, it is easy 
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to view slavery as a racist institution. But this image is complicated when 
we discover that most whites did not own slaves, even in the South; that 
not all blacks were slaves; that several thousand free blacks and Ameri
can Indians owned black slaves. An examination of these frequently ob
scured aspects of American slavery calls into question the facile equation 
of racism and slavery. 

This is hardly to deny the well-known facts about the North American 
slave trade. The first Africans came to North America in 1619, probably 
as indentured servants,53 although the Spanish and the Portuguese had 
an elaborate system of slave plantations which had already lasted a cen
tury by this time.54 By the end of the seventeenth century, strengthened 
by the racism that Europeans imported into the Americas, black inden
tured service metamorphosed into slavery.55 Over the next three and a 
half centuries, approximately ten million black slaves, mainly from the 
West Coast of Africa, would find their involuntary home in the New 
World.56 During the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the im
portation of North American slaves grew exponentially, so that by the 
first U.S. census of 1790, no fewer than 697,000 Negroes, almost one 
fifth of the entire population, were bound in perpetual servitude.57 In 
1860, on the eve of the Civil War, the number of black slaves would ex
ceed four million, making African bondage one of the central institutions 
of American history. Yet most whites in the United States did not own 
slaves. In 1790, the number of slaveowning families in America was as 
high as 25 percent, but by 1850, the number declined to 10 percent. 
Even in the South, less than one third of free white families owned slaves 
on the eve of the Civil War.58 "The typical Southerner," writes Kenneth 
Stampp, "was not only a small farmer but a non-slaveholder."59 

Whites were not the only Americans to own black slaves. Indian tribes 
such as the Choctaws, Chicasaws, Cherokees, Creeks and Seminoles all 
owned black slaves.60 Seminole slaveowners were relatively tolerant, and 
over time there was considerable intermarriage between Indians and 
blacks, generating an Afro-Indian community in the state of Florida by 
the nineteenth century.61 By contrast, Cherokee slaveholders were noto
riously harsh. According to Theda Perdue in Slavery and the Evolution of 
Cherokee Society, the Cherokee gave up enslaving other Indians by the 
time of the American Revolution and only kept black slaves. Cherokee 
law protected property rights in African slaves, and the Cherokee Phoenix 
carried announcements and advertisements for slaves in the early nine
teenth century. Most Cherokee owners had fewer than ten black slaves 
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apiece, but some held more than fifty, such as the half-breed Joseph 
Vann, who in 1835 employed 110 Negroes on his plantation and in his 
distillery. The Cherokee, who were excellent trackers, also volunteered 
their services to catch black runaways for white owners, although some 
plantation owners were reluctant to employ Cherokee slavecatchers, be
cause they frequently killed their fugitives. 62 Another slaveowning tribe, 
the Choctaw, elected to fight on the side of the American South during 
the Civil War. Although slavery was abolished in most of the United 
States after the defeat of the Confederacy, the Choctaw and other tribes 
continued to keep slaves until 1866, when these tribes signed a treaty 
with the U.S. government in which they reluctantly agreed to suspend 
the practice. 63 

Just as with Indians, free blacks in the United States were permitted 
to own slaves, except in two states, Delaware and Arkansas. 64 Thus even 
as many of their other rights were legally withheld, free blacks continued 
to enjoy property rights. It is important to recognize that at no time in 
American history were all blacks slaves. From the beginning, there was a 
substantial proportion of free Mricans in America. Between the Ameri
can revolution and the Civil War free blacks made up approximately 10 
percent of the total black population; in 1860, for example, there were 
almost half a million free blacks, 50 percent of whom lived in the 
South. 65 Some free blacks were former slaves and, once manumitted, 
they could accumulate income and property by marketing skills they 
once used on the plantation. Many free blacks worked as blacksmiths, 
carpenters, brick masons, tailors, shoemakers, and butchers. Over the 
years, a small but sizable segment of the free black population acquired 
the economic resources to purchase property, including black slaves.66 As 
early as the 1640s, around the time that whites began to enslave blacks, 
there is proof of a black man, Anthony Johnson, owning a slave of his 
own race.67 The Vtrginia courts upheld the right of blacks to own other 
blacks as early as 1654; other states followed this precedent. In 1833 the 
Supreme Court affirmed Negro slaveholding. With relatively few excep
tions, up until the Civil War, blacks enjoyed the same legal rights as 
whites and Indians to hold black slaves. There was no legal right to en
slave whites.68 

Black slaveownership began benignly enough. Starting in the late sev
enteenth century, a number of Southern states either forbade or placed 
restrictions on slave emancipation. By the late eighteenth and early nine
teenth centuries, it was typically required that a plantation owner who 
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manumitted his slaves had to pay to transport them out of the state.69 

These restrictions were intended to discourage emancipation, and to 
limit the free Negro population in the American South. Between 1750 
and 1850, a substantial community of free blacks was able to accumulate 
sufficient income and savings to buy the freedom of family members, rel
atives, and friends who were still enslaved. But due to emancipation re
strictions, they ended up purchasing and thus owning these blacks. For 
some, selfish interests soon set in, and some free blacks chose to put 
their slaves to work. 70 

African American historian Carter G. Woodson cites several cases of 
husbands who bought their wives to ensure their good behavior and com
mitment to work. One Negro shoemaker in Charleston, he reports, pur
chased his wife for $700, but finding her unsatisfactory he sold her a few 
months later for $750.71 What began as an example in noble humanitari
anism ended up as an institution in which free blacks debased their 
African kinsmen, sometimes their own relatives, into chattel slavery. Many 
free blacks purchased other blacks for no liberating end but simply to 
enjoy the benefits of being slaveowners; in Ira Berlin's words, "They 
showed little sympathy for the slave and had few qualms about the moral
ity of slavery."72 During the first half of the nineteenth century, some 
blacks owned Southern slave plantations right alongside their white coun
terparts; some owned slaves jointly with whites; others rented slaves from 
white neighbors. 73 Black slaveowners were not above competing with 
whites for wealth in slaves, advertising in newspapers for the recovery of 
runaways, or suing whites for the return of slaves belonging to them.74 

Black slaveholding was most widespread in Louisiana, fairly common 
in South Carolina, and not unusual in Texas, Florida, Mississippi, and sev
eral other states.75 In North Carolina around 1830, for example, only 
eight blacks owned a total of twenty- five slaves, whereas in South Caroli
na more than three hundred black slaveholders-a majority of free Negro 
heads of household--owned in excess of two thousand slaves.76 In 
Louisiana, records from various parishes in 1830 show 753 persons of 
color registering as slaveowners, with twenty-five owning ten or more 
slaves apiece, and more than a hundred persons owning between five and 
ten slaves. At that time, the mulatto Augustin Metoyer commanded a 
family dynasty that boasted no less than 287 slaves. Another Negro family 
in 1851 purchased an estate in Iberville Parish with ninety-one slaves. 
Adolph Reggio, a black sugar planter, possessed forty-three slaves. The 
mulatto freeman Martin Donate owned his wife, seven children, and 
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eighty-nine other slaves. The black entrepreneur Madame Cecee McCar
ty, who imported foreign goods for sale in Louisiana, owned thirty slaves 
whom she used in her sales force. Black planter Andrew Durnford owned 
about seventy-five African slaves and complained about the laziness of his 
"rascally Negroes." Records from Louisiana parishes in 1830 show that at 
least seventeen other free blacks owned more than thirty slaves each.77 

In Black Masters, Michael Johnson and James Roark document the re
markable story of William Ellison, a free Negro planter and cotton gin 
maker in South Carolina, who owned over a hundred slaves. Themselves 
descended from slaves, the Ellison family proved to be no different as 
owners than white planters. Ideologically, Ellison was "no more anti-slav
ery than they were-namely, not at all." He treated his slaves severely, 
and some complained of brutality. His slaves were reputed to be the 
worst fed and most poorly clothed in the area. When his funds ran a bit 
low, he did not hesitate to break up families by selling slave girls to 
whites. The authors write: 

Despite his own history, Ellison did not view his shop and plantation as 

halfway houses to freedom. He never permitted a single slave to duplicate his 

own experience. Nothing suggests that he wrestled with a moral dilemma. 

Everything suggests that Ellison held his slaves to exploit them, to profit from 

them, just as white slaveholders did. 78 

Although William Ellison was not typical, he was not the wealthiest 
black planter in the country, nor the owner of the most slaves. This dis
tinction belonged to a Louisiana widow named C. Richard and her son P. 
C. Richard, who together in 1860 owned 152 slaves. Much more typical 
of Negro slaveowners were several cases recorded in Charleston: Maria 
Weston, the wife of a mulatto machinist, who owned fourteen slaves; a 
wood merchant named Richard Dereer, who with his brother owned 
twenty slaves; and James Drayton Johnson, who owned three slaves.79 

When the Civil War broke out, the Ellison family defended its property 
by backing the Confederacy. So did a number of other black slaveowners 
in South Carolina and Louisiana. One black planter boasted of his plans 
to take Abraham Lincoln captive and run up the Confederate flag at the 
U.S. Capitol. Others contributed funds and resources to the Southern 
cause. Eventually, writes Gary Mills in his study of the Cane River Negro 
elite, "The free mulatto slaveowners suffered heavy financial losses with 
the Union victory. "SO 

How extensive was black slaveholding in the American South? Not ex-
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tensive, by comparison with white slave ownership, but extensive enough 
to be morally disturbing. Three distinguished scholars-historian Kenneth 
Stampp of Berkeley, African American scholar John Sibley Butler of the 
University of Texas at Austin, and Abram Harris of Howard University
agree that in 1830 there were more than 3,500 American black slaveown
ers who collectively owned more than 10,000 black slaves.81 

Although facts about black slaveowners are undisputed, it is probably 
the case, as Larry Koger writes, that "most Americans, black and white, 
believe that slavery was a system exclusively maintained by whites to ex
ploit black people." Even scholars do not emphasize black slaveowner
ship, David Brion Davis says, because it "does not fit the conventional 
narrative-it confuses the morality tale." Indeed acutely chagrined about 
the subject, some scholars seek to dismiss black slavery as nothing more 
than a case of free Negroes buying their relatives. This claim is refuted by 
Koger's study of South Carolina, which found that more than 80 percent 
of black slaveowners were light-skinned mulattoes, while 90 percent of 
the slaves they owned were dark-skinned. The two groups, Koger argues, 
were hardly "kinfolk."82 Nor can it be argued that black slaveowners 
took slaves as a consequence of internalizing white slaveowners' racial 
stereotypes. There is no reason to believe that, virtually unique among 
the peoples of the world, black masters were forced into slaveownership 
and would have abstained from it absent social pressures. Indeed such a 
view takes away from blacks their free will, perhaps the most important 
indicator of their emancipated status. 

Certainly this chapter in the history of American slavery does not alter 
the big picture. The institution of black-run plantations was modest in 
comparison to the magnitude of white slaveownership. Yet its existence 
proves that history seldom draws clear lines between oppressors and vic
tims. The acquiescence, indeed participation, of black slaveowners in the 
institution of slavery confirms that American slavery, like slavery around 
the world, bore no necessary link to racism, and that in America, as else
where, human beings of all races are capable of serious moral crimes in 
the name of expediency and self-interest. 

WHY RACISM? 

As the example of black slaveowners suggests, American slavery was not 
established because of racism but for the purpose of profit. There was 
work to be done building the new world, and slavery provided the unpaid 
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labor to do the job. As Winthrop Jordan argues, racism may have influ
enced the European decision to seek black slaves in Mrica,83 but it can 
hardly be the main or only reason. Scholars are fairly unanimous that 
Mrican slaves were purchased and transported to America for reasons of 
convenience and economic gain.84 Nor can the spread of racism in Ameri
ca be explained by the factors leading to its origin in Europe. It is prepos
terous to imagine that the vast majority of Americans devoted any time 
whatsoever to contemplating the civilization gap between the West and 
the dark -skinned part of the world. How, then, did the speculations of a 
relatively small number of naturalists, travelers, missionaries, and diplo
mats become part of the conventional wisdom of the American people for 
more than two hundred years, persisting into the twentieth century? 

Marxist scholars such as Eugene Genovese have a powerful answer. 
"Race relations did not determine the patterns of slavery in the new 
world; the patterns of slavery ... determined race relations."85 The 
Marxist view is that racism developed and spread in America as an ideol
ogy to rationalize the enslavement and oppression of blacks by a white 
master class. Fortified by racism from the beginning, American slavery it
self became a catalyst for the institutionalization of bigotry.86 This view 
draws on the insight that C. R. Boxer popularized: "One race cannot sys
tematically enslave members of another for centuries without acquiring a 
conscious or unconscious feeling of racial superiority."87 That is why, in 
many ancient cultures, it was customary to brand or tattoo slaves to con
firm their social stigma.88 But in the United States no such measures 
were necessary. 89 Mricans were chosen for slavery in part because they 
were considered inferior as a race. They already wore a racial uniform, 
which itself became the mark of slavery, and even later a stigma of shame 
and inferiority. 

The Marxist view contains a good deal of truth. Even though not all 
blacks in America were slaves, and not all slaves in America were black, 
over time these nuances became blurred, and in crucial respects racism 
and slavery became synonymous, at least in perception if not in opera
tion. The consequence was a virtually inseparable association in the 
American mind between the degradation of slavery and the degradation 
of blackness. As the Daily Intelligencer; an Atlanta newspaper, put it in 
1860, "Whenever we see a Negro, we presuppose a master, and if we see 
him in what is commonly called a free state, we consider him out of his 
place."9° Yet the Marxist account leaves an unanswered question: what 
economically exploitative purpose does racism serve by plaguing and tor-
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menting the free black population? Moreover, why did white racism to
ward blacks far exceed racism toward American Indians, even though 
some Indians too were slaves in America? These questions are illuminat
ed by considering the differences between black slavery and Indian slav
ery in the United States, and between slavery in the United States and 
slavery in Latin and South America. Scholars who study Caribbean and 
South American slavery agree that the system was extremely harsh, in 
some respects harsher than in the United States.91 Reporting to absentee 
owners in Spain and Portugal, ruthless overseers wielded the lash over gi
gantic plantations of Mricans, working them with little apparent concern 
for their health or longevity. The slave mortality rate was far higher in 
Latin America than in the United States.92 The reason South American 
slaves could be worked to death is that there were countless others to re
place them; thus slaves were disposable, a kind of human fodder. 

Yet partly through the influence of the Catholic Church, Latin Ameri
can slave laws were far more humane than those in the United States.93 

Nowhere in the United States was marriage legal for slaves, whereas 
slaves in Latin America had a legal right to marry and receive the sacra
ments. Also, as Brazilian scholars like Gilberte Freyre and Florestan Fer
nandes have shown, because of the church's emphasis on family unity, 
slave families in Latin America had specific rights, including legal protec
tions against arbitrary dissolution. By contrast, slaveowners in the United 
States had full discretion over whether to break up families and separate
ly sell parents and children.94 Every American slave state except South 
Carolina had laws against miscegenation, and although the practice oc
curred it was regarded as publicly shameful. In Latin America, because of 
the small number of white women who settled in the Spanish colonies, 
black concubinage was everywhere legal, public, even moderately re
spectable.95 In fact, according to Stanley Elkins, miscegenation was gen
erally considered a good thing in Latin America because it had a 
whitening effect, whereas it was generally considered a bad thing in the 
United States because it had a darkening effect.96 

Manumissions were easier, as a matter of both law and practice, in 
Latin America. Some American states severely restricted the right of 
masters to free their slaves, fearing the presence of a resentful class of 
free blacks among the white population. But Latin American slaves were 
often permitted to accumulate private savings and to purchase their own 
freedom. Indeed it was customary, especially in Cuba, to regard slaves 
who had paid one-third or one-half of their price to their owners as one-
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third or one-half free and consequently entitled to that proportion of 
their own free time.97 The consequence of the Latin American system 
was the gradual emergence of a free colored class, which was considered 
neither white nor black, but named for the specific proportion of white 
and black and Indian blood. Latin Americans were classified variously as 
mestizos, mulattoes, zambos, quadroons, and octoroons.98 Indeed it was 
common throughout Latin America for masters to free their offspring by 
slave women. The child of a slave inherited his father's freedom, not his 
mother's servitude. In the United States, by contrast, the progeny of 
master and slave usually remained slaves. Servitude was inherited 
through the mother, and the child typically ignored and repudiated by 
the father. 99 Thus the United States gradually embraced a doctrine 
unique in the history of slavery: all children with any recognizable black 
ancestry would be considered black. 100 There was no question of grada
tion or what Carl Degler of Stanford terms the "mulatto escape 
hatch." 101 To be white meant, de jure if not de facto, to be a thoroughbred 
European, uncontaminated by a single drop of Negro blood.102 Even 
after slavery, the one-drop rule would ensure that blacks, as a group, 
would remain distinct and distant from whites, who could think of them
selves as a ruling class. 103 

None of this means that no enduring hierarchy developed in Latin 
America. It did, but it was primarily a social and not a racial hierarchy. 
The colored class emerged as a buffer zone, an intermediary between 
pure whites and pure blacks; in many countries, the colored class became 
the national majority. Dark skin continued to carry some stigma, but it 
was entirely possible to erase this through wealth, political status, and in
termarriage with others of lighter skin. Racial tensions persist today in 
Brazil, Cuba, and other Latin American countries, but the racial legacy of 
slavery there is unquestionably less stark than in the United States. 104 

Scholars have struggled to explain why the North American and the 
South American slave systems evolved so differently. No doubt many 
factors are responsible, including religious and cultural differences. But 
an often-overlooked cause for the racial difference lies in the radically 
different systems of government. Spain and Portugal, which maintained 
South American colonies, were rigid monarchies. From the seat of gov
ernment to the church, presided over by the Holy Inquisition, freedom 
defined as the right of self-government and the right to determine one's 
own life simply did not exist. Consequently Spanish and Portuguese 
plantation owners did not have to explain to anyone, or even to them-
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selves, why they were enslaving large numbers of Mricans, depriving 
them of liberty, and stealing the fruits of their labor. Slavery was a prac
tice that seemed entirely reasonable for social and economic life, and one 
that did not contradict any of the institutions in their home countries. In 
short, South American slaveowners were under very little obligation to 
justify or rationalize slavery. 

By contrast, the United States in the late eighteenth century became a 
free society with a liberal democratic creed. Inspired by the words of a 
Southern slaveholder, Thomas Jefferson, these people fought a revolu
tion in order to secure the proposition that "all men are created equal 
and endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights." In an early 
draft of the Declaration, Jefferson specifically excoriated King George 
for violating the basic rights of human beings by "carrying them into slav
ery."105 Duncan MacLeod writes that "the very term slavery was among 
the most frequent in the Revolution!lry vocabulary. The war was seen as 
essentially a battle against political servitude."106 It is not easy for a soci
ety revolting in the name of liberty and equality to justify slavery. The 
British Tory Samuel Johnson summarized the dilemma. "How is it that 
we hear the loudest yelps for liberty among the drivers of Negroes?"107 

Many Americans found a way to resolve the contradiction. All men are 
created equal, blacks are being bought and sold in America, therefore 
blacks must not be men. After all, if blacks are men, and all men are cre
ated equal, then blacks are entitled to the same rights as whites, includ
ing the right not to be held in captivity. Consequently the premise of 
black humanity must be denied in order to sustain slavery. This explains 
the contorted logic of the infamous Dred Scott decision of 1857 in which 
the Supreme Court invoked black inferiority to exclude slaves from con
stitutional protection, and pronounced slave ownership as a fundamental 
property right. 108 

The doctrine that slaves were legally equivalent to property generated 
both legal and human contradictions. In fact, slave laws implicitly recog
nized the humanity of slaves by holding them accountable for their ac
tions. Nathan Huggins writes, ''A pig in the corn was not a thief; a slave 
in the smokehouse was. A horse that trampled the life from a cruel mas
ter was no murderer; a slave who struck out against brutality was." 109 

Moreover, masters who engaged in sexual relations with slaves also pre
sumed their humanity-otherwise their behavior would constitute not 
merely fornication, but bestiality. 

So the Marxist argument is essentially correct: the ideology of racial 
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superiority, which originated to explain civilizational differences, be
came consolidated in America as a convenient rationalization for con tin
uing oppression. What some Marxist scholars seem to miss is that 
racism in America was not an economic but a moral justification. Al
though they limited the franchise to propertied white males, the Ameri
can founders were not insincere in proclaiming their allegiance to 
principles of liberty and equality. Precisely because they cherished those 
principles, they found it necessary to believe in the inhumanity of 
blacks. Southerners who were in the forefront of the American Revolu
tion and were no less committed than Northerners to the principles of 
the Declaration and the Constitution, found themselves in a particular 
quandary as they administered their forced-labor plantations. Racism in 
the American South served to rationalize and justify behavior that flatly 
contravened the nation's political ideals. The consequence, Winthrop 
Jordan writes, is the emergence of a new category of consciousness: 
Amerbtns began to regard themselves not merely as English, or as 
Christian, but as white.llO 

If Americans did not believe in equality, then racism would serve no 
ideological or material purpose. "Racism represents a contradictory resur
gence in egalitarian society of what finds direct expression as hierarchy in 
caste society," Louis Dumont writes.l 11 Racism, therefore, flourished in 
the interregnum between the principles of the Constitution and its prag
matic concession to the institution of slavery. Far from being proof of dis
tinctive American evil, racism is a peculiar reflection of the moral 
conscience of America, and of the West. It reflects the oppressor's need to 
account for the betrayal of his highest ideals. Despite the ignominious ca
reer of racism as a justification for exploitation, in all of human history, 
only the white man has felt compelled to provide such a justification. 
Paradoxically, those who indulged in racism thereby revealed their hu
manity, even as they disregarded the humanity of others.l 12 The very exis
tence of racism implies that, from the very outset, slavery existed 
uncomfortably and anomalously with Jeffersonian principles. 

THE RED AND TilE BLACK 

Earlier we saw that from the outset American Indians were, despite their 
perceived primitivism, less vulnerable to white racism. A further reason 
that Indians escaped the worst virulence of European and American 
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racism is that whites found it difficult, if not impossible, to maintain 
them as slaves. "Negroes were considered draft animals, Indians wild an
imals," writes native American writer Vine Deloria.l 13 Ironically Euro
peans came to regard the American Indian's apparent unsuitability for 
slavery to be a mark of nobility. Obviously one of the first projects of the 
European settlers was to try to enslave the indigenous people of Ameri
ca, and many Indians were captured and put to work. Yet Indian slavery 
soon proved unsatisfactory, which is why the settlers found it necessary to 
get involved in the long-distance African trade. Over time the enslave
ment of Indians in the United States eroded to the point of insignifi
cance, and slavery came to be associated entirely with African people. 

One reason that Europeans found it difficult to enslave Indians was 
the "noble savage" idea that caused whites to admire and envy the red 
man. The European fundamentally considered the Indian, for all his 
darkened hues, to be a kind of uncivilized white man. In fact, the color 
of the Indian was often dismissed as insignificant, and some trappers 
maintained that it resulted from the Indian practice of smearing himself 
with bear grease and other cosmetics. 114 Thus, European racism toward 
Indians was moderated from the outset. But the main reason for Euro
peans losing their appetite for enslaving Indians was prudential. Many 
Indians came from fierce tribes which vowed and sometimes secured 
vengeance. Europeans wanted to maintain amicable relations with tribes, 
with whom they traded furs, linens, rifles, alcohol, and other goods. 
Moreover several Indian tribes were nomadic hunters, and European 
planters found it exasperating to the point of impossibility to accustom 
them to the intensive work of settled agriculture. Finally Indians proved 
quite adept at escaping, and when this happened they faded into the 
landscape; it was extremely difficult to retrieve runaway Indians who 
knew the territory. 115 By contrast, Africans could run but they could not 
easily hide. 

Although content to enslave Indians to get work done, Europeans in 
general considered Indian slavery a temporary expedient to accelerate 
the native's transition to civilization. When Indians proved resistant to 
slavery, many of them dying from disease, resistance, and strain, some 
Europeans attributed this to the nobility of the Indian character, which 
they concluded was not naturally disposed to slavery. Many whites liked 
and respected Indian qualities; Winthrop Jordan comments that it is no 
historical accident that the Indian, and not the Negro, ended up on the 
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old American five-cent piece. 116 Even today one finds legacies of the 
white man's admiration: high school teams called the Indians, Braves, 
and Seminoles, or cities with names like Cheyenne and Sioux City. 

Nothing better illustrates the presence of racism than attitudes and 
laws affecting miscegenation, and here too the Indian found himself fa
vored over the African. While whites portrayed blacks as grossly promis
cuous and declared sexual contact with them abominable and unlawful, 
they showed no comparable public revulsion toward relationships with 
Indians. 117 Although they would probably have regarded it as unthink
able for blacks, several of the most distinguished Americans of the colo
nial period-Patrick Henry, John Marshall, Robert Beverley, William 
Byrd, Thomas Jefferson-all recommended intermarriage as an excellent 
way to overcome white prejudices against Indians and integrate them 
into civilized societyJ18 

Although slavery and racism are not intrinsically related, as we have 
seen, what distinguished the American experience from the rest of the 
world was the evolution over time of racial slavery, specifically black slav
ery. The American institution of slavery became driven and maintained 
by the assumptions of racial superiority. Yet over time racism developed 
into an ideological system with institutions of its own. As one scholar 
puts it, "Eventually a black skin was taken as a natural outward sign of 
inward mental and moral inferiority."119 Since the dehumanization of 
black slaves can be ascribed to their slave status rather than their color, 
nowhere can the impact of American racism be better seen than in the 
treatment of free blacks in this country. 

During the period between the American Revolution and the Civil 
War, most states either by law or social compulsion prevented free blacks 
from voting. In a number of northern states they were prohibited from 
giving testimony in cases where a white person was involved. Frequently, 
free blacks found themselves systematically segregated from the white 
community, even in the northern states. Most lived in black areas of 
town, nicknamed "Little Africa," "New Guinea," and "Nigger Hill." 
Many found all but the most menial and low-paying jobs closed to them. 
Some states burdened them with special taxes. Free blacks and slaves 
were generally not permitted to marry. In virtually all states intermarriage 
with whites was strictly outlawed. Some jurisdictions made it a crime for 
free blacks to travel without identification, or to keep guns or dogs with
out license, or to consort with slaves, or to meet in large groups even for 
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school or church. Finally, all free blacks were exposed to the discre
tionary indignities of whites, with little recourse to courts of law or any 
other forum of grievance. If free blacks could not pay their debts or vio
lated the law, they sometimes risked being sold into slavery. 120 

TAKING CARE OF BUSINESS 

Although scholars continue to debate whether slavery was a profitable in
stitution, the question becomes clearer if we specify: profitable for 
whom? Obviously slavery was profitable for slaveowners, which is why 
they adopted it. As scholars never tire of pointing out, slavery existed be
cause there was work that needed to be done, and plantation owners 
preferred that it be done without pay. Slaves were a kind of "human 
tool," as Orlando Patterson puts it. They cost money to buy and to main
tain, but as property they were conveniently exempt from wages and 
salaries. The Southern plantation system preceded slavery, but it made 
the transition from employing paid workers to slaves for the simple rea
son that black slaves were cheaper. "The money which procured a white 
man's services for ten years could buy a Negro for life."121 It cost $200 
on average to buy a slave at the beginning of the 19th century; by 1860 
the cost ranged from $1,400 to $2,000. 122 These were not trifling 
amounts of money in those days, but they entitled slaveowners to a man 
or woman's entire life of service. Although white slaveowners described 
themselves as patriarchs and aristocrats, administering a system pleasant
ly detached from the injustices and greed of Northern capitalism-a 
claim endorsed by some scholars-Walter Rodney sensibly points out 
that it strains credulity to think that slave traders and plantation owners 
"were so dumb that for centuries they absorbed themselves in a non
profit venture." 123 Slave labor enriched the slaveowner and served as the 
foundation of the plantation economy of the southern states. 124 

At the same time, what was good for the slaveowner was not necessar
ily good for the South. Slavery insulated that region of the United States 
from the vital economic information conveyed by a wage and price sys
tem. Thus when labor became expensive in the North, business began to 
move toward consolidation, mechanization, and other techniques of im
proved efficiency. While the North invested in innovation and invention, 
the South languished.125 Whatever needed to be done, the slaves were 
there to do, and nobody, least of all the slaves, was in any particular hurry. 
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The paradoxical conclusion is that slavery in the United States was prof
itable for the planters, yet simultaneously retarded the industrial devel
opment of the plantation society. Until recently, the South remained the 
most economically backward part of the country. 

In the mid 1970s, the scholarly debate on the material life of black 
slaves was dramatically changed with the publication of Robert Fogel and 
Stanley Engerman' s Time on the Cross. Previous generalizations about the 
slave livelihood were largely partial and anecdotal: excerpts from slave 
diaries, reports of abuse by masters, a handful of plantation records from 
this or that state. Based on a systematic review and computer analysis of 
tens of thousands of farms, drawn from census data, invoices of sales, 
and Southern plantation records-a technique called cliometrics-Fogel 
and Engerman made some astonishing claims. They argued that slaves 
were in general relatively well treated by masters. Whippings were infre
quent. The slave diet was better than that of many white workers in the 
North and many more in Europe. Slaves often lived in better quarters 
than Northern laborers. They worked shorter hours and fewer days. A 
noticeable number of masters did not typically expropriate all the earn
ings of slaves; instead, they permitted slaves to retain a percentage of 
their product, so that many slaves could accumulate private property and 
capital. Slaveowners only infrequently broke up slave families by selling 
off wives, although they more readily sold children. Masters did not typi
cally cohabit with the wives and daughters of slaves, nor did they breed 
large regiments of mulatto children; on the contrary, they encouraged the 
family unit which remained basically intact. 126 

In presenting their findings about slavery, Fogel and Engerman stated 
their intention to "expose many myths that have served to corrode and 
poison relations between the races." 127 But the authors soon discovered 
that, when it comes to slavery, good news is unwelcome. Few contempo
rary scholars, least of all Mrican Americans, are interested in conclusions 
that mitigate the historical sins of the slaveholders and reduce the magni
tude of the sufferings of the slaves. Mter an initial burst of favorable 
publicity, Fogel and Engerman came under obstreperous attack from 
scholars who accused them of being morally insensitive, and from black 
activists who accused them of being racists. Writing in The New Republic, 
Allan Lichtman charged Fogel and Engerman with offering a "benign 
portrait of slavery," a work that was "susceptible to racist interpreta
tions." Christopher Dell in The Nation fumed that the authors appeared 
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"as the friends of slavery," presenting findings according to which "slav
ery can appear to be a kind of happy picnic lunch. "128 

As these remarks indicate, the greatest concern of Fogel and Enger
man' s critics was that the two scholars were giving scholarly support to 
ancient plantation stereotypes of the happy slave, singing in the cotton 
field, getting along famously with his compassionate master. 129 This 
Southern perspective is represented by the husband of Mary Boykin 
Chesnut, who always complained that slaves ate his hogs and meat but 
hardly did any work. Asked if he had a problem with runaways, he snort
ed, "Never. It's pretty hard work to keep me from running away from 
them."l3° Actually, Fogel and Engerman's critics had a point. Reading 
Time on the Cross by itself, slavery appears such a relatively mild business 
that one begins to wonder why Frederick Douglass and so many others 
ever tried to escape. Fogel and Engerman's statistical work frequently 
does obscure the day-to-day hardships of slavery, which are more appar
ent by scrutinizing the fates of particular individuals, not simply mathe
matical tables. Proclaiming the new findings inconclusive, critics of Fogel 
and Engerman resuscitated example after example from the old litera
ture of slave hardship and abuse. 131 One undoubtedly positive result of 
the debate was that a number of reputable scholars undertook new re
search, seeking for Fogel and Engerman either vindication or their own 
time on the cross. 

Two decades later, a great deal has been published on the subject, and 
scholars are beginning to converge on the facts about slavery, as they can 
best be determined given inevitable limitations of data. The emerging con
sensus of this scholarship is that slaves were, in material terms of diet, 
health, and shelter, slightly better off than northern industrial workers, and 
far better off than workers in much of Europe. Oddly, the slave's complete 
dependence gave the master the responsibility for providing him and his 
family with food, clothing, shelter, and medical attention; however partial 
or inadequate these provisions, no free workers enjoyed a comparable so
cial security system from birth until death. Indeed Eugene Genovese in 
Roll, Jordan, Roll concludes that the vast majority of the world's population 
probably did not then live and eat as well as the slaves did in the South a 
hundred years ago. 132 Slaves who worked in urban areas as skilled crafts
men enjoyed much greater freedom, often choosing their own housing, 
and paying a share of their earnings to their owners, keeping the rest for 
themselves.l33 "Slaves came to expect Sundays off," Nathan Huggins 
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writes. "Holidays, especially Christmas, were almost everywhere occasions 
for parties and entertainment. There would be extras like whisky, cake and 
dances."134 

In Latin America slaves were often worked to death by overseers who 
were paid a percentage of the crop, so that they had every incentive to 
maximize production and none to keep the slaves healthy. But American 
plantations were relatively small, and owners typically played a direct role 
in management. Because slaves were expensive, masters treated them as 
valuable possessions. Thomas Sowell points out that masters often hired 
immigrants, especially Irishmen, to do work that was considered unsafe 
for slaves, such as draining infested swamps, cutting trees, building rail
roads, or tending combustible boilers. 135 The Northern traveler Freder
ick Olmstead was told by an Alabama riverboat owner, "The niggers are 
worth too much to be risked here; if the Paddies are knocked overboard 
or their backs break, nobody loses anything."l36 

Of all the slaves shipped from Africa to the New World, only a small 
fraction, about 7 percent, came to the United States.137 Yet this relatively 
small imported population of approximately 400,000 would multiply by 
1860 to a slave total of more than four million, making the U.S. slaves 
the only group in the Americas to multiply itself. US The life expectancy of 
slaves in the South was only slightly lower than that for slaveowners. 139 

Their average diet, although acknowledged by Robert Fogel to be nutri
tionally inadequate in some respects, nevertheless gave them a mortality 
rate comparable to many Western Europeans. 14° Certainly this is a reflec
tion of the material treatment of slaves. 

Journeying in the United States during the 1830s, the French writer 
Gustave de Beaumont compared the circumstances of Indians and Ne
groes in America to those of the Irish in Europe. "I have seen the Indian 
in his forests and the Negro in his chains, and thought, as I contemplated 
their pitiable condition, that I saw the very extreme of human wretched
ness, but I did not then know the condition of unfortunate Ireland."141 

Visiting Ireland in the 1840s, the former slave turned abolitionist Freder
ick Douglass agreed; he was so appalled that he was almost "ashamed to 
lift my voice against American slavery."142 Slaves in the United States suf
fered no dietary deprivation comparable to the Irish potato famine, in 
which one million people perished from hunger. 143 

But these are comparisons of deprivation with extreme deprivation. 
As Beaumont's remarks make clear, slaves may have lived less miserably 
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than others, but they did live miserably. They typically rose at four or 
five in the morning, they worked between twelve and sixteen hours a 
day, their meals were tasteless or unappetizing, their living quarters drab 
and inadequate, their medical care was poor, their religious and social 
lives were entirely subordinate to their work routines. As the testimony 
of several former slaves indicates, the institution was excruciating to en
dure because of its debilitating monotony and boredom, its elaborate 
paraphernalia of rules and regulations, and its routinized neglect of 
those aspects of life which raise the human being above the level of a 
beast. 144 Slaves were purposefully condemned to an existence as a hewer 
of wood and a drawer of water, so that others could live fuller, more 
comfortable lives.145 

If many slaves were fortunate to have kind or moderate owners who 
did not ill treat them, this is because the corrupt system did not erode all 
that was Christian and decent in the Southern master class. Moreover, if 
it was customary for planters to offer special rewards to slaves such as 
extra holidays, better meals, even small cash payments, this was mainly 
for the purpose of getting work out of them. If whippings were not used 
promiscuously on well-run plantations, this was because they had been 
administered often enough to have a deterrent effect. If wounds and mu
tilations and injuries to slaves were not the norm, this was partly because 
masters knew that injuries and visible scars reduced the efficiency and 
future marketability of the slave. If masters did not routinely rape and 
abuse slave women, this was largely to avoid a collapse of morale among 
slave families, not to mention the possibility of murderous retaliatory at
tacks from slave men. 146 

The point is that all these terrible things happened, and happened 
often. If they did not occur more frequently, that is partly because of the 
religious and ethical sensibilities of masters, but mostly because it was 
not in the interest of the owners to carry the abuse of slaves too far. Re
member that the defining characteristic of the slave was that he was 
legally classified as property. Most people, and Southern planters were no 
different, try to take care of their property, not because they care about 
its feelings, but because they don't want it to spoil or depreciate. In the 
words of one plantation journal, "Men, like animals, cannot work unless 
there is furnished to them the necessary comforts which by nature they 
require."147 In summary, the American slave was treated like property, 
which is to say, pretty well. 
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THE PSYCHIC WOUND OF SLAVERY 

Despite the fact that scholars have refuted much of the popular concep
tion of slavery as a form of physical mass torture, the conventional image 
of the institution remains true insofar as the most heinous legacy of slav
ery was not its material deprivations but its psychological and social in
juries. The testimony of three of the most perceptive observers suggests 
the depth of slavery's psychic burden. Tocqueville reports in the early 
nineteenth century that masters had improved the physical condition of 
slaves quite a bit, yet the plight of the slave never improved because 
"they have spiritualized despotism and violence."148 A few years later, 
Frederick Douglass denounced slavery as not only the theft of a man's 
labor but, more painful, the "murder of his soul,"149 a process of dehu
manization by which "a man was transformed into a brute."15° Reflecting 
on slavery early in the twentieth century, the Mrican American scholar 
W E. B. Du Bois acknowledged that slaves shared the hardships of many 
common laborers in the mines and sweatshops of the world: 

But there is a real meaning to slavery different from that we may apply to the 

laborer today. It was in part psychological, the enforced personal feeling of in

feriority, the calling of another Master, the standing with hat in hand. It was 

the helplessness. It was the defenselessness of family life. It was the submer

gence below the arbitrary will of any sort of individual.t5t 

It is perhaps understandable why masters would seek to extract the 
maximum labor of slaves, but why would they degrade them in this man
ner? The reasons lie in the very nature of slavery. As Orlando Patterson 
argues, slavery is not a voluntary condition, yet morally in his failure to 
resist to his last breath, the slave is the person who has chosen a debased 
life over an honorable death. Consequently, slaves throughout the world 
have been considered to be persons without honor. 152 Moreover, the 
practice of slavery accustoms masters to dealing with human beings as 
commodities. In the United States, as elsewhere, slaves were auctioned 
in open markets, bred and sometimes branded like cattle, wagered in 
card and dice games, presented as gifts at social events, and deeded to 
others in wills. 153 Since the law treated slaves as things rather than peo
ple, many masters showed little desire to honor their psychological and 
social needs, or even to acknowledge that they had any. 

The effects of this institutionalized callousness on the slaves were cat
aclysmic. Any material security that came from the expectation that their 
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masters would feed and clothe them was overwhelmed by the psychic in
security that came from the knowledge that their masters could sell their 
common-law wives or children at any time. Such sales were not typical; 
in a review of the evidence, one scholar estimates that one-quarter to 
one-third of slave marriages were broken up in this way. But in no South
ern state were such sales illegal, and they were frequent enough to be a 
source of perennial anguish. 154 The indignities imposed on slave women 
must have been excruciating for them to bear, and for their men and 
children to behold. Females of every age were often required to strip to 
the waist, or even to take all their clothes off, for display and inspection 
at auction. Whether the practice was frequent in some places or rare in 
others, in no state was the rape of a slave woman a crime by law. The 
consequence, for the slaves, was a tremendous physical and emotional 
vulnerability.155 

Although many states had laws against wantonly cruel treatment, 
blacks were not allowed to testify in court and white juries proved ex
tremely reluctant to convict. Slaves were not permitted to strike a white 
man, and there were actually laws on the books recommending that 
slaves be chastised for rudeness and insolence. Especially in areas of 
heavy slave concentration, local statutes made it illegal for slaves to leave 
the area, carry sticks or weapons, or gather in large numbers, even to lis
ten to a sermon, outside the presence of a white man. Although never fol
lowed consistently in practice, the logic of regarding slaves as chattel 
implied that there were few legal restrictions on what masters could do, 
including flog or maim them. As one VIrginia assembly put it: how can a 
man be prevented from mistreating his own property?l56 

Even slaves not subjected to these brutal whims were demeaned by 
their masters who kept them ignorant and illiterate, allowing their minds to 
atrophy. Many states made it illegal for masters to teach slaves to read and 
write, fearing the implantation, however unwitting, of ideas of freedom 
into their heads.157 In addition to all this, there were the discretionary in
dignities, sometimes deployed by masters for their own amusement and to 
keep black slaves in their places. Vrrtually all slaves were given only a first 
name, and not permitted a surname or family name. Grown men were ad
dressed as "boy" to italicize their subordinate status. Frequently, slaves 
were not told their own age. 158 And masters with a special taste for malice 
gave their slaves improbable and absurd names, such as Colonel, Senator, 
Apollo Belvedere, Napoleon Boneyfidey Waterloo, Ananias, Piddlekins, 
Lady Adeliza Chimpanzee and Prince Orang Outan.l59 
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OUT OF AMERICA 

The Negro has been formed by this nation, for better or worse, 

and does not belong to any other-not to Africa, and certainly not 

to Islam. 

-James Baldwini6o 

Slavery is routinely blamed for having stolen from American blacks their 
culture, yet as a result of slavery, American blacks lost their ancestral trib
al affiliations but gained a culture. Contrary to the claims of some Afro
centrists, this culture is not African, but Afro-American. The cumulative 
social effect of slavery was to uproot Africans from their original home, 
to foster the development of a unique new culture under the strains of 
oppression. Thus like other ethnic groups blacks have recognizable 
group traits. They did not import these from abroad, but developed 
them in the United States. The camaraderie generated by this common 
culture is suggested by African Americans who call each other "brother" 
or "sister," even when they are not related. Like all cultures, Afro-Ameri
can culture under slavery developed unique strengths and weaknesses, 
some of which may have endured long after slavery was abolished, per
haps even to the present day.161 

Scholars continue to debate the persistence of African beliefs and cus
toms among American slaves. Scholars seeking to build a case for con
temporary black nationalism and African pride have labored hard to 
locate African religious beliefs, tribal ways, and folk history and literature 
among American slaves. Many such examples have been located, some
times in the United States but predominantly in South America and the 
Caribbean.162 One scholar, J. L. Dillard, argues that Black English, the 
urban dialect spoken by many African Americans, has etymological roots 
in "survivals from West African languages."163 Yet the case for a substan
tial African heritage in the United States remains problematic. American 
slaves did not come from a single area or nation in Africa. They came 
from hundreds of different tribes, speaking literally hundreds of differ
ent languages, and adhering to a varied array of customs and beliefs. 164 It 
is only a slight exaggeration to say that the only thing they had in com
mon was the color of their skin. Thus it seems farfetched for African 
Americans today to allege that whites have stolen from them a shared 
African culture that not even their ancestors possessed. Yet coming from 
heterogeneous cultures, Africans in the United States entered a relatively 
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homogenous culture decisively shaped by Europe, Protestantism, and 
the distinctive American experience. 165 Unlike in South America and the 
Caribbean, where plantations commonly employed several hundred or 
even thousands of slaves, blacks in the United States were typically 
placed on family-owned plantations with small numbers of slaves. 166 As a 
result, African mores such as voodoo, conjuring, and witchcraft endured 
much better in the large slave communities of Brazil and the West Indies. 
In the United States, by contrast, slaves were unable to preserve over the 
generations anything more than fragments of African memory. 

As black scholar E. Franklin Frazier describes, the shock of displace
ment to a new land was soon followed by a struggle for social adjustment 
and survival. Africans could not continue to speak in their native lan
guage, for not only their masters but also other slaves from other tribes 
would not understand them. So the slaves learned English, although of a 
broken, pigdin variety. African religions lasted longer, but even these 
were typically treated as barbarous by slaveowners and sometimes had to 
be practiced in secret. Over time, many slaves converted to the religion 
of their masters, and residual African beliefs were synthesized with the 
new faith. 167 

Although slaves in the United States were stripped of their African her
itage, through their own creative response and resistance to slavery they 
fashioned over time a new and distinctive style and ethos. This is not to 
suggest that black slaves entirely reinvented themselves, only that from a 
common African background they created a new American culture. Some 
of their distinctive cultural affinities, such as the centrality of music and 
dance, are clearly traceable to Africa, but of course they now sang in Eng
lish, about topics more pertinent to American slavery than to tribal life
the melancholy of oppression or the hope of Christian salvation.168 The 
culture of American slaves was sui genens; as many studies have shown, 
black slaves reoriented their African identities to their special situation in 
the new country. 169 Thus there does not seem to be much substantial 
African content in black culture in the United States today. America has 
Polish-Americans, Irish-Americans, and Italian-Americans, but no Yoruba
Americans or Wolof-Americans. The contemporary invocation of African 
heritage has its ideological rationale, and it accurately points to a place of 
origin, but historically it seems to be a misnomer for the uniquely Ameri
can cultural identities of the descendants of black slaves. 

What did Africans make of themselves in America? In sharp contrast 
to their tribal and communal past, they discovered the virtues of individ-
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uality, which was a desperate and eventually triumphant defense of per
sonal dignity against the commonplace assaults of slavery. Right from 

their earliest experience in the United States, black slaves began to de
velop distinctive ways of walking, of talking, of telling jokes and stories. 
As if to assert their unique individual identities, some slaves took to ec
centric habits like carrying a cane or cocking their hat. Slaves developed 
widely different personalities on the plantation: the playful Sambo, the 
sullen "field nigger," the dependable Mammy, the sly and inscrutable 
trickster. 17° Some of these personality types are still recognizable. 

Slaves developed a communal life too, much of it built around the two 
central institutions of the black church and the black family. 171 For a peo
ple oppressed, a deep religious faith helped to create autonomous spiritu
al space that even the master had to respect, and it offered hope that the 
travails of the slaves would someday end; in the touching words of the 
spiritual, "I'd rather be in heaven settin' down."172 The slaves embraced 
the white man's Christianity, but they did not make the white man's dis
tinction between salvation in the next world and liberation in this one. 
Slaves identified with Christ as the suffering victim who would rise again, 
and they invested this-worldly hopes in scriptural themes of deliverance 
and the promised land: "Let my people go."173 Led by Richard Allen and 

Absalom Jones, some blacks withdrew from white pews and founded their 
own churches, such as the African Methodist Episcopal ChurchP4 Even 
today, black churches have a distinct style and sound. 

Slavery did not destroy the black family. In claiming that it did, WE. B. Du 
Bois, E. Franklin Frazier, Kenneth Stampp, and Daniel Patrick Moynihan 
seem to overstate their case,l75 These scholars are certainly right that slavery 
placed enormous pressure on the monogamous family. Because men had no 
special responsibility or ability to provide for others, the black family was 
never as patriarchal as the white family. During slavery the only distinction be
tween legitimate and illegitimate children was conventional, not legal. In The 
Negro American Family, WE. B. DuBois estimated the black illegitimacy rate 
in 1900, a few decades after emancipation, to be around 25 percent, com
pared with a white illegitimacy rate of less than 2 percent.176 Ever since that 
time, single-parent and illegitimacy rates for black families have always been 
higher than those for white families. Who can deny that this is partly a conse
quence of slavery? 

Yet the black family outlasted slavery. As Herbert Gutman documents 
in The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, despite countless assaults and 
depredations, blacks struggled to preserve their families during slavery. 
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Even when old ones were broken up, they started new ones, a process 
that Eugene Genovese terms "sequential polygamy." After emancipation, 
many former slaves searched the countryside to reunite broken homes 
and lost relatives. In the early part of the twentieth century, there is clear 
evidence of a two-parent black family building upon the foundation of 
that institution under slavery. Gutman found that in many areas, the dura
tion and stability of marriages were about the same for blacks and whites 
of similar socioeconomic background. Both in the rural South and the 
urban North, Gutman found that "the typical Mro-American family was 
lower-class in status and headed by two parents." Even in Harlem be
tween 1905 and 1925, Gutman found few female-headed families.1 77 

The worst decay in the two-parent black family unit seems to have oc
curred not during slavery or as a result of slavery, but much later and for 
different reasons. Nor is there any evidence that as a consequence of 
slavery, blacks condoned illegitimacy as acceptable within the communi
ty. For the decline and fragility of the contemporary black family, the in
stitution of slavery bears only a minor responsibility. 

CULTURE OF lRRESPONSIBILTIY 

Slavery as a system can legitimately be blamed for a culture of self-defeat
ing and irresponsible attitudes and behavior among black Americans. 
Whether that culture persists today is arguable; that it developed under 
slavery, and as a result of slavery, seems well established in the evidence. 
This raises an awkward question: were white stereotypes of blacks, dating 
back to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, partly accurate? 

For an institution so widespread, and one that lasted for more than two 
hundred years, slavery in the United States inspired very few revolts. In 
this respect, Denmark Vesey and Nat Turner were aberrations. 178 This has 
disappointed some scholars such as Herbert Aptheker, who have been 
looking for slaves to behave like an American proletariat, but it is hardly 
surprising: slaves were outnumbered and outgunned, and revolts were vir
tually guaranteed to fail. As an alternative to revolution, however, slaves 
did develop numerous strategies of resistance. Over time, these consoli
dated into predictable modes of thought and action, recognized by mas
ters and slaves alike, and internalized into the routines of slave culture. 

Three aspects of the slave culture of resistance stand out. One re
volves around a series of measures to avoid, postpone, and minimize 
work. Masters decried it as sloth and laziness, but for slaves it was a ere-
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ative technique to abstain from toiling for rewards that would primarily 
benefit someone else. Slaves were certainly driven to their labors by vari
ous inducements and threats, but understandably they did no more than 
absolutely necessary to secure their small benefits and defer the master's 
wrath. This phenomenon has been observed of slaves in the United 
States and elsewhere.179 "Nothing could stop the dogged slave from 
doing just as little and as poor work as possible," writes WE. B. DuBois. 
''All observers spoke of the fact that the slaves were slow and churlish; 
that they wasted material and malingered in their work. Of course they 
did. They might be made to work continuously, but no power could 
make them work well."180 Elsewhere DuBois reflects upon "the peculiar 
contribution which the Negro made to labor" in the United States and 
comes up with a surprising answer: "the thing that is usually known as 
laziness."181 Techniques for avoiding or at least deferring work included 
moving in very slow motion, taking long breaks and pauses, breaking 
tools to create an interruption, setting fire to property, and feigning sick
ness.182 When such strategies went undetected, they were a source of ex
hilaration and even prestige among slaves, who came to attach a high 
value to the ethic of work avoidance, an attitude captured in the defiant 
slave song: 

I'se Wild Nigger Bill 
Frum Redpepper Hill, 
I never did wo'k, 
An' I never will.183 

Of course slavery influenced the work habits of masters no less than 
slaves. In The Mind of the South, first published in the 1940s, W J. Cash 
noticed a lackadaisical approach to punctuality and hard work in the South 
which he attributed to the legacy of slavery. Since the families of white 
masters did very little work, over the generations they developed cultural 
patterns of sloth and an aristocratic self-image that glorified idleness. 184 

Another practice that was widely followed and won high praise among 
slaves was theft. Again, from the slave's point of view, what is the harm of 
stealing something that you have worked for, and to which you feel enti
tled by right, but which is taken from you by force, as part of an institu
tion that you regard as fundamentally unjust? "The white man's laws 
against theft," Kenneth Stampp writes, "were not supported by the 
slave's code."185 Slaves did not lack a moral code; as Eugene Genovese 
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argues, they regarded stealing from each other as wrong and worthy of 
punishment, but stealing from the master's provisions as justifiable and 
commendable.186 Moreover, theft by slaves revealed the contradiction at 
the heart of slavery, for here was a case of property stealing property! In 
the words of Frederick Douglass: 

To be sure, this was stealing ... but in the case of my master it was a question 

of removal-taking his meat out of one tub and putting it in another. At first 

he owned it in the tub, and last he owned it in me. 187 

The third, and perhaps most broadly shared, part of resistance culture 
among slaves was the high prestige and valorization of the "bad nigger." 
The master might regard him as defiant and uppity, but for many slaves 
he carried all the appeal of the outlaw taking on the corrupt establish
ment. Since the regime itself was unlawful and scandalous, the "bad nig
ger" demonstrated his open contempt for law and his own ability to 
scandalize. He was a small-scale revolutionary, always threatening to poi
son the master, or stalking his wife, or setting fire to the barn at night. If 
the slaves spoke of a runaway as a "ba-ad nigger," the implication was 
that the phrase meant the opposite of what was said.188 

This renegade archetype, cultivated under slavery, persisted well into 
the twentieth century. Numerous black folk tales dramatize and some
times romanticize this roguish character. Richard Wright acknowledges 
that the tortured crimes of Bigger Thomas in his classic novel Native Son 
are based on an enduring "bad nigger" image that, in Bigger's mind, be
came indistinguishable from reality. 189 The famous story called "Stagolee" 
begins with the statement, "Stagolee was undoubtedly and without ques
tion the baddest nigger that ever lived." The story goes on to describe 
Stagolee's drinking, cardplaying, womanizing, and criminal exploits, all 
with an air of naughty appreciation.190 And in Spike Lee's film, the young 
Malcolm X is presented as a "bad nigger." His pimping and criminality are 
integrated into a playful and amusing musical routine. The implication is 
that there is nothing wrong with the "bad nigger," it's the system that 
makes him bad. Even today, among many blacks, the term "bad" is often 
used in a context that makes it clear that what is meant is "good."191 Or
lando Patterson writes: 

There was a distinct underclass of slaves ... who lived fecklessly or danger

ously. They were the incorrigible blacks of whom the slaveowner class was 

forever complaining. They ran away. They were idle. They were compulsive 
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liars. They seemed immune to punishment .... We can trace the underclass, 
as a persisting social phenomenon, to this group.192 

For better or worse, it seems hard to deny that blacks, many of whom 
are racially mixed, have nevertheless shaped, out of the debris of oppres
sion, a distinctive ethnic identity which goes back to slavery. This ethnic 
identity is distinguished from a racial identity in the sense that the former 
is cultural, the latter biological. Black culture is of course partly Southern 
culture, and among poorer blacks, lower-class culture. Yet it remains pos
sible that ethnicity, rather than race, may partly account for black pat
terns of behavior that advance or inhibit the aspirations of Mrican 
Americans today. 

WHO KILLED SLAVERY? 

If America as a nation owes blacks as a group reparations for slavery, 
what do blacks as a group owe America for the abolition of slavery? This 
question is not frivolous, because while slavery is not a distinctively West
ern institution, what is distinctively Western is the campaign to end slav
ery. Many people have of course resisted being captured and sold as 
slaves, but no society, including all of Mrica, has ever on its own account 
mounted principled opposition to human servitude.193 In all the litera
ture condemning Western slavery, however, few scholars have asked why 
a practice sanctioned by virtually all people for thousands of years should 
be questioned, and eventually halted, by only one.l94 "No civilization 
once dependent on slavery has ever been able to eradicate it, except the 
Western," J. M. Roberts writes.195 

Paradoxically, nowhere else in the world but in America is the legacy 
of slavery a contemporary issue; the American Constitution is con
demned as a document that basely compromised with slavery, and the 
framers are routinely denounced for being racist hypocrites. The irony is 
compounded by the recognition that the prevailing view of the Constitu
tion as pro-slavery was precisely that of Justice Taney in the Dred Scott 
decision. By contrast, Abraham Lincoln strongly denied Taney's view and 
Lincoln's position came to be enthusiastically embraced by the greatest 
black leader of the nineteenth century, Frederick Douglass. It is to the 
debates over the legitimacy of slavery in the West that we must turn to 
decide whether Taney and many twentieth century scholars are right, or 
whether Lincoln is right. 
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The Southern defense of slavery only developed as a coherent ideolo
gy in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, because for the first time, 
slavery came under strong attack. Throughout history, slavery had very 
few defenders for the simple reason that it had no critics. The institution 
was uncontroversial, and that which is established and taken for granted 
does not have to be justified. It would be unthinkable for Muslims to 
launch an antislavery crusade, Bernard Lewis writes, because slavery is 
specifically permitted by the Koran and the prophet Muhammad owned 
slaves. 196 The American South was virtually unique among slave societies 
in history in that it produced a comprehensive pro-slavery ideology. 197 In 
part this was because slavery was under assault to a degree unrivaled any
where else in the world.198 

The simplest defense for slavery is economic necessity; as Chancellor 
William Harper casually observed in 183 7, "If there are sordid, servile 
and laborious offices to be performed, is it not better that there should 
be sordid, servile and laborious beings to fill them?" 199 This argument is 
based on a kind of domestic Realpolitzk: someone has to do the dirty 
work, so why not them rather than us? Harper's argument is based on an 
implicit premise: whites in the South are in a position to compel blacks 
to perform menial but necessary tasks. It is force, rather than right, that 
keeps the system of slavery in place. 

Southerners were familiar with a European tradition, going back to 
the Crusades, which held that it was permissible to enslave pagans but 
not Christians. In response to this, the leading forces in the South formu
lated an identical justification: Africans were heathens, so that slavery 
would serve as a kind of moral education to introduce them to Christian
ity. But there was a serious flaw in this argument: once slaves embraced 
the Christian faith of their masters, other excuses became necessary in 
order to justify keeping them in servitude. Here many Southern divines 
intervened to offer a racist rationale. They promulgated a dubious inter
pretation of a story in the book of Genesis in which Noah curses the de
scendants of his son Ham, who impudently looked upon his father's 
nakedness. Thus, in this account, the children of Ham were condemned 
to blackness and future enslavement. This argument too was absurd: in 
fact, the Bible nowhere states that the children of Ham were black. But 
since slavery proved such an expedient institution, for a long time there 
was little challenge to this innovation in biblical exegesis.2oo 

It was only when the institution of slavery came under moral assault 
for betraying the Declaration of Independence and for betraying Christ-
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ian charity by treating human beings as chattel, that many Southern apol
ogists such as John Calhoun, James Henry Hammond, Edmund Ruffin, 
George Frederick Holmes and George Fitzhugh responded by formulat
ing an audacious defense of slavery as a positive good. 201 Southerners 
like James Hammond and George Fitzhugh repudiated the Jeffersonian 
doctrine of equality as, in Hammond's words, "ridiculously absurd." 
Fitzhugh tastelessly quipped that blacks "have a natural and inalienable 
right to be slaves. "202 

As articulated in DeBow's Review and other Southern journals, the 
case for slavery depended on a paternalistic worldview in which Negroes, 
like women and children, occupied positions in an organic society com
mensurate with their limited moral and intellectual abilities. Eugene 
Genovese writes in The Slaveholders' Dilemma, "Southerners from social 
theorists to divines to politicians to ordinary slaveholders and yeomen in
sisted fiercely that emancipation would cast blacks into a marketplace in 
which they could not compete and would condemn them to the fate of 
the Indians or worse."203 Although defenders of slavery were right about 
the harshness of Northern capitalism, their paternalistic vision foundered 
in that the community of interests that could generally be presumed be
tween husband and wife, or between parents and children, could not be 
presumed between master and slave. 

Oddly enough, Southern pro-slavery thought contained an implicit 
defense of democracy-for whites. As Alexander Stephens put it in 
1861, "With us, all the white race, however high or low, rich or poor, are 
equal in the eyes of the law. Not so with the Negro. Subordination is his 
place."204 Pierre Van Den Berghe terms this racial system "Herrenvolk 
democracy," because it extends full rights to the master class but denies 
rights to subordinate classes on account of their presumed inferiority.205 

Southern paternalism was supported not simply by slaveowners, who had 
a vested material interest in such an ideology, but also by many poor 
whites because it offered an important psychological benefit: racial self
esteem. The Southern doctrine of Negro inferiority automatically ex
tended to whites, even those who were destitute and ignorant, 
membership in an exclusive racial club and a social position above that of 
all blacks, both slave and free. Edmund Morgan argues in American Slav
ery, Amen'can Freedom that the racial defense of Southern slavery 
strengthened, among whites, the conviction that despite conspicuous dif
ferences of wealth and position they were equal just as the Declaration of 
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Independence posited. 206 Racism, in other words, became a source of 
white social status. 

The Southern defense of slavery ultimately came down to a very old 
Western argument, one found in Plato's Republic: the wise should rule 
over the unwise. During the Lincoln-Douglas debates, Stephen Douglas 
defended the right of states to decide for themselves whether they want
ed slavery in precisely these terms: 

The civilized world has always held that when any race of men have shown 

themselves to be so degraded by ignorance, superstition, cruelty, and bar

barism, as to be utterly incapable of governing themselves, they must, in the 

nature of things, be governed by others, by such laws as are deemed to be ap

plicable to their condition.207 

WISDOM AND CONSENT 

We may think Stephen Douglas's view to be crude and hateful, but Abra
ham Lincoln did not. He agreed with Douglas: it is absurd to construct a 
regime in which the wise do not rule; surely no one wants to be governed by 
the mediocre or the foolish. In fact this raises a problem with democracy 
that the American founders and Lincoln all recognized: how can the wise, 
who are by definition the few, be reliably identified and chosen to rule by 
the many? Representative government is based on the hope that the majori
ty will exercise their power on behalf of right: that they will choose others to 
govern who are wiser than themselves. Yet modem democracy introduces a 
crucial qualification to the claim of the wise to rule: such rule is only legiti
mate when it is vindicated by popular consent. The majority is not always 
the best judge of what is wise, but most people do recognize their own in
terests. Hence representative democracy is a "mixed regime," which seeks 
to reconcile the claims of right and expediency. 

This debate is the crucial backdrop to an examination of the antislav
ery movement of the eighteenth century, because it provided the context 
and indeed the moral terms for the debate. Martin Klein writes that for 
the first time in all of recorded history, slavery came under attack in Eu
rope and America in the eighteenth century. 208 Absent what David Brion 
Davis terms "a bizarre radicalism" first among religious Protestants and 
then among political reformers, slavery may never have been seriously 
challenged and could well have persisted to the present. The two princi-
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pies that would form the basis for the first serious challenge to the insti
tution of slavery and the doctrine of black inferiority are both encapsulat
ed in the Declaration of Independence: the Christian belief that all 
persons are children of God and equal in His eyes, and the distinctively 
modern European political conception that all human beings enjoy a nat
ural right to freedom and self-government that can only be abridged by 
their consent.209 

Neither of these principles was formulated to deal with slavery, and 
for a very long time they were not thought to be relevant to it. Mter all, 
as Southern writers pointed out, the Bible appears to sanction slavery 
and Christ mounted no political campaign against it. Biblical passages 
extolling human equality in God's sight were interpreted as referring to 
the spiritual equality that obtained in the perfection of the next world, 
not to the political and social hierarchy that was deemed necessary to 
govern sinful human beings in this one. As for the idea of natural rights, 
it can be found in embryonic form in Greece as early as the fifth century 
B.C. The Sophists held that slavery was not natural but conventional, but 
they stopped short of invoking a right not to be enslaved. As we saw ear
lier, Aristotle defended slavery, although he distinguished between slaves 
"by nature," who lacked the capacity to govern themselves, and slaves 
"by accident," who happened to be enslaved owing to debt or captivity. 

Only in the modern period, under the influence of Hobbes, Locke, 
and others, did Europeans conceive of freedom as encompassing the 
right to self-rule. Although Hobbes argued for absolute monarchy, his 
philosophy broke with the thought of the ancients in asserting that the 
wisdom of the king is only legitimate when it is ratified by the consent of 
the governed; all else is tyranny.210 Despite his own allowances for slavery, 
which he described as "nothing else but the state of war continued be
tween a lawful conqueror and a captive," Locke articulated a theory of 
property rights-"Every man has a property in his own person; nobody 
has any right but to himself; the labor of his body, and the work of his 
hands are properly his"211-that was flatly inconsistent with forced servi
tude. Eventually these principles worked themselves out in the minds of 
Europeans and helped to produce an antislavery position. 

In the second half of the eighteenth century, a small but militant group 
of religious and political activists began to apply the doctrine of equality 
more broadly and concretely in order to reform the injustices of this 
world, what David Brion Davis terms "a sacralization of social 
progress."212 Tocqueville wrote: 
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We have seen something absolutely without precedent in history-servitude 
abolished, not by the desperate effort of the slave, but by the enlightened will 
of the master. . . . It is we who have given a definite and practical meaning to 
the Christian idea that all men are born equal, and applied it to the realities 
of this world.213 

The first group to mount an organized campaign against slavery was 
the Society of Friends, the Quakers, first in Europe in the second half of 
the seventeenth century, then in the United States. Ignoring passages in 
the Bible that had been invoked to justify slavery, leading Quakers such 
as George Fox in England, and John Woolman and Anthony Benezet in 
the United States, emphasized that spiritual freedom, man's capacity to 
choose the good in his quest for moral perfectibility, required freedom of 
choice in this life. Slavery, according to this view, represented the moral 
imprisonment of God's children and thus was wrong, even blasphemous. 
Drawing on the religious energies of the Great Awakening, the first of a 
series of revival movements that would energize America between the 
mid eighteenth century and the end of the nineteenth, many evangelical 
Protestants began to embrace a similar interpretation. They applied 
Christ's injunction-do unto others as we would have them do unto 
us-directly to the relationship between slaveowners and slaves. Their 
antislavery convictions grew stronger in the late eighteenth century in op
position to secular and anticlerical philosophes and freethinkers who de
clared slavery to be a rational system based on empirical evidence of the 
natural inferiority of blacks. Such scientific arguments, David Brion 
Davis writes, "enabled orthodox Christians to make a defense of 
Africans a defense of religion itself."214 

In 1772, Lord Mansfield issued a landmark decision in Britain abol
ishing slavery on English soil. In 1833, thanks to the abolition campaign 
of Granville Sharp, Thomas Clarkson, and especially William Wilber
force, slavery was outlawed throughout the British empire. Economic 
motives undoubtedly contributed, but scholars now generally agree that 
religious and political principles were indispensable in achieving the end 
of servitude.215 Antislavery victories soon spread to France, which for
bade slavery in its territories in 1848, and to other European nations as 
well.216 In a bizarre development, tribal leaders in Gambia, the Congo, 
Dahomey, and other African nations that had prospered under the slave 
trade sent delegations to London and Paris to vigorously protest the abo
lition of slavery. 217 The rulers and merchants of Senegal demanded and 
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secured classification as a "protectorate" rather than a "colony" so they 
could continue as slave traders. "Africans felt that the rules of their tradi
tionallife had been called into question," Mohamed Mbodj writes, "by 
initiatives which destabilized the bases of their society."218 

Of course it is impossible to identify the typical African view of anti
slavery. Perhaps the fairest generalization is that no Africans opposed 
slavery in principle, they merely opposed their own enslavement. One 
English activist, who led a campaign to suppress slavery in the Sudan, 
found Africans unreceptive to his pleas and pressures. "It was in vain that 
I attempted to reason with them against the principles of slavery-they 
thought it wrong when they were themselves the sufferers, but were al
ways ready to indulge in it when the preponderance of power lay upon 
their side."219 Eventually, the British example backed by diplomatic and 
even military measures eradicated slavery in all foreign areas of Euro
pean influence. 

In America, although there were many abolitionists who shared pre
vailing prejudices against blacks, the abolitionist movement contained 
the first antiracists. Leading abolitionists felt the force of the argument 
that blacks were civilizationally inferior and incapable of ruling them
selves. Consequently, many abolitionists conceded present black inferior
ity but revived the environmental explanation for it. Black inferiority, 
they said, is no justification for slavery; rather, it is the product of slavery 
itsel£.220 Some abolitionists endorsed the idea of helping blacks to reset
tle in Africa, but those who recognized the implausibility of such schemes 
attempted to show that blacks were capable of living as free people. In 
order to directly rebut the Southern argument that blacks were better off 
being ruled by their betters, abolitionists began a slow but relentless 
quest for intelligent blacks who would be standing refutations of theories 
of intrinsic inferiority. 221 

Opponents of slavery had three prime exhibits to demonstrate the in
tellectual capacity of Negroes: Phillis Wheatley, the Negro poet; Ben
jamin Banneker, the black mathematician and scholar; and Frederick 
Douglass, the runaway slave and later statesman and orator. For many 
Americans, it was so unbelievable that a black person could produce a 
serious work of literature that eighteen eminent whites (including John 
Hancock, who signed the Declaration of Independence, and Thomas 
Hutchinson, the governor of Massachusetts) offered an "attestation to 
the publick" testifying that, upon examination, the poems were verified 
to be Wheatley's own work and that she was indeed a full-blooded black 



An American Dilemma 107 

woman.222 Additionally, abolitionists stressed the physical and mental 
sufferings of slaves in order to recruit humanitarian sentiment on behalf 
of emancipation; no one was more successful in this than Harriet Beech
er Stowe, author of Uncle Tom's Cabin, published in 1852. Perhaps the 
most influential political tract of the nineteenth century, Stowe's senti
mental novel was credited by Lincoln for turning the North irrevocably 
against slavery, setting the stage for the confrontation that ended with the 
Civil War. 

WOLF BY THE EARS 

The only distinction between freedom and slavery is this: in the 

former state, a man is governed by the laws to which he has given 

his consent; in the latter, he is governed by the will of another. 

-Alexander Hamilton223 

Justice Taney's argument in Dred Scott, that the American founders were 
hypocrites who produced a pro-slavery regime, an opinion shared by 
many contemporary scholars, rests on the apparent contradiction be
tween stated ideals and actual practice. It seems hard to explain how a 
slaveowner like Thomas Jefferson could declare that "all men are created 
equal." Nor is it obvious how fifty-five men in Philadelphia, some thirty 
of whom were slaveowners themselves, could proclaim antislavery princi
ples while endorsing a document that would permit slavery to continue 
in the Southern states. This is the force behind Taney's insistence that 
these men could not have meant what they said. Taney's interpretation 
that the Constitution secures no rights for blacks leads directly to the 
contemporary suggestion that the founders were motivated not by noble 
ideals but by crass self-interest. 

That the American founders were self-interested it is impossible to 
deny. Thomas Jefferson owned some two hundred slaves and did not 
free them; George Washington freed his slaves, but only upon his 
death.224 Yet the case of Jefferson is revealing: far from rationalizing 
plantation life by adopting the usual Southern arguments about the 
happy slave, Jefferson the Virginian vehemently denounced slavery as 
flatly inconsistent with justice. "I tremble for my country when I realize 
that God is just."225 Jefferson recognized that blacks were not slaves "by 
nature," only by convention. Although he agreed with the enlightened 
scientific view of his time-that blacks were probably inferior to whites 
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in capacity-Jefferson expressed his hope that black accomplishment 
would prove his suspicions wrong.226 (Jefferson's empirical observations 
about black inferiority were not shared by Benjamin Franklin or Alexan
der Hamilton. )227 Moreover, Jefferson strongly denied that possible 
black intellectual or civilizational inferiority justified white enslavement. 
''Whatever be their talents, it is no measure of their rights. "228 Conse
quently the only rationale for Jefferson not freeing his slaves is expedien
cy. ''Justice is in one scale, and self-preservation in another."229 

The dilemma ofJefferson and the American founders may be summa
rized as follows: they fully recognized that a democratic society depends 
not just on wisdom, but also on consent. Consequently, there is no justifi
cation whatsoever for ruling another human being without his consent. 
Blacks are human beings, and in possession of natural rights. Slavery is 
therefore against natural right and should be prohibited. But how? Here 
is where Jefferson and the founders faced two profound obstacles. The 
first was that virtually all of them recognized the degraded condition of 
blacks in America. Whatever the cause of this condition, the framers rec
ognized that it posed a formidable hurdle to granting to blacks the rights 
of citizenship. By contrast with monarchy and aristocracy, which only re
quire subjects to obey, self-government requires citizens who have the 
moral and civilizational capacity to be rulers. 

Jefferson also recognized the existence of intense and widespread 
white prejudices against blacks which seemed to prevent the two alien 
peoples from coexisting harmoniously on the same soil. While Jefferson 
agonized over the problem, Madison proposed a strange but bold 
scheme for solving the nation's multiracial dilemma: the government, he 
suggested, might take the land it had acquired from the Indians, sell it to 
the new European immigrants, and use the money to send blacks back to 
Africa. 23° The concept of relocating blacks in Africa was later endorsed in 
principle by Lincoln and retained its appeal among many whites and 
some blacks until the Civil War.231 

The deference of Jefferson and the American founders to popular 
prejudices strikes many contemporary scholars as excessive. Some sug
gest that popular convictions simply represented a frustrating obstacle 
that the founders should have dealt with resolutely and forcefully. In a 
democratic society, however, the absence of the people's agreement on a 
fundamental moral question of governance is no mere technicality. The 
case for democracy, no less than the case against slavery, rests on the le-
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gitimacy of the people's consent. To outlaw slavery without the consent 
of the majority of whites would be to destroy democracy, and thus to de
stroy the very basis for outlawing slavery. 

The men gathered in Philadelphia confronted a dilemma. For them to 
sanction slavery would be to proclaim the illegitimacy of the American 
Revolution and the new form of government based on the people's con
sent; yet for them to outlaw slavery without securing the people's consent 
would have the same effect. In practical terms as well, the choice facing 
the men gathered in Philadelphia was not to permit or to prohibit slavery. 
Rather, the choice was either to establish a union in which slavery was tol
erated, or not to have a union. Any suggestion that Southern states could 
be persuaded to join a union and give up slavery can be dismissed as un
likely. As Eugene Genovese writes, "If the Constitution had not recog
nized slavery, the Southern states would never have entered the union."232 

Thus the accusation that the founders compromised on the Declaration's 
principle "all men are created equal" for the purpose of expediency re
flects a grave misunderstanding. The founders were confronted with a 
competing principle, also present in the Declaration: governments derive 
their legitimacy "from the consent of the governed." Both principles must 
be satisfied, and where they cannot, compromise is not merely permissible 
but morally required. 

The American framers found a middle ground not between principle 
and practice, but between antislavery and popular consent. Not only are 
these closely related principles, but in a philosophic sense, they are the 
same principle. How did the framers seek to mediate between their rival 
claims? By producing a Constitution in which the concept of slavery is 
tolerated, in deference to consent, but nowhere given any moral ap
proval, in recognition of the slave's natural rights. Indeed nowhere in the 
document is the term "slavery" used. Slaves are always described as "per
sons," implying their possession of basic rights. The founders made con
cessions to slavery as a matter of fact but not as a matter of right.233 In 
addition, the framers produced a Constitution that nowhere acknowl
edges the existence of racial distinctions, thus producing a document 
that transcended its time and provided a charter for a better future. 234 

None of the supposed contradictions that contemporary scholars have 
located in the American founders were unrecognized by them. Many of 
the framers justified their toleration for slavery on prudential grounds: in 
the 1770s and 1780s they had reason to believe that slavery was losing its 
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commercial appeal. In this they were wrong: Eli Whitney's invention of 
the cotton gin in 1793 (which the founders could not possibly have antic
ipated) revived the demand for slavery in the South. Even so, the test of 
the founders' project is the practical question: did the Declaration of In
dependence and the Constitution strengthen or weaken the institution of 
slavery? 

The intellectual and moral ferment that produced the American Revo
lution, Gordon Wood argues, should be judged by its consequences. Be
fore 1776, slavery was legal in every state in America. Yet by 1804 every 
state north of Maryland had abolished slavery, either immediately or 
gradually; Southern and border states prohibited further slave importa
tions from abroad; and Congress was committed to outlawing the slave 
trade in 1808, which it did. Slavery was no longer a national but a sec
tional institution, and one under moral and political siege. "Before the 
revolution, Americans like every other people took slavery for granted," 
Wood says. "But slavery came under indictment as a result of the same 
principles that produced the American founding. In this sense, the Civil 
War is implicit in the Declaration of Independence." 

Garry Wills praises Lincoln for "correcting the Constitution without 
overthrowing it. "235 Wills implies that Lincoln ingeniously manipulated 
the history and language of the founding compromise with slavery to jus
tify an antislavery result the founders never intended. This is praise that 
Lincoln would have probably regarded as an insult, both to the American 
founders and to him. Moreover, it is questionable that Wills knows what 
the founders did or did not intend, since as a starting point he dismisses 
the possibility that when they articulated antislavery principles they 
meant what they said. Abraham Lincoln was the most perceptive student 
of the American founding in his time or since. He not only understood 
clearly the framers' dilemma, but knew that he had inherited it. The prin
ciple of majority rule is based on Jefferson's doctrine that "all men are 
created equal," yet what Harry Jaffa terms the crisis of the house divided 
arises when the majority denies that "all men are created equal," that is, 
denies the basis of its own legitimacy.236 Lincoln was presented with two 
concrete options: working to overthrow democracy, or working to secure 
consent through persuasion. 

Conscious that he too must defer, as the founders did, to prevailing 
prejudices, Lincoln nevertheless sought to neutralize those prejudices so 
they did not become a barrier to securing black freedom. In a series of 
artfully conditional claims, Lincoln paid ritual obeisance to existing 



An American Dilemma 111 

racism while drawing even racists into his coalition to end slavery.237 Lin
coln made these rhetorical concessions because he knew that the possi
bility for securing antislavery consent was far better in his time than in 
the 1780s. In one of the clearest commentaries on the Declaration, Lin
coln observed: 

They intended to include all men, but they did not intend to declare all men 

equal in all respects. They did not mean to say all were equal in color, size, in

tellect, moral developments or social capacity. They defined with tolerable 

distinctness in what respects they did consider all men created equal-equal 

in certain inalienable rights. They did not mean to assert the obvious untruth, 

that all were then actually enjoying that equality, nor yet, that they were about 

to confer it immediately upon them .... They meant simply to declare the 

right, so that the enforcement of it might follow as fast as circumstances should 

permit.238 

By working through rather than around the democratic process, Lin
coln justified the nation's faith in the untried experiment of representa
tive self-government. In vindicating the slave's right to rule himself, 
Lincoln also vindicated the legitimacy of democratic self-rule. And Lin
coln's position came to be shared by Frederick Douglass, who once de
nounced the Constitution but who eventually came to the conclusion 
that it contained antislavery principles. ''Abolish slavery tomorrow, and 
not a sentence or syllable of the Constitution need be altered." Slavery, 
he concluded, was simply a "scaffolding to the magnificent structure, to 
be removed as soon as the building is completed."239 

It took a civil war to destroy slavery, and with it much of the infrastruc
ture and economy of the South, between 1860 and 1865. More than half a 
million whites died in that war, "one life for every six slaves freed," C. 
Vann Woodward reminds us.240 Although the question of slavery in the 
United States was ultimately resolved by force, for Lincoln as for Dou
glass, the greatest white and black statesmen of the time, the triumph of 
the union and the emancipation of the slaves represented not the victory 
of might over right, but the reverse; justice had won over that of expedien
cy and the principles of the American founding had at long last prevailed. 

THE PRICE OF FREEDOM 

Whatever its functional relevance in a world utterly different from our 
own, slavery was a moral crime. People should not own other people. Un-
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fortunately the practice of slavery persisted into the twentieth century in 
many parts of Asia, Africa, and the Middle East: Saudi Arabia and Yemen 
outlawed it only in 1962. According to the British Anti-Slavery Interna
tional, which monitors the institution worldwide, it continues today, prac
ticed covertly in Southeast Asia, Latin America, and the Arab world. In 
Mauritania alone, nearly 100,000 people are estimated to be enslaved.241 

The abolition of slavery did not entail the abolition of racism. As 
George Fredrickson puts it, "The slaveholding mentality . . . remained 
the wellspring of white supremacist thought and action long after the in
stitution that originally sustained it had been relegated to the dustbin of 
history."242 At the same time, abolition constitutes one of the greatest 
moral achievements of Western civilization. The reason for the accept
ability of slavery prior to the eighteenth century is that the idea of free
dom simply did not exist in an applied and comprehensive sense 
anywhere in the world. 

It is understandable that American blacks, on discovering the circum
stances in which their ancestors were brought to this country, would feel 
at best a qualified patriotism. But upon reflection this ambivalence may 
be unwarranted. Africans were not uniquely unfortunate to be taken as 
slaves; their descendants were uniquely fortunate to be born in the only 
civilization in the world to abolish slavery on its own initiative, without the 
slaves being in a position to revolt and gain their own independence. For 
Zora Neale Hurston, the black feminist writer, the legacy of slavery is one 
of opportunities for the future, not unceasing submersion in the past. 

From what I can learn, it was sad. Certainly. But my ancestors who lived and 

died in it are dead. The white men who profited by their labor and lives are 

dead also. I have no personal memory of those times, and no responsibility 

for them. Neither has the grandson of the man who held my folks .... I have 

no intention of wasting my time beating on old graves .... I do not belong to 

the sobbing school of Negroes who hold that nature somehow has given 

them a low-down dirty deal and whose feelings are all hurt about it .... Slav

ery is the price I paid for civilization, and that is worth all that I have paid 

through my ancestors for it.243 

A similar position was elaborated by Booker T. Washington, who was 
born a slave but went on to become the most powerful black statesman 
and educator in the United States: 
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Think about it: we went into slavery pagans; we came out Christians. We 
went into slavery pieces of property; we came out American citizens. We went 
into slavery with chains clanking about our wrists; we came out with the 
American ballot in our hands .... Notwithstanding the cruelty and moral 
wrong of slavery, we are in a stronger and more hopeful condition, materially, 
intellectually, morally, and religiously, than is true of an equal number of black 
people in any other portion of the globe.244 

Washington's argument, echoing earlier writings of the poet Phillis 
Wheatley,245 is that slavery proved to be the transmission belt that never
theless brought Africans into the orbit of modern civilization and West
ern freedom, so that future generations of black Americans would be far 
more free and prosperous than their former kinsmen in Africa.246 Wash
ington's conclusion seems hard to deny: slavery was an institution that 
was terrible to endure for slaves, but it left the descendants of slaves bet
ter off in America. 

What do Americans today owe blacks because of slavery? The answer 
is: probably nothing. If there is a social debt, it is to the slaves, and the 
slaves are dead. It makes little sense to say that the United States has an 
obligation to place African Americans in the economic and social posi
tion they would occupy "but for" slavery, since "but for" slavery they 
would probably be worse off in Africa. More precisely, "but for" slavery 
they would not exist. Frederick Douglass, who better than anyone else 
understood the lasting harms inflicted by slavery, argued that it entitled 
blacks to nothing more than the freedom to help themselves.247 "Our 
oppressors have divested us of many valuable blessings and facilities for 
improvement and education, but thank heaven, they have not yet been 
able to take from us the privilege of being honest, industrious, sober and 
intelligent. "248 

African Americans, indeed all Americans, should learn about the tragic 
crime of slavery. An understanding of the complexity of this history 
should prove the futility of drawing up ancestral balance sheets or selling 
indulgences that appeal to (misplaced) white guilt. A rich country like 
America should seek to help its most disadvantaged members, not be
cause of what their ancestors endured, but because they deserve a 
chance to reach their full potential here and now. Although slavery re
mains an inextricable part of American history, excessive national self-fla
gellation carries moral dangers, as the writer Leon Wleseltier points out: 
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In the memory of oppression, oppression perpetuates itself. The scar does the 

work of the wound. That is the real tragedy: that injustice retains the power 

to distort long after it has ceased to be real. It is a posthumous victory for the 

oppressors, when pain becomes a tradition. This is the unfairly difficult 

dilemma of the newly emancipated and the newly enfranchised: an honorable 

life is not possible if they remember too little, and a normal life is not possible 

if they remember too much.249 



4 
THE INVENTION OF PREJUDICE 

The Rise of Liberal Anti racism 

At some future period, the civilized races of man will almost certainly exterminate and re

place the savage races throughout the world. 

-Charles Darwin1 

Our contemporary understanding of race and racism is the product of 
an intellectual revolution that took place in the early part of this century, 
establishing the foundations for the civil rights movement. Just as the an
tislavery movement of the nineteenth century delegitimized and eventual
ly banned servitude, the antiracist cause of the twentieth century made 
racism a four-letter word and the racist an object of public contempt. The 
abolitionists, let us recall, fought slavery in the name of equal rights under 
God and under the law. Many of them fought against racism, but many 
more accommodated themselves to it. The intellectual forefathers of con
temporary liberalism are not Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass; 
rather, they are a small but influential group of twentieth century anthro
pologists who shaped our academic and popular assumptions about race. 

The popular view of race is admirably expressed by Anna Quindlen in the 
New York Times: "Each generation finds its own reasons to hate." "There are 
gradations of imperfectly raised consciousness." 'htitudes can range from 
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the uninformed to the unconscious to the genuinely bigoted." ''Years and 
years of rage and racism, measured now in angry words and broken glass."2 

In similar terms, the United Church of Christ asserts that "racism permeates 
most of our institutions" and that "as a result of racial discrimination, all over 
the U.S. there are quiet riots in the form of unemployment, poverty, social 
disorganization, family disintegration, housing and school deterioration, and 
crime.''3 The New York Times and the United Church of Christ are reflecting 
what a few years ago seemed-and, for many people, still seem-like liberal 
certainties. Racism is based on ignorance. Ignorance generates "prejudices" 
and "stereotypes." Such predispositions lead to irrational fear. Fear produces 
"hate." Hate produces "discrimination." Although racism comes in degrees, 
the racist is basically an ignorant and hateful person, largely responsible for 
the sufferings of minorities and the despair of the inner cities. Riots, in this 
view, are not merely the work of rioters but a consequence of the accumulat
ed and justified resentments produced by white racism. The liberal solution 
is twofold: education, to raise the consciousness of the racist; and civil 
rights laws, to help minorities overcome the destructive effects of racial dis
crimination. 

Yet these remedies have been in place for more than a generation now, 
and America's race problems seem as intractable as ever. Despite a gen
eration of liberal policies, we seem no closer to the age of antiracist en
lightenment. The current confusion reveals itself in the way that crucial 
terms now baffle even those who frequently use them. "I don't like to 
use the word stereotypes, because it's negative," remarks diversity consul
tant Thomas Kochman, adding that "I call accurate generalizations about 
groups archetypes. Stereotypes are racist but archetypes are not racist." 
Remarks black sociologist Troy Duster, who teaches at Berkeley, "We 
have one word, racism, that stretches to include everything from lynching 
to somebody frowning at you in a restaurant. When I ask black students 
what they mean when they claim this university is a racist place, they 
often don't know what to say. "4 

In order to penetrate this confusion, it is helpful to explore the intel
lectual origins of liberal antiracism, which provided the basis for the civil 
rights movement. Although it seems obvious to many today that people 
should not judge others based on race because race is merely a surface 
trait revealing no deep or fundamental differences, a few decades ago it 
was equally obvious to intelligent and progressive thinkers that, as Har
vard psychologist William McDougall wrote in 1921, "races differ in in-
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tellectual stature, just as they differ in physical stature."5 So powerful was 
this earlier consensus that the term "racist" did not even exist before the 
twentieth century, and only came into popular use during the 1930s to 
describe the Nazis.6 

What, then, is the source of the contemporary liberal premises that 
"racism is the symbol and sum of all oppression"7 and that the racist is a 
hateful ignoramus who is sorely in need of enlightenment, if not therapy? 
The new paradigm reflects a revolution in the commonsense understand
ing of human differences. It is the product of a heated debate in the early 
part of this century, after which one progressive view totally vanquished 
another, even to the point of redefining the earlier view as inherently ma
licious and stupid, so that no humane and enlightened person could 
adopt it. 8 The earlier understanding was based on a distinction between 
barbarism and civilization, and on an evolutionary model in which bio
logical groups called races were seen to occupy ascending places in a hi
erarchy. The new paradigm is based on cultural relativism, which in this 
form denies that race is a meaningful natural category and holds that all 
cultures are equal. According to this now-entrenched view, no group may 
be considered superior or inferior, group differences are largely the prod
uct of environment and specifically of unjust discrimination, all attempts 
to attribute intrinsic qualities to groups reflect ignorance and hatred, so 
that the mission of sound policy is not to civilize the barbarians, but to 
fight racism and discrimination. It is worth contrasting some expressions 
of the old orthodoxy and the new. 

• Thomas Huxley, a friend of Darwin and a strong defender of his 
theory of evolution, wrote at the turn of the century: "No rational man, 
cognizant of the facts, believes that the average Negro is the equal, still 
less the superior of the average white man."9 

• E. L. Godkin, editor of The Nation, denounced nonwhite immi
grants as inherently inferior and unassimilable. "In truth," he said, "there 
is no corner of our system in which the ignorant foreign voter may not be 
found, eating the political structure, like a white ant." 10 

• The socialist writer Jack London, author of The Call of the Wild, argued: 

Socialism is not for the happiness of all men, but for the happiness of cer

tain kindred races ... so that they may survive and inherit the earth to the 

extinction of the lesser weaker races. Will the Indian, the Negro, or the 

Mongol ever conquer the Teuton? Surely not! All that the other races have 
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not, the Teuton has. We are a race of doers and fighters, of globe-encirclers 

and zone conquerors. 11 

• Margaret Sanger, the founder of Planned Parenthood, coined the 
slogan "More children from the fit, less from the unfit." In language that 
many of her contemporary admirers would probably like to forget, she 
described blacks and Eastern European immigrants as "a menace to civi
lization" and "human weeds." Concerned that American blacks might 
protest Planned Parenthood's special "Negro Project" aimed at promot
ing sterilization, Sanger wrote to an associate, "We do not want word to 
get out that we want to exterminate the Negro population."12 

Today many writers, even if they know little about science, describe 
these nineteenth and early twentieth century views as "pseudoscientific" 
racism. 13 Yet the term "pseudoscientific" seems an unjust characteriza
tion of views that represented the best scientific knowledge of the time.14 

Is Newtonian physics "pseudoscientific" because it has been replaced by 
Einsteinian physics? The nineteenth century consensus reflected not only 
the latest advances in Darwinian biology, but also the highest ethical 
ideals of the most enlightened sectors of society. It was a progressive 
view. Opposition to it was considered to be a sign of ignorance or reli
gious dogmatism. Today's liberal ideology, however, is drawn from a dif
ferent mold. One widely shared contemporary notion is that race is not a 
natural but a purely conventional category, what scholars call a "social 
construct." 

• Henry Louis Gates writes, "Race as a meaningful criterion has long 
been recognized to be a fiction."15 

• Tzvetan Todorov announces, "Whereas racism is a well-attested 
phenomenon, race itself does not exist." 16 

• Naomi Zack writes in Race and Mixed Race, "The concept of race 
does not have an adequate scientific foundation." 17 

• Joel Williamson maintains that "scientific scholars generally agree 
that there is actually no such thing as race."18 

• Eugenia Shanklin writes in Anthropology and Race, "Race is a con
cept that exists in our minds, not in our bodies .... I have grown weary 
of explaining to my students that there is no such thing as race." 19 

Contemporary scholars also argue that civilizational and cultural 
achievements, where they do exist, cannot be ascribed to race. In a twen
tieth century version of environmentalism-the revival of the ancient 
Greek attribution of cultural differences to the vagaries of custom and 
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circumstance-the anthropologist Marvin Harris writes that "few in
formed scientists" would be willing to attribute the "temporary techno
logical superiority" of Europe and North America to racial or genetic 
factors. 20 In a similar vein, Claude Levi-Strauss writes: 

If the cultural contributions of Asia, Europe, Mrica or America are distinctive 
... the fact is to be accounted for by geographical, historical and sociological 
circumstances, not by special aptitudes inherent in the anatomical or physio
logical makeup of the black, yellow or white man.21 

Indeed the conventional wisdom in social science today goes beyond a 
separation of race and culture to deny the existence of a universal 
"human nature," and to argue that all social achievement is the product 
of culture. Since each culture has its own unique integrity, this view 
holds, there are no cross-cultural or transcendent standards for judging 
groups to be superior or inferior. Clifford Geertz asserts that "there is no 
such thing as a human nature independent of culture," and that social 
scientists should engage in "thick description" that eschews cultural com
parison: they should seek "not to generalize across cases but to general
ize within them."22 Writing in 1947, anthropologist Melville Herskovits 
articulated this perspective in terms that will sound recognizable: 

The inevitable basic questions enter: Whose good? Whose bad? Whose 
means? Whose ends? Evaluations are relative to the cultural background out 
of which they arise .... The very definition of what is normal or abnormal is 
relative to the cultural frame of reference. In studying a culture ... one does 
not judge the modes of behavior one is describing; rather, one seeks to un
derstand the sanctions of behavior in terms of the established relationships 
within the culture itself.23 

The consequence of a denial of transcultural standards is that the dis
tinction between civilization and barbarism collapses, so that in both schol
arly and popular writings today, terms such as "savage" and "civilized," 
"primitive" and "advanced," "inferior" and "superior" typically appear in 
quotation marks, suggesting that these are questionable and discredited 
notions.24 Here is a sample from Andrew Hacker's Two Nations: 

Since Europeans first embarked on explorations, they have been bemused by 
the "savages" they encountered in new lands. In almost all cases, these "prim
itive" peoples were seen as inferior to those who "discovered" them.25 
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Much of contemporary social science is now dedicated to combating 
the possibility of cultural superiority and promoting appreciation of other 
groups as not inferior, only different. As Mrican American scholar John
netta Cole observes in an anthropology textbook: 

Studying . . . other complex societies helps us correct stereotypes and mis

conceptions about tribal societies. It is also a means of countering ethnocen

trism, the assumption that one's own way of life is superior. It puts brakes on 

the tendency to view attitudes and behavior patterns of others as inherently 

"inferior," "weird" and "exotic."26 

Since these sorts of statements are so familiar that they appear obvi
ous, few have bothered to question them. Yet as economist John May
nard Keynes once said, common sense is but dead theory.27 The reason 
we have to reopen the early twentieth century debate is to recover the 
first principles behind the prevailing liberal premises about racism. Only 
then can we determine if they are sound, and whether current civil rights 
policies are constructed on a firm foundation. 

WHAT'S IN A NAME? 

According to contemporary liberal thinking, racial classifications serve no 
rational purpose except perhaps when they are used to help blacks and 
other minorities overcome a history of discrimination. If it is true that 
race is a conventional category that is arbitrarily employed by venomous 
whites for the purposes of irrational discrimination, then racism is indeed 
based on ignorance and hate and the prevailing view is sound. But start
ing in the eighteenth century and culminating in the nineteenth century, 
leading scientists and progressive thinkers viewed race as a valid biologi
cal category, pointing to distinctions in nature which corresponded to civ
ilizational differences between human populations. If this earlier view is 
right, then it is entirely possible that prejudices might be prudent, stereo
types might contain elements of truth, and racial discrimination may be 
warranted under some circumstances. 

Southern defenders of slavery in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen
turies would have found preposterous the suggestion that they were in 
any way ignorant of blacks. Much of their indignation at Northern inter
ference stemmed from a heartfelt conviction that proximity gave them 
up-close insights into .the Negro, while the Yankees, in their view, were 
moralists blinded to reality. Even Southerners like Thomas Jefferson who 
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did not defend slavery expressed what they considered to be rational 
doubt, as opposed to ignorant prejudice, about the capacity of blacks. 
''Jefferson was more convinced than many other slaveowners about the 
white man's intellectual superiority," Eugene Genovese says, adding, 
"The reason is that his science was up to date. Many of his peers relied 
on the Bible." 

The existence of new sources of support for racism is suggested by the 
fact that the abolition of slavery did little to diminish white convictions of 
black inferiority-indeed, as Tocqueville foresaw, American racism grew 
stronger after emancipation. 28 One might expect Southern hostility to 
blacks to increase, as it did in the aftermath of the region's defeat in the 
Civil War, yet scholars note the paradox of rising racism in the North as 
well. "When the nation freed the slaves," Joel Williamson writes, "it also 
freed racism."29 Nancy Stepan notes the irony that in Europe, "just as 
the battle against slavery was being won, the war against racism was 
being lost. The Negro was legally freed, but in the British mind he was 
still mentally, morally and physically a slave."3° No doubt, as Tocqueville 
observed, attitudes of white superiority could be expected to outlast slav
ery, yet how to explain his observation that antiblack sentiment in Ameri
ca was strongest in states which never had slavery?31 

The reason is that, both in the Northern states and in Europe, racism 
received added reinforcements from a discipline that represented perhaps 
the most undisputed source of the superiority of Western civilization: sci
ence. Scientific racism developed out of a major European project in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to explore, map, classify, and under
stand the natural world. Physicists were uncovering the principles of the 
earth and its place in the heavens, chemists were probing the secrets of 
matter, so biologists and naturalists too searched for law and order in the 
workings of the animal and human world. In no sense can this European 
project be considered a product of obscurantism or fear; on the contrary, 
it represented a bold intellectual enterprise to dispel ignorance. 

The problem faced by Western scientists and naturalists was a genuine 
one. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it was axiomatic in Eu
rope and the United States that apart from enclaves of civilization, the 
majority of the population in the nonwhite world was plunged in bar
barism. ''With the expansion of industrial civilization," writes George 
Stocking in Race, Culture and Evolution, "the widening visible gap be
tween savage man and civilized European was no longer so easy to be 
bridged. "32 It was equally obvious that these people looked very different 
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from whites: they seemed to belong to different anatomical groups. The 
scientific enterprise of the period was devoted to investigating the intu
ition that these two phenomena-barbarism and racial difference-were 
closely related. Drawing on new techniques in biology, anthropology, psy
chology, and genetics, scholars in Europe and the United States developed 
an elaborate racist paradigm in which race became the central determinant 
of human character, culture, and history.33 And the credibility of scientific 
racism was strengthened by the contribution of science to modern tech
nology, and to a widening of the civilization gap between Europe and the 
rest of the world. "One could debate the merits of monarchical as op
posed to parliamentary government or the advantages of monotheism 
over animism," Michael Adas writes. But in science and technology, he 
adds, Western "superiority was readily demonstrable, and the European 
advantage over other peoples grew at an ever increasing pace."34 

Oddly enough, scientific racism was not mainly directed against blacks. 
Rather, it provided a biological rationale for whites in the Northern states 
to inferiorize and exclude other minorities: Chinese, Japanese, Asian Indi
ans, Mexicans, even white immigrants who came from Central and Eastern 
Europe. Starting in the mid-nineteenth century, whites mobilized on racial 
grounds to halt Chinese and Japanese immigration. In the early twentieth 
century, for the first time in American history, the U.S. Congress passed a 
series of laws restricting immigration based on race, laws that were not 
overturned until the 1960s. Scientific racism did not create most of the 
hostility to immigrants, which arose out of a desire to avoid economic com
petition, but by suggesting that the new immigrants were congenitally defi
cient, science provided a scholarly justification for policies that would 
otherwise have to be defended solely on grounds of self-interest. 

Racism had previously been drawn in the stark tones of black and 
white, and relied on a weak appeal to Scripture or an intuitive appeal to 
civilizational differences; science provided it with a new evolutionary ra
tionale and an elaborate hierarchy of races. Now for the first time it 
would be possible to engage in scholarly racial taxonomy: whites would 
be Caucasoids, Asians and American Indians would be Mongoloids, and 
blacks would be Negroids. Further, Caucasoids could be ranked as 
Nordic, Alpine, and Mediterranean, in that order. Two crucial questions, 
therefore, are where do these categories come from and how were they 
used for the purposes of racist exclusion? These questions have a direct 
bearing on the contemporary debate about Americanization, multicultur
alism, and the "melting pot." 
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Toward the end of the seventeenth century, a French doctor named 
Fran~ois Bernier published an article in Paris claiming an intellectual 
breakthrough. "The geographers up until this point have divided the 
world only according to the different countries or regions," he said. 
Bernier's new system called for classification based on facial appearance 
and body types. Based on his new method, Bernier suggested four cate
gories: Europeans, whom he did not bother to describe because they 
would be familiar to his readers; Far Easterners, whom he found peculiar 
in their facial slant and their apparent eye impediment; blacks, who have 
wooly hair, thick lips, and very white teeth; and Lapps, the author's least 
favorite group, who have faces similar to those of bears, and are "quite 
frightful."35 

Although Bernier may have made the very first effort to classify 
mankind based on the emerging but still inchoate new category of 
"race," he inaugurated an enterprise widely taken up in Europe in subse
quent decades. The first major scientist to attempt racial classification 
was Carolus Linnaeus, a Swedish botanist, whose Systemae Naturae, pub
lished in 1735, did not just organize human types but also placed them in 
the context of a wider kingdom of living things. Linnaeus assumed that 
animal and human types were basically fixed and unchangeable. He clas
sified man with other mammals, and broke down human types into 
four groups: Homo Europaeus, Homo Asiaticus, Homo Africanus, and 
Homo Americanus. He also added some miscellaneous categories, such 
as "wild men," dwarfs, troglodytes, and "lazy Patagonians." For Lin
naeus, Europeans were "governed by laws," native Americans were "reg
ulated by customs," Asians were "ruled by opinions," and Africans were 
"governed by caprice."36 

A couple of decades later, Georges-Louis Leclerc Buffon, a naturalist 
and opponent of slavery, published a widely read Natural History which 
may have first introduced the term "race" into the scientific lexicon. 
Comte de Buffon recognized the difference between species, which 
could not mate with each other and reproduce, and varieties within a 
species, which could. An advocate of the unity of the human species, 
Buffon's categories for man included Laplanders, Mongolians, Southern 
Asiatics, Europeans, Ethiopians, and Malays. Assuming the color white 
to be the norm, Buffon blamed the vagaries of climate for other skin 
tones. Commenting that certain African tribes could not count beyond 
the number three, Buffon implied that this primitivism would disappear 
in a more temperate climate.37 
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The term "Caucasian" was first used by Johann Blumenbach, a Ger
man professor of medicine writing between the 1770s and 1790s, and 
one of the founders of modern anthropology. He speculated, wrongly as 
it turned out, that Europeans originated in the area of the Caucasus 
mountains of Russia. Yet his term remained in use, and soon went from 
scholarly to popular currency. Based on his study of human skulls, Blu
menbach identified five races for man: Caucasoid, Ethiopian, Mon
goloid, American, and Malay. Blumenbach' s classification had a lasting 
influence, in part because his categories neatly broke down into the fa
miliar colors: white, black, yellow, red, and brown. Like Linnaeus and 
Buffon, Blumenbach endorsed the biblical account of a single creation 
and of the unity of man-any observed defects in human types he 
blamed on "degeneration" caused by climate and circumstance.38 

These early attempts at racial taxonomy would be superseded in the 
early nineteenth century by Georges Cuvier's threefold division of hu
mans into Caucasians, Mongolians and Negroes39-which is even today 
the most commonly used classification. But in the eighteenth century sci
entific techniques established a powerful framework, supported by reli
gion, for organizing the conspicuous variety of the human species. 
Because they endorsed the concept of simultaneous creation for man 
and the animals, set forth in the biblical account of Adam and Eve in the 
book of Genesis, this group later became known as "monogenists." They 
were so described in opposition to a rising school of thought, whose ad
herents claimed that the best explanation for large differences between 
human populations was that the races belonged to separate species. This 
group came to be known as "polygenists." The debate between mono
genists and polygenists is worth examining because it reflects the triumph 
of scientific racism over the religious and political doctrine that human 
beings are, as the Declaration of Independence has it, "created equal." 
Moreover, this debate-which still rages in modified form in scientific 
circles-is an important precursor to Darwin's theory of evolution, which 
would provide the strongest possible justification for modern racism, and 
the most dangerous obstacle to any liberal effort to affirm the equality of 
the races. 

ONE SPECIES OR MANY? 

Neither monogenists nor polygenists were, by contemporary standards, 
egalitarian in their understanding of human differences. While the 
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monogenists advocated the unity of man, they were reluctant to deny 
gradations of civilizational achievement among human populations, and 
virtually none of them endorsed the idea of political or social equality. 
Polygenists went much further: they could not imagine any kinship of 
blood between races "separated from each other by such profound men
tal, moral and physical differences," in Nancy Stepan's words.40 While 
monogenists tended to believe that races were the product of changes in 
climate or civilization, polygenists regarded race as essentially fixed and 
unalterable. 

In 177 4 such a polygenist argument was advanced to considerable ac
claim by Lord Henry Homer Kames who, seeking to avoid the wrath of 
the churches, argued that the separation of the races into different 
species occurred not at creation but at the time of the building of the 
Tower of Babel, when God permitted a "change of constitution" in vari
ous human groups, partly as a punishment for vanity, partly to enable 
them to cope with different environments, circumstances, and lan
guages.41 A few years later an English surgeon, Charles White, un
abashedly dispensed with religious orthodoxy. Arguing that the variety of 
the human species was simply too great to be explained by climate, 
White identified what he called a "regular gradation" of mammals from 
the European to the Asiatic to the Negro to the orang-outan to the mon
key. To bolster his argument for separate lines of creation, White em
ployed an analysis of "facial angles" as well as measurements of the sizes 
of heads and even genitals. "That the Penis of an Mrican is larger than 
that of a European," he concluded, "has I believe been shown in every 
anatomical school in London. Preparations of them are preserved in 
most anatomical museums, and I have one in mine."42 

The polygenist position gathered strength in the early nineteenth cen
tury because of the monogenists' apparent inability to show how climate 
and environment could possibly explain conspicuous differences, not just 
in color but in height, body shape, hair, eyes and, other features among 
Mricans, native Americans, Asian Indians, Chinese, and Europeans. 
Moreover, European freethinkers such as Voltaire, Saint-Simon, and 
Giordano Bruno seized on the idea of separate creation and intrinsic 
black inferiority as a polemical weapon against the Christian churches.43 
The French philosopher Saint-Simon dismissed the environmental expla
nation for racial differences as absurd. "The Negro, because of his basic 
physical structure, is not susceptible, even with the same education, of 
rising to the intellectual level of Europeans."44 Montesquieu seemed to 
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agree, and Voltaire asserted that only religious dogmatism stood in the 
way of the scientific conclusion that Negroes and whites belonged to dif
ferent species, and that the mental capacity of blacks was such that "they 
seem formed neither for the advantages nor the abuses of philosophy. "45 

The polygenists were consistently opposed by the Christian churches, 
and by scientific critics as well. In the United States, a major attack 
against polygenism was launched by Samuel Stanhope Smith, a theolo
gian who would later become president of the College of New Jersey, now 
Princeton University. In his Essay on the Causes of the \fariety of Complexion 
and Figure, Smith focused on what monogenists consistently considered 
the Achilles heel of the polygenist position: the question of offspring. If 
racial groups actually belonged to different species, he asked, did it not 
contradict the laws of science for them to be able to mate and have chil
dren? But it was a matter of common scientific knowledge that such 
cross-breeding could and did take place. Consequently, the polygenist ar
gument must be fallacious. Smith placed himself directly in the tradition 
of Linnaeus, Buffon, and Blumenbach. There were no separately created 
races, he argued, just the human race. Smith pointed out that whites in 
colder climates such as northern Europe had paler skin than whites in 
warmer climates. He even claimed that blacks in America were less savage 
in appearance and behavior than those in Mrica, and that blacks who 
were "house Negroes" had lighter skins and more agreeable features than 
"field Negroes." To him, this proved that climate and circumstance regu
lated the human appearance, and if blacks remained in the United States 
and were treated well, over time they would turn white.46 

The debate between monogenists and polygenists raged during the first 
half of the nineteenth century, as the study of race became institutional
ized in scientific societies in Europe and North America. One important 
reason polygenism gained a strong following was the work of Samuel 
Morton, a Philadelphia doctor and professor of anatomy who was de
scribed by the New York Tribune in the mid-nineteenth century as the 
leading scientist in the world. Morton buttressed the polygenist position 
with craniometry-the science of measuring heads in order to estimate 
brain size. He began his skull collection in the 1820s, and had more than 
a thousand in his possession. Today Morton's popular reputation is sus
pect, mainly as a result of Harvard paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould's de
bunking of Morton's experiments in The Mismeasure of Man. 47 Yet in the 
scientific community Gould's refutation is itself controversial: one scholar 
who analyzed the disputed data concluded that Gould's conclusions were 
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distorted by ideological bias while "Morton's research was conducted with 
integrity."48 In any event, Morton was highly regarded in Europe and 
America during his time, because unlike many previous writers who based 
their racial theories on travel accounts and speculation, Morton brought 
to polygenism a degree of empiricism and scientific rigor which seemed, 
for many observers, to settle the argument.49 

In his two major studies, Crania Americana (1839) and Crania Aegypti
aca ( 1844), Morton revealed his basic methodology, which was to rank 
races by the relative sizes of their brains. He took skeletons of different 
groups-Europeans, American Indians, Negroes, and Asians-filled 
them with mustard seed, then poured the seed into a graduated cylinder, 
and tabulated the skull volume in cubic inches. Then he repeated the ex
periment usirig lead shot instead of mustard seed. Through a wide use of 
samples and many repetitions he claimed to have virtually eliminated sta
tistical error. Based on this information, presented in excruciating detail, 
Morton concluded that the racial hierarchy had been discovered: Euro
peans at the top, Asians and American Indians in the middle, blacks at 
the bottom.5o 

Curiously, polygenism found a more receptive audience in the North 
than in the South. After all, the implications of polygenism, with its sup
position that blacks were simply a lesser species, were a far stronger justi
fication for racism and slavery than monogenism, which conceded black 
inferiority but denied that it was intrinsic. The reason that Southerners 
eschewed polygenism was because it blatantly contradicted the biblical 
account of creation. Some scholars of the history of race have noted the 
irony that the leading apologists for slavery in the South were inhibited, 
by their religious convictions, from using polygenist ammunition against 
their Northern enemies.51 Indeed the Reverend John Bachman of 
Charleston, a resolute monogenist, accused polygenists of trying "to de
grade their servants below the level of those creatures of God to whom a 
revelation has been given, and for whom a savior died."52 Yet a few 
shrewd Southerners learned to use biblical rationalizations for black infe
riority at home, and polygenist arguments against Northern opponents. 

The most influential of these was Josiah Nott, an Alabama physician 
who studied craniology under Morton. An advocate of the view that 
under slavery in the American South, the Negro had "reached his highest 
level of civilization,"53 Nott convinced his friends at the Southern Quar
terly Review and DeBow's Review to gave him a major forum to publicize 
Morton's research, as a result of which Morton's work attracted the in-
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terest of the leading Southern defender of slavery, South Carolina Sena
tor John C. Calhoun.54 In 1854, Nott and a co-author named George 
Gliddon produced Types of Mankind, an eight-hundred-page polemic 
which denounced "biblical dunces" who persisted in adhering to mono
genism. Placing himself firmly in the tradition of Copernicus and Galileo, 
Nott argued that "the charge of heresy cannot destroy hieroglyphical 
facts." Based largely on Morton's research, Nott and Gliddon alleged 
that the Negro's brain was one tenth smaller than that of Europeans, that 
his facial angle was more acute, and that continued intermixing between 
Negroes and whites would over time generate sterile or deformed off
spring-just as the mating between the horse and the ass produces the 
mule. This "muleology," as one scholar terms it, was broadly accepted in 
the South (in fact the term "mulatto" derives from the Spanish and Por
tuguese word for "mule") and Types of Mankind became a best-seller, 
going through nine editions during the rest of the nineteenth century. 55 

By the middle of the century, whites who wished to espouse a doctrine 
of Negro inferiority found their views supported by the latest trends in 
Western science. Soon they would discover an even more comprehensive 
rationale for bigotry, which was provided by Charles Darwin. Today many 
writers make a strenuous effort to distance Darwin from racism, cite his 
record as an opponent of slavery, and blame the racism that subsequently 
took his name on an unscientific "social Darwinism" which is generally 
branded as a distortion of the theory of evolution.56 But as we are about 
to see, Darwin thought otherwise. 

OUR ARBOREAL ANCESTORS 

The controversy between monogenists and polygenists was settled in 
favor of the former with the publication of Darwin's The Origin of Species 
and The Descent of Man. Both Darwin and Samuel Morton were working 
on the same scientific problem: how to account for variations in animal 
species. Morton's research led him in the direction of hybridization-he 
thought it possible that species could mate and produce offspring of a 
new and distinct type. But Darwin accounted for variation with his prin
ciple of natural selection, in which the groups most adapted to their envi
ronment survive and others perish. Darwin's theory of evolution, which 
would become canonical wisdom in the natural sciences, viewed racial 
groups as competitors in an ongoing mammalian struggle for survival. Yet 
Darwin could not understand what evolutionary pressures would pro-
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duce racial differentiation. Thus although races could be viewed as incip
ient species, Darwin emphasized the virtual certainty that mankind be
longed to a single group and descended from common ancestors.57 The 
polygenists were sorely disappointed. One leading scholar said that ac
ceptance of Darwinism was contingent on freeing the theory from its 
monogenist implications.58 Yet Josiah Nott took consolation from Dar
win's denial of divine creation: "The man is clearly crazy, but it is a capi
tal dig into the parsons. "59 

On the one hand Darwinism dealt a blow to the racism that seemed 
inherent in polygenism. As Harvard biologist Asa Gray noted in a review 
of Darwin's work, "The very first step backward on the evolutionary scale 
makes the Negro and the Hottentot our blood relations."60 Moreover, 
nowhere did Darwin compare blacks or nonwhite peoples to apes; he 
recognized, based on observation, that superficial resemblances notwith
standing, the thin lips, tan color and copious body hair of apes brought 
them into closer clinical resemblance to whites than to Negroes. On the 
other hand, Darwin appeared to offer a new and perhaps more powerful 
ground for belief in the existence of race as a natural category and in the 
inferiority of the colored races, and that was the concept at the heart of 
evolution: natural selection. Quite deliberately, Darwin subtitled his Ori
gin of Species "The Survival of Favored Races in the Struggle for Life." 
Endurance and success on earth, Darwin suggested, could be attributed 
to the ability of races to adapt themselves to the threats and challenges of 
the natural environment. Here, then, was an entirely secular and scientif
ic explanation for the civilizational achievements of Europeans, and for 
the relative backwardness of other peoples: whites were simply in the 
evolutionary vanguard, and the backward races were the unfit peoples on 
their way out. George Stocking writes, "The primitive and the savage 
were now associated with the apelike and the animal not simply by analo
gy but by derivation. "61 

Moreover, Darwin seemed to have largely refuted the theory, ad
vanced by the French naturalist Lamarck, that traits acquired by one 
generation could be passed down to the next. Darwin showed that evolu
tion occurred not through the inheritance of acquired traits but through 
the elimination of the unfit. This scientific discovery had social implica
tions, because it appeared to suggest that racial groups which did not 
show the highest traits of civilization could not be expected to acquire 
and transmit them to their children. On the contrary, inferior groups 
would remain inferior, and so would their descendants. Progress depend-
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ed on superior groups perpetuating themselves, and inferior groups ceas
ing to exist. Natural selection, Darwin maintained, "is the doctrine of 
Malthus applied to the whole animal and vegetable kingdom."62 As the 
resources of the world became scarce, Darwin argued, the stronger ani
mals would prevail and the weaker would die out. This applied just as 
much to human beings as to other animals. And Darwin left no doubt 
that he felt the process was for the best. 63 In The Descent of Man, pub
lished in 1871, Darwin for the first time specifically applied his theory to 
race. He asserted categorically that races differ physically, temperamen
tally, and intellectually. 64 

Arguing that "extinction follows chiefly from the competition of tribe 
with tribe, and race with race," Darwin found that "when civilized na
tions come into contact with barbarians, the struggle is short."65 He pre
dicted that as a result of continuing evolution, higher races like the 
Caucasian would develop into more advanced species while barbaric 
races like Negroes and Australian aborigines would be eliminated. Even 
in the West, Darwin worried, "We civilized men do our utmost to check 
the process of elimination: we build asylums for the imbecile, the 
maimed, the sick, we institute poor laws." From an evolutionary point of 
view, Darwin found this solicitude "highly injurious to the race of man," 
and recommended, "There should be open competition . . . the most 
able should not be prevented by laws or customs from succeeding best 
and rearing the largest number of offspring. "66 Although his theory was 
biological and not cultural, Darwin seemed confident that there was a 
correspondence between biological characteristics and civilizational 
achievement, and that primitive peoples of his time were at the evolu
tionary stage of European society thousands of years earlier.67 Viewing 
with amazement the primitives of South America, "absolutely naked and 
bedaubed with paint," Darwin commented, "Such were our ancestors." 
Darwin insisted that the barbarism of the native suggested his evolution
ary continuum with beasts, and he compared the native's "hoarse, gut
tural and clicking" sounds with dogs barking and chickens clucking. 

Viewing such men, one can hardly believe that they are fellow-creatures, and 

inhabitants of the same world .... The difference between savage and civi

lized man is the difference between a wild and tame animal, and part of the 

interest in beholding a savage is the same which would lead everyone to de

sire to see the lion in his desert, the tiger tearing his prey in the jungle, or the 

rhinocerous wandering over the wild plains of Africa.68 
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In fact, Darwin declared that he would as soon be descended from the 
baboon as from the savage who "delights to torture his enemies, offers 
up bloody sacrifices without remorse, treats his wives like slaves, knows 
no decency, and is haunted by the grossest superstitions."69 In the rau
cous debate that erupted between Darwin and Christian believers in di
vine creation, Darwin's defenders frequently argued that it was not so 
implausible to regard man as related to the ape and pointed to "lower" 
types of men such as blacks as possible "missing links. "70 In a strong de
fense of Darwinism, Thomas Huxley proclaimed in 1865: 

It is simply incredible that our prognathous relative ... will be able to com

pete successfully ... in a contest which is to be carried out by thoughts and 

not by bites. . .. The highest places in the hierarchy of civilization will as

suredly not be within the reach of our dusky cousins.71 

Social Darwinism as an idea actually preceded Darwin. Its roots can 
be found in the progressive doctrines of the Enlightenment, such as 
Condorcet' s Sketch for an Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human 
Mind, published in 1795, which forecast an upward spiral of human de
velopment, spearheaded by reason, toward perfection. In the nineteenth 
century Auguste Comte argued that the history of man's intellectual de
velopment proceeds through three stages: theological, metaphysical, and 
scientific or positivist. These views rendered believable the notion of a 
principle of gradation, a hierarchy of the world's peoples on a civiliza
tionalladder, even a scale of value for individuals within Western civiliza
tion. 72 Darwin's theory of evolution helped to give that concept a racial 
cast and a scientific justification. Primitive peoples were in a kind of evo
lutionary infancy; they could not be related to Western civilization less in 
space than in time. For Europeans, they represented "the way we were." 
Unfortunately, they were laggards on the civilizationalladder and thus 
marked for defeat and extinction. Liberals in the nineteenth century sup
ported evolution because, in historian Carl Degler's words, "Evolution 
... was actually another word for progress. "73 

The strongest opponents of Darwinism and its social implications were, 
of course, Christians who espoused divine creation and the special dignity 
of man. There is no question that many of these Christians themselves 
harbored convictions of black inferiority. But in their paradigm it was God 
who was held accountable for natural differences, a belief that humanized 
blacks and moderated racism. Indeed the eminent British naturalist Al-
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fred Russel Wallace, who discovered natural selection concurrently with 
Darwin, later recoiled from the atheist and racist implications of evolution 
as a direct result of his conversion to spiritualism. For the rest of his life 
Wallace insisted that a purely material evolution accurately described the 
workings of the universe, but that the mind of man was created by a su
pernatural intelligence. At the same time, he strongly defended the equal 
potential of human beings and condemned racismJ4 

If God does not exist, Dostoyevsky warns, everything is permitted. 
The secularism and racism embodied in Darwin prevailed, and increas
ingly race began to replace religion as the gnostic key to history. 75 Essen
tially, Darwin helped to legitimize the racist application of the principle 
that "might is right." This was not a new idea: Thrasymachus defended 
the concept against Socrates in Plato's Republic. But it was an idea that 
had been reviled and opposed by many in the West for the next two mil
lennia in the name of morality and religion. Now it had returned, carry
ing a scientific imprimatur, and to oppose it was to stigmatize yourself as 
a religious fanatic or an ignoramus. 

THE NATIVISTS ARE RESTLESS 

The Darwinian influence in European and American scholarship soon 
became pervasive.76 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
it would have been difficult to throw a stone into the corridors of Ameri
can academia and not hit a racist. 

• In England, Darwin's cousin and soulmate Sir Francis Galton in 
1869 published his Hereditary Genius: An Inquiry Into Its Laws and Con
sequences in which he warned, "Much more care is taken to select appro
priate varieties of plants and animals ... than to select appropriate types 
of men."77 Widely regarded as the intellectual godfather of intelligence 
testing, Galton also championed the cause of human improvement 
through selective breeding, a process he called eugenics, a word he 
coined from the Greek term meaning "well born. "78 

• The architect of Social Darwinism, Herbert Spencer, first used the two 
terms most closely associated with the idea of evolution, the "struggle for 
existence" and the "survival of the fittest."79 These terms soon entered the 
scholarly as well as the popular vocabulary. Spencer and his proteges were 
insistent hereditarians, attributing poverty, pauperism, crime, and other so
cial ills not to social causes but to inherited defects. They argued that the so-
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cial contract did not replace but only camouflaged the harsh doctrine of sur
vival of the fittest that obtained in nature, so that promises of human rights 
and equality were absurd attempts to regulate the laws of evolution that 
would end up restricting human progress. 80 Spencer exercised a strong in
fluence on the emerging discipline of sociology in America.81 

• Writing in the late nineteenth century, the Italian physician Cesare 
Lombroso drew on Darwin's linkage of man and beast to suggest that 
within civilized society there exist bestial types characterized by thick 
skulls, large jaws, sloping foreheads, and large ears who are biologically 
predisposed to become criminals. Lombroso's theory that criminals 
could be identified by their physical traits was controversial from the out
set, but it became widely known throughout the European world.82 

• In Germany, one of Darwin's strongest defenders, the biologist 
Ernst Haeckel, developed his "biogenetic law" which held that the devel
opment of children from infancy through adolescence to maturity direct
ly parallels the development of societies from primitivism through 
barbarism to civilization. Other European scholars suggested that pre
cisely this racial pattern of development is replicated in the evolution of 
the class structure of modern industrial societies. In academic parlance, 
ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny. 83 

• In the United States, two of the founders of modern anthropology, 
E. B. Tylor and Lewis Henry Morgan, became exponents of cultural 
stages in human evolution. In his book Ancient Society Morgan divided 
societies into three main stages: savagery, barbarism, and civilization. 
Morgan's influential formulation held that savages lived nomadically and 
promiscuously, barbarism came with the invention of settled agriculture 
and the extended clan, and civilization was reached with the develop
ment of writing, civil government, and the monogamous family. 84 

Social Darwinism quickly filtered down to the popular level. Prevail
ing scholarly notions of cultural evolution became a powerful rationale 
for activists who were unsettled by high levels of immigration to the 
United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It also 
provided the impetus for eugenics-a program to ensure survival of the 
fittest within America by designating people as unfit and discouraging 
them from having children, possibly by sterilization. The fevered na
tivism of the period is echoed in books like Charles Josey's Race and Na
tional Solidarity, Houston Stewart Chamberlain's The Foundations of the 
19th Century, and Lothrop Stoddard's infamous tracts, The Rising Tide of 
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Color Against White World Supremacy and The Revolt Against Civilization: 
The Menace of the Under Man. Fairly typical of nativist polemics was Our 
Country, a bestseller published in 1885 by a progressive clergyman, Josi
ah Strong, which argued that nonwhite immigrants were corrupting 
Anglo-Saxon civilizational virtues. 85 

Nativism and economic protectionism are not, in themselves, racist. 
American employers and employees are likely to have fought for their in
terests regardless of the color of those threatening their economic securi
ty. Many unions, for example, sought to keep nonwhite workers out of 
the country to protect collective-bargaining privileges for white workers 
already here. 86 Moreover, anti-immigrant bias was frequently motivated 
by hostility to Catholicism, socialism, and the cultural practices of the 
new immigrants; these sentiments may be described as ethnocentric or 
tribal, but they are not racist. Racism became an issue when the alleged 
cultural deficiencies of aspiring nonwhite immigrants were biologized. 
Scientific racism became the foundation of the nativist movement be
cause it offered a rationale for restricting immigration for Asians, Mexi
cans, and even Eastern and Central Europeans. After all, if the new 
immigrants constituted a "yellow peril" and "brown peril," endangering 
social progress in America, they they could be excluded in good con
science and without naked appeals to self-interest. Moreover, if their in
feriority was natural rather than cultural, then assimilation could not be 
expected to remedy deformities which were regarded as incorrigible. 
Thus, biological inferiority was repeatedly invoked to justify immigration 
restrictions that might otherwise be regarded as unchristian, morally rep
rehensible, and contrary to the American principles of openness to immi
gration, self-determination, and free markets. Tiaveling under the passport 
of the latest discoveries in biology and ethnology, nativists argued that it 
made no evolutionary sense to treat inherently different peoples alike. 
Mexicans after the Treaty of Guadelupe Hidalgo in 1848, the Chinese 
and Japanese in the second half of the nineteenth century, and Italians, 
Slovaks, and Jews in the early twentieth century all suffered from these 
campaigns of exclusion. 87 

The anti-immigrant crusades began with a campaign against the Chi
nese in California. The Chinese first came in substantial numbers to 
work in the mines, where gold was discovered in the 1840s. Many could 
not find the jobs they wanted, but they started to work as cooks, laundry
men, fishermen, shoemakers, cigar makers, tenant farmers, and menial 
workers. Starting in the 1860s, thousands of Chinese found work as la-



The Invention a/Prejudice 135 

borers on the great western railroads. As is also the case today, the Chi
nese had a reputation for frugality and hard work. As Ronald Takaki doc
uments in Strangers from a Different Shore, when the Chinese began to 
succeed in America, they experienced a strong reaction from white work
ers. 88 Responding to pressure from labor activists and nativist groups like 
the Asiatic Exclusion League, and supported by the claims of the intelli
gentsia, politicians militated for an end to Chinese immigration on the 
grounds that the "Mongolian hordes" were overrunning the country and 
taking jobs away from American citizens. Gangs of union workers and 
vandals launched periodic assaults on the Chinese community, and in 
1876, the California legislature termed the Chinese "impregnable to all 
the influences of our Anglo-Saxon life."89 In 1879, President Rutherford 
B. Hayes warned that "the present Chinese invasion is pernicious and 
should be discouraged." In Darwinian terms he added, "Our experience 
in dealing with the weaker races, the Negroes and Indians, is not encour
aging."90 In 1882, the U.S. Congress passed its first immigration exclu
sion act aimed at keeping the Chinese out of America. "For the first time 
in American history," writes Ronald Takaki, "Congress restricted immi
gration on the basis of race."91 Some Chinese continued to get through, 
so the U.S. government passed more laws in 1888 and 1892 to close any 
loopholes.92 

Soon attention turned to the Japanese, who were not very numerous 
but whose number was growing around the tum of the century. Under 
pressure from activist groups such as the California Oriental Exclusion 
League and the Immigration Restriction League, the U.S. government in 
1908 entered into a Gentleman's Agreement with Japan which sharply 
curbed immigration from that country.93 Asian immigration was a tiny 
fraction of total immigration to America, yet it attracted disproportion
ate, virtually obsessive attention from white nativists. Asian Indian immi
gration was infinitesimal, yet Indians too suffered attempts at restriction. 
The Asiatic Exclusion League made repeated reference to "the immod
est and filthy habits of the Hindoos ... their lack of cleanliness, petty pil
fering, and insolence to women," and Samuel Gompers, president of the 
American Federation of Labor, noted: 

Sixty years contact with the Chinese, twenty five years experience with the 

Japanese, and two or three years of acquaintance with the Hindus should be 

sufficient to convince an ordinarily intelligent person that they have no stan

dards by which a Caucasian may judge them.94 
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MELTING POTS AND SALAD BOWLS 

The scientific racists ranked cultures hierarchically and linked them to 
race. Consequently, cultural evolutionism became implicated in a vitriolic 
American dispute about immigration and Americanization, one that 
closely parallels the contemporary debate about multiculturalism and as
similation. Today' s argument focuses on whether immigration should be 
curtailed, and whether immigrants should be expected to dissolve their 
ethnic identities in a "melting pot" or common culture. Historians like 
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., view assimilation as the crucible of a shared citi
zenship and warn of the dismal alternative: a cauldron of racial resent
ment. 95 By contrast, some scholars allied with multiculturalism allege 
that assimilation is a racist ideology. Toni Morrison suggests that it pro
vides a mechanism for immigrants to develop racist attitudes toward 
Mrican Americans. "They displace what and whom they can. When they 
got off the boat, the second word they learned was nigger. A hostile pos
ture toward resident blacks must be struck at the Americanizing door be
fore it will open."96 Stanley Fish writes: 

Common values. National unity. American character. One people. A single na
tion. Assimilation. These are now the code words and phrases for an agenda 
that need no longer speak in the accents of the Know-Nothing party of the 

nineteenth century or the Ku Klux Klan of the twentieth.97 

Let us try to view the argument that erupted in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries through the lens of these ideological perspec
tives. Then, as now, there were massive increases in immigration which 
seemed to threaten political institutions and the economic security of na
tive workers. The two debates are not only analogous; in some respects, 
they are the same debate. Immigration to the United States in the 1990s 
is high, but in proportional terms it is lower than immigration levels at 
the turn of the last century.98 

Before 1820, immigration was extremely modest: about ten thousand 
persons per year, and only eight million immigrants entered the country 
between 1840 and 1880. Between 1880 and 1930, however, the United 
States attracted some 25 million immigrants, more than at any previous 
time in its history. The new settlers, moreover, came predominantly from 
eastern and southern Europe: Italians, Poles, Russian Jews, Slovaks, 
Czechs, Hungarians, and Lithuanians, among others.99 The immigrants 
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congregated in sections of major cities that often came to be named after 
them: Chinatown, Little Italy, and the Jewish ghetto. They established 
ethnic enclaves. They started up hundreds of foreign-language newspa
pers. Between 1880 and 1900 New York grew from 2 to 3.5 million resi
dents; Detroit, Cleveland, and Milwaukee doubled in size; and Chicago 
tripled. By 1920 half of the U.S urban population was foreign born or 
second generation immigrant. In the cases of the Portuguese, the Ital
ians, the Lithuanians, and the Poles, only about 50 percent of the new
comers could speak English.1oo 

Toni Morrison seems to exaggerate the extent to which immigrants 
were welcomed as full citizens on account of their whiteness. In fact, 
drawing on scientific racism, nativists invoked a hierarchy among whites, 
so that millions of Eastern and Central European immigrants faced op
position far greater than that faced by nonwhite immigrants today. Amer
icans have traditionally embraced the concept that this is a nation of 
immigrants, but they have not always embraced the immigrants them
selves. Being white, by itself, offered no insurance against racist exclu
sion. The language employed to warn against white immigrants sounds 
like a racist description of American blacks; the immigrants were de
scribed as "hirsute, low-browed, big-faced persons of obviously low men
tality ... clearly they belong in skins, in wattled huts at the close of the 
great Ice Age."lOl 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the Irish were caricatured in the car
toons of Thomas N ast as simian creatures, good for nothing more than 
brawling and alcoholism. Irish immigrants suffered the taunts, humilia
tion, and violence of the Know-Nothings,102 a powerful movement of ex
clusionists whose platform during the 1850s was not racism but 
anti-Catholicism. Immigrants like the Irish, warned Francis Walker, head 
of the American Economic Association, are "beaten men from beaten 
races, representing the worst failures in the struggle for existence. "103 Irish 
immigrants endured signs in major cities, "No Irish Need Apply." One 
writer recommended, "The best remedy for whatever is amiss in America 
would be if every Irishman should kill a Negro and be hanged for it."104 In 
some northern states, employers would specify that they were willing to 
hire blacks, but not Irishmen.105 Only gradually, as the Irish gained politi
cal power, were they incorporated into the American mainstream, along 
with earlier immigrants from Germany, England, and Scotland.106 

Nor did immigrants rapidly melt into some hypothetical WASP pot. 
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On the contrary, many cherished their religious and ethnic identity, view
ing themselves not as white but as German and Irish and Polish and 
Catholic and Protestant. Will Herberg argues in Protestant, Catholic, Jew 
that America worked as a kind of "triple melting pot" in which immi
grants were expected to retain the religious associations they inherited at 
birth. ''Almost from the beginning," Herberg writes, "the structure of 
American society presupposed diversity and substantial equality of reli
gious associations."107 The melting pot was never the only dominant sym
bol; it always coexisted with other images, such as Horace Kallen's 
metaphor of an American orchestra in which different instruments, each 
of distinct sound, harmonize together to make beautiful melodies. 108 The 
reality of American immigration has always fallen somewhere in between 
assimilation and cultural pluralism. Thus there is nothing new about con
temporary metaphors such as the American "mosaic" or "salad bowl." 
They describe a reality which existed even a century ago. 

As early as the eighteenth century, German immigrants, for example, 
insisted upon setting up their own schools, refused to intermarry and 
even interact with the English and the Irish, and spoke to one another in 
German. Benjamin Franklin complained of the Germans in Pennsylvania 
that "instead of learning our language, we must learn theirs, or live as in a 
foreign country."109 It was only over several generations that the Ger
mans and other immigrants assimilated. Moreover, in the process they 
changed American culture. Contributions that once seemed foreign or 
identifiably ethnic eventually came to seem distinctively American. Ham
burgers and pizza, once considered odd importations from Germany and 
Italy, are now considered to be authentically American cuisine. Hot dogs 
were introduced as a novelty by a German immigrant named Antoine 
Feuchtwanger in the 1880s; today they are eaten with relish on the 
Fourth of July and at baseball games, and few Americans consider them 
to be a form of ethnic cuisine. 110 In contemporary America, it is not un
common to see German Americans eat pizza, Latinos drink Budweiser, 
and Mrican Americans enjoy Chinese food. 

When immigrants arrived en masse in New York at the turn of the cen
tury, there were concerns about how America could digest approximately 
one million newcomers per year, with jobs in the cities increasingly scarce 
and many of the immigrants unable to speak English. Given the unprece
dented magnitude of the transformation of the American population, 
these concerns were legitimate and cannot be automatically ascribed to 
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racism. It was obviously difficult for political institutions and social ser
vices to respond fully to the rapid and bewildering changes. Although 
there were nativist efforts to exclude the newcomers, many Americans 
made an effort to accommodate the immigrants. The generosity of phil
anthropic and public service institutions was frequently exemplary. Nu
merous individuals and institutions helped the new immigrants to find 
jobs, housing, and schools. Immigrants who settled down soon set up 
ethnic networks and became resources for the newer arrivals. At the 
same time, groups such as the American Legion and the Daughters of 
the American Revolution launched intensive drives to promote patrio
tism and the teaching of the English language. Undoubtedly these cam
paigns were jingoistic and socially coercive, conveying what one scholar 
terms "pressure cooker assimilation" and the "forced march tempo" of 
impending Americanization.111 Immigrants were not in an easy position 
to refuse. Like Gatz who became Gatsby, many immigrants changed 
their names in order to declare their patriotism and protect themselves 
from discrimination. 

Yet most immigrants gave little evidence of wanting to preserve their 
ethnic enclaves. Both the immigrants and the natives seemed to have a 
common project: to integrate newcomers as quickly and painlessly as 
possible into the new society, to shed ethnic and ancestral ways and to 
become Americanized.112 Sociologist Milton Gordon in Assimilation in 
American Lzfe terms this the model of Anglo-Saxon conformity, in which 
everyone tries to adopt the culture of the WASP 113 Theodore Roosevelt 
was a strong defender of this approach. "There is no room in this country 
for hyphenated Americans. A hyphenated American is not an American 
at all."114 The Anglo-Saxon model is epitomized by a comment in a social 
work manual describing an immigrant family: "Not yet Americanized. 
Still eating Italian food." 115 It is easy to be amused by these enthusiasms, 
and some will no doubt find them appallingly coercive. Yet proposals for 
assimilation, even of the forced march variety, can hardly be construed as 
racist, especially when their manifest purpose was inclusion rather than 
exclusion, and when many of their objectives were shared by the new im
migrants themselves. 116 

Whatever one thinks of the model of Anglo-conformity, Milton Gor
don argues that it should not be confused with the model of the melting 
pot. The melting pot-a phrase coined by the playwright Israel Zang
will-developed as a weapon against scientific racism, and as an alterna-
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tive to the program for all newcomers to embrace the code of English
men. The melting pot was based on a denial of the racist contention that 
immigrants were congenitally incapable of becoming part of American 
culture. Moreover, it was a model of resistance to enforced WASP hierar
chy and conformity.l 17 Its basic premise was that in blending into their 
chosen new environment, the immigrants would reshape it. Most advo
cates of the melting pot did not celebrate a British or a European tradi
tion; rather, they tended to define a progressive American identity that 
transcended the decadent old world of Europe.11s 

Contrary to Stanley Fish's assertion, the Know-Nothings and the Ku 
Klux Klan did not defend common values, assimilation, and the melting 
pot; on the contrary, they fiercely contested the notion that immigrants 
could be assimilated. The early twentieth century racists in America 
were not, as some might expect, melting pot enthusiasts on the grounds 
that it would prove to be a kind of cultural straightjacket for minorities. 
On the contrary, without exception, the racists denounced the melting 
pot on the grounds that inferior groups were congenitally deficient and 
could not be absorbed, they would adulterate and corrupt the Anglo
Saxon race, thus the best solution was to barricade the borders. 119 "The 
idea of a melting pot belongs to a pre-Mendelian age," warned Charles 
Davenport, who advocated restricted immigration and eugenic breeding 
to improve the quality of America's racial stock. 120 Perhaps the most in
fluential of the popular tracts was Madison Grant's The Passing of the 
Great Race, dedicated to "rousing fellow Americans to the overwhelm
ing importance of race and to the folly of the Melting Pot." Grant, an 
admirer of Darwin and president of the New York Zoological Society, 
exalted the excellence of what he called Nordic civilization, which he 
warned was being swamped and vitiated by inferior Alpine and Mediter
ranean strains from southern and central Europe. These darker Euro
peans were really "Western extensions of Asiatic species," Grant 
insisted, whereas Nordics were Aryans, "the white man par excellence." 
Grant argued that already Americans were being dragged down by Ne
groes, who had proved incapable of civilization. He warned that at the 
current immigration rate, the best strains in the white race would soon 
become extinct_l21 

In Congress, the nativist cause was taken up by senators Albert John
son, Albert T. Beveridge, and Henry Cabot Lodge. Johnson warned that 
"the myth of the melting pot has been discredited." 122 President Calvin 
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Coolidge agreed, proclaiming a slogan that many would probably en
dorse today: ''America must be kept American." 123 The consequence, 
writes Stephen Jay Gould, was "one of the greatest victories of scientific 
racism in American history." 124 Congress and the White House worked 
together to implement a series of immigration laws that were explicitly 
racial in seeking to exclude yellow people from the Orient, brown people 
from India and north Africa, and even whites of sunkissed complexion 
from Eastern and Southern Europe. After imposing some restrictions-a 
literacy test in 1917 and a skills test in 1921-Congress in 1924 passed a 
landmark Immigration Act which sharply restricted immigration totals, 
virtually ended Asian immigration, and imposed national origin quotas 
designed to preserve the prevailing ethnic composition of the country. 
The implication of what Reed Ueda terms a "discriminatory hierarchy of 
quotas" was that northwestern Europeans, who were less eager to emi
grate, were now welcome, whereas nonwhites and other Europeans, who 
wanted to come, were not.125 

Life was also getting increasingly uncomfortable for immigrants al
ready in the United States. Nativists and bigots produced books and 
pamphlets warning against intermarriage. In The Biological Basis of 
Human Nature, H. S. Jennings cautioned that "when diverse races are 
crossed, the offspring may well develop combinations of parts that lack 
complete harmony. A large body may be combined with small kidneys, or 
large teeth in a small jaw." Hybrids, Jennings concluded, were simply 
"badly put-together people."126 Inspired by Mendel's discoveries in ge
netics, eugenic societies such as the National Conference on Race Bet
terment, the Eugenics Record Office, and the American Breeders 
Association were formed. The latter group included some of the nation's 
leading natural and social scientists: David Jordan, a biologist and presi
dent of Stanford University; Charles Henderson, a sociologist at the 
University of Chicago; geneticist Charles Davenport. Their goal was not 
specifically racial, although given the findings of scientific racism it has a 
clear racial effect. In this atmosphere, there is no race-neutral way to 
read the words of one eugenic manifesto which sought to reduce "the 
menace to society of inferior blood."127 Nor was this mere rhetoric. Six
teen states passed sterilization laws and in the famous 1927 Supreme 
Court case of Buck v. Bell, a young woman was forcibly sterilized by the 
state and Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes approvingly declared, "Three 
generations of imbeciles are enough. "128 
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FIGHTING RACISM WITH RELATIVISM 

Atahualpa was accused of idolatry, polygamy and incest, which was 

equivalent to condemning him for practicing a different culture. 

-Eduardo Galeanol29 

In the nineteenth century racism went largely unchallenged, but during 
the first half of the twentieth century, a new generation of scholars, many 
of them Jewish immigrants, rose to positions of authority and respect in 
American universities. Hostile to Anglo-Saxon nativism and sympathetic 
to blacks, these scholars subjected scientific racism to withering criti
cism.130 They did so by reviving the ancient dispute between nature and 
nurture-a tension that goes back to the Gree~s, defines the philosophy 
of Rousseau, and remains central to the American race debate. The new 
generation of immigrant scholars began by insisting that there was no 
proof that race differences were intrinsic; rather they were probably the 
product of environment. They proceeded to question whether human 
groups could be ranked hierarchically as savage, barbarian, and civilized. 
Questioning the standards that would be used to make such a classifica
tion, they adopted a relativist position: standards are in the eye of the 
beholder, so that Western criteria should not be used to evaluate non
Western cultures. Eventually some articulated a strong form of cultural 
relativism: all cultures are equal. Some went beyond relativism to insist 
that non-Western cultures were morally superior to Western civilization, 
because they were closer to nature. 

In 1928, a young anthropologist named Margaret Mead published 
Coming of Age in Samoa, a book which sold millions of copies in more 
than a dozen languages and established itself as one of the most influen
tial works in early twentieth century social science. Mead became virtual
ly a household name in America, and perhaps the most famous 
anthropologist in the world. Coming of Age in Samoa, according to an
thropologist Sherwood Washburn, "influenced the way people were 
brought up in this country."l31 Mead was a special kind of cultural rela
tivist, who believed that Western standards should not be used to judge 
other cultures, but who argued that the West could learn from other cul
tures which were, at least in some respects, superior. For Mead, the 
Samoans were a contemporary example of Rousseau's noble savages: 
they were people whom Westerners could envy and try to emulate. They 
were not racial inferiors but cultural superiors. They lived a life that was 
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one with nature and free of guilt. Mead concentrated on the sexual 
virtues of the Samoans. 

They laugh at stories of romantic love, scoff at fidelity ... believe explicitly that 

one love will quickly cure another ... adultery does not necessarily mean a bro

ken marriage ... divorce is a simple, informal matter .... Samoans welcome ca

sual homosexual practices .... In such a setting, there is no room for guilt. 132 

This message of liberation from civilizational hangups was very much 
one that many Americans wanted to hear. Mead's work corroborated a 
new romantic ethos which celebrated the social and sexual freedom of 
the noble savage and deplored the constraining cage of civilization. 
Mead's appeal was not what she wrote about Samoa but what she implic
itly preached to America. By making outlandish practices in Samoa seem 
familiar, Mead made familiar Western practices seem outlandish. Mead 
attacked traditional American concepts of morality and perversion: her 
message was that Americans were too repressed and guilt-ridden about 
sex, and could enjoy the fruits of free love if they would go native like the 
Samoans. Reviewing Mead's book, Freda Kirchwey wrote in The Nation, 
"Somewhere in each of us, hidden among our most obscure desires, is a 
South Sea island promising freedom and irresponsibility."133 Charles Pe
ters, editor of the Washington Monthly, recalls, "I remember reading 
Mead when I was a young man. I read her as telling me that it was okay 
to get laid. Her cultural relativism, or whatever you call it, seemed like a 
small price to pay for freedom." Mead was one of the first apostles of the 
sexual revolution in the United States. 

In 19 34 another famous anthropologist, Ruth Benedict, published Pat
terns of Culture, which became one of the most popular nonfiction books 
of the decade, selling over a million copies. George Stocking credits this 
book with helping win public acceptance for a new "anthropological idea 
of culture."134 Benedict went on to publish numerous well-known works 
such as Race and Racism and The Chrysanthemum and the Sword. Like 
Margaret Mead, Benedict argued that human behavior was shaped pri
marily by nurture rather than nature. Patterns of Culture celebrated 
human malleability and possibility: Americans could burrow beneath the 
apparently strange customs of other peoples and learn wonderfully liber
ating things from them. Cultural relativism was advanced by Benedict as 
a recipe for tolerance, openness, and emancipation-a very attractive lib
eral message for the times. 135 

Mead and Benedict were in fact academic colleagues at Columbia 
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University, and shared a lesbian relationship.l36 Both were students of 
Franz Boas, a Jewish immigrant from Germany who was the founder of 
the American Anthropological Association and chairman of the most in
fluential departments of social science in the United States. Although 
Boas is mainly known today through the influence of his disciples, his 
own impact on American scholarship has been enormous, surpassing that 
of famous European anthropologists like Bronislaw Malinowski and 
Claude Levi-Strauss, and in some ways rivaling that of Marx, Darwin, 
and Freud. Carl Degler writes, "The Boas influence upon American so
cial scientists can hardly be exaggerated."137 Another scholar maintains 
that "it is possible that Boas did more to combat race prejudice than any 
person in history."138 

An immigrant who came to the United States from Germany in 1886, 
Boas left behind a country and a continent increasingly prey to anti
Semitism, which he felt keenly as a Jew. In the United States, Boas, 
whose own politics were left-leaning, 139 carefully began to mobilize 
against the entrenched nativism of the Anglo-Saxon school who domi
nated American universities. He was preparing for a measured yet devas
tating assault on nineteenth century cultural evolutionism. Boas first 
established his academic footing at Columbia University, and then culti
vated a new cohort of scholars-some of them black, several of them 
Jewish, many of them women and immigrants-who would go on to dis
tinguish themselves in the social sciences and transform the assumptions 
of American scholarship. These scholars amplified Boas's views and pros
ecuted a full-scale intellectual war against scientific racism. By the 1930s, 
they were winning the intellectual battle. By the 1940s, their influence 
was manifest on American public opinion. Their achievement was to de
prive scientific racism of its reputation both for being progressive and for 
being scientific. Thanks in large part to this one man and his students, 
the country entered a new era. 14° 

RACE AND CULTURE 

Scientific racism was based on two premises: cultures can be ranked ac
cording to a linear scale of savage, barbarian, and civilized; and cultural 
achievement is a reflection of racial characteristics. Boas accepted bio
logical evolution but denied cultural evolution. He emphasized that dif
ferences in civilizational achievement were not the result of races 
adapting to their natural environment, but of cultures adapting to their 
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social environment. Boas questioned the relationship between race and 
culture, producing studies to show that cultural differences were the 
product of environment rather than biology. Boas also criticized the no
tions of cultural superiority and inferiority, arguing that such evaluation is 
a relative matter. Boas urged that American social scientists describe 
other cultures rather than judge them. He advocated historical particu
larism, a system in which each culture is studied on its own terms as an 
integral and functional whole. 

Boas's alienation from the industrialized West is evident as early as 
1883, even before he came to the United States. Boas made a field trip 
that year to Baffinland, where he was struck by the harmony of Eskimo 
life and began to ask himself whether what he regarded as civilization 
was simply a Western bias against the natural way of life. Echoing 
Rousseau's critique of bourgeois civilization, Boas implied that a savage 
existence may be freer and more authentic. Then he proceeded to rela
tivize Rousseau's critique: neither the savage nor the civilized lifestyle is 
superior, indeed such evaluations will vary depending on the perspective 
and values of the observer. Boas wrote in his diary of the trip: 

I often ask myself what advantages our "good society" possesses over the 
"savages." The more I see of their customs, the more I realize that we have 
no right to look down upon them. Where amongst our people would you find 
such true hospitality? Here, without the least complaint, people are willing to 
perform every task demanded of them .... For me the most important result 
of this trip lies in the strengthening of my point of view that the idea of a "cul
tured" individual is merely relative. 14I 

In America, Boas secured a teaching appointment at Columbia, where he 
began work in a familiar field, craniometry, but with the objective of 
showing limitations in the arguments of the scientific racists. Between 
1908 and 1909 Boas supervised a massive government-funded study of 
more than 18,000 immigrants, some of them recent arrivals, others who 
had lived in the United States for years. With the aid of research assis
tants, Boas measured their heads and bodies, computing cephalic index
es. In his report, he emphasized the revolutionary nature of his findings. 
Boas claimed that for each immigrant group, the cranial index and body 
type changed according to its duration in the United States. Indeed im
migrants from generally dolichocephalic, or long-skulled, groups tended 
to develop rounder heads the longer they stayed in America, and immi
grants from brachycephalic, or short-skulled, groups found their heads 
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getting longer. What Boas had found was not merely change in the cra
nial index, but also convergence. Since their parents and ancestors did 
not show these traits, Boas argued that the changes could "only be ex
plained as due directly to the influence of environment." Moreover, the 
results showed, contrary to the scientific racists, that "all the evidence is 
now in favor of a great plasticity of human types." 142 

Boas outlined his views denying the importance of nature and empha
sizing the influence of culture in several books, including The Mind of 
Primitive Man, published in 1911 and now considered a classic. Boas ar
gued that the development of Western civilization was not the conse
quence of intrinsic genius on the part of the white race but simply owing 
to favorable circumstances. Other cultures could not be termed inferior, 
he declared, only different. He questioned the practice of scientific racists 
who compared existing peoples from undeveloped cultures to the Euro
peans' ancient ancestors. 143 Challenging the credibility of the Social Dar
winists, Boas specifically criticized Herbert Spencer's argument that 
groups could be deemed backward from an evolutionary point of view. 
Spencer had made a passing reference to the inattentiveness of American 
Indians. Based on his studies of the Kwakiutl of Vancouver Island, Boas 
responded that the Indians gave trifling answers to European questions 
because they were uninterested in them; in fact, their conversation was 
highly animated and engaged. Boas was right to point out Spencer's bi
ased assumptions, yet his own study of the Kwakiutl, although impressive 
for its detail, sought to portray his subjects in a positive light by carefully 
avoiding any references to abhorrent Kwakiutl practices such as slavery. 144 

Denying the allegations of the scientific racists that American blacks 
were naturally inferior to whites, Boas argued that such conclusions were 
premature because of the burdens imposed by slavery and oppression. 
He advocated conditions of equal opportunity that would permit blacks 
to reach their potential. 

We do not know of any demand made on the human body or mind in mod

ern life that anatomical or ethnological evidence would prove to be beyond 

the powers of the Negro. There is every reason to believe that the Negro, 

when given facility and opportunity, will be perfectly able to fulfill the duties 

of citizenship as well as his white neighbor. 145 

Boas's arguments were greatly strengthened because of a kind of lin
guistic revolution he launched in American social science by his novel use 
of the term "culture." Before the nineteenth century, European writers 
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spoke only of "civilization." The term civilization comes from the Latin 
word civis meaning citizen. Used in the singular, civilization implies a cer
tain form of government and a certain level of achievement. In the nine
teenth century, Matthew Arnold used the term "culture" in contrast with 
"civilization." For Arnold culture was the corpus of liberal learning apart 
from the mechanized and homogenized work of industrial civilization. 
The word culture comes from the Latin term cultura meaning to grow or 
cultivate. "Culture" arises out of "agriculture." Arnold used culture in an 
elevated sense, however: culture was represented by the high traditions of 
Athens and Jerusalem. It was "the study of perfection ... the best that has 
been known and thought." To say that someone is cultured in the 
Arnoldian sense implies that he is educated in morals and taste.146 

Boas, however, used a new definition, one that was initiated by the 
English anthropologist Edward Tylor, who defined culture as the "knowl
edge, belief, arts, morals, customs and any other capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member of society."147 This was a less demanding 
and more inclusive definition according to which the term "uncultured" 
was essentially meaningless. Only some people may be considered to 
have civilization, but all people in the Boasian sense have culture, in that 
they have customs and beliefs. Accordingly, anthropologists now began 
to speak not of culture in the singular but of cultures in the plural.148 

Through the democratization of the term, Boas found it much easier to 
suggest the essential relativity of cultures, and to define the task of an
thropology as that of examining cultures on their own terms, rather than 
trying to compare their levels of development on a single scale of evalua
tion. Over time, even Americans who did not espouse relativism began 
to speak of "culture" in the Boas sense of the term, which is the way we 
commonly use the term today.149 

Historically, one of the strongest arguments for Western civilizational 
superiority has been the spectacular political and economic successes of 
modern industrial society. According to George Stocking in The Ethnog
rapher's Magic, Boas qualified but never abandoned his belief in the con
cepts of modernity, technology, rationality, and civilization.15° He did not 
claim that groups had demonstrated the same levels of achievement, only 
that these differences were due to culture and circumstance; groups 
probably had the same inherent potential.151 Boas was not a strict cultur
al relativist, although he moved increasingly in that direction over the 
years.152 He emphasized that his main argument with the scientific racists 
was not that they were wrong, but that their case was unproven.l53 
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SAMOAN TALL TALES 

As often happens with an influential teacher, however, Boas's students 
extended his principles to construct a radically new framework for un
derstanding race in the modern worldY4 The names of Boas's students 
at Columbia University read like a Who's Who of early American anthro
pology: Margaret Mead, Ruth Benedict, Otto Klineberg, Kenneth Clark, 
Melville Herskovits, Theodosius Dobzhansky, Alfred Kroeber, Robert 
Lowie, Edward Sapir, L. C. Dunn, Isidor Chein, Gene Weltfish, and 
Ashley Montagu. Under his careful direction, these young scholars un
dertook projects that would decisively shape their field, as well as influ
ence American public attitudes and policy. Many of Boas's students 
developed their teacher's concept of culture into a comprehensive ideol
ogy of relativism. In its radical form, this relativism did not merely assert 
the difficulty of understanding other cultures but insisted that there is no 
rational basis for judging them and consequently that all cultures should 
be considered essentially equal and equally deserving of respect. 

• Alfred Kroeber and Robert Lowie insisted that culture should be 
studied entirely independent of biology or heredity, which went far be
yond anything Boas wrote. 155 

• Ruth Benedict argued the inevitability of Western scholarly ethno
centrism in evaluating other cultures: "The seeing eye is not a mere phys
ical organ but a means of perception conditioned by the tradition in 
which its possessor has been reared." 156 

• Margaret Mead virtually denied that human nature had anything to 
do with heredity: "Human nature is almost unbelievably malleable, re
sponding ... to contrasting cultural conditions. "157 

• Otto Klineberg even offered relativism as a moral imperative: "Feel
ings of superiority are not conducive to good human relations." 158 

• Perhaps the clearest exposition of the strong form of cultural rela-
tivism was given by Melville Herskovits. 

Cultural relativism is a philosophy that recognizes the values set up by 

every society to guide its own life, and that understands their worth to 

those who live by them, though they may differ from one's own. Instead of 

underscoring differences from absolute norms that, however objectively 

arrived at, are nonetheless the product of a given time and place, the rela

tivistic point of view brings into relief the validity of every set of norms for 

the people who have them.159 

The Boas school sought both to defend this doctrine and to give it 
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practical application. The triumph of the Boasians is illustrated by the 
success achieved by his most prominent student, Margaret Mead. 
Mead's famous trip to Samoa in 1925-1926 was suggested and shaped 
by Boas, who convinced Mead to become an anthropologist in the first 
place. Prior to her Samoan adventure, Boas instructed Mead that her 
"most important contribution" would be to show the "psychological atti
tude of the individual" was a product of the pressure of the general pat
tern of culture." Boas also implied to Mead that the awkward adolescent 
phase of sexual adjustment (which Freud attributed to repression) might 
be a kind of Western peculiarity, not shared by Samoans and other truly 
emancipated peoples. 16° What Mead wanted to find, and what her 
teacher wanted her to find, perhaps not very surprisingly, is exactly what 
she did find. Her response to Samoans was like that of Montaigne to the 
cannibals of his day: "One very beautiful thing about their marriages is 
that whereas our wives anxiously keep us from enjoying the friendship 
and kindliness of other women, their wives are equally anxious to pro
cure just those favors for their husbands."161 In an introduction to 
Mead's Coming of Age in Samoa, Boas spelled out Mead's corroboration 
of his hypothesis: "Much of what we ascribe to human nature is no more 
than a reaction to the restraints put upon us by our civilization."162 

In fact, Mead's portrait of Samoa was misleading, if not substantively 
false. Samoan students studying at American colleges in later years would 
angrily denounce her for misrepresenting and distorting their culture.163 

Another leading anthropologist, Derek Freeman, documented that Mead 
was wrong on virtually every claim she had made about Samoa. While 
Mead had claimed that Samoans were free of jealousy and psychological 
remorse over sexuality, in fact repression and guilt were pervasive in 
Samoan culture. Mead insisted that free love was generally accepted, but 
Freeman pointed out that bridal virginity was regarded as indispensable 
and even publicly tested by the groom's family. Mead wrote that adultery 
was considered harmless by the Samoans, but Freeman documented that 
adultery, once punished in Samoa by death, was listed in the Samoan 
legal code during the 1920s as a crime punishable by a fine and a year's 
imprisonment or both. Mead had claimed to be struck by the absence of 
suicide, whereas Freeman showed that suicides were frequent in Samoa 
at the time, and were reported regularly in the local newspapers. Mead 
had written that rape was foreign to the Samoan mind, but Freeman 
showed that rape rates in Samoa were several times higher than in the 
United States, indeed "among the highest in the world." Mead's account 
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was so scandalously in error, Freeman concluded, that it constitutes the 
worst case of "self-deception in the history of the behavioral sciences." 
He argued that the best explanation for how she could have gone so far 
wrong is that "as a kind of joke" she had been "deliberately misled by her 
adolescent informants." Freeman located one of Mead's sources, 
Fa' apua' a Fa' amu, who confirmed that she and her girlfriends were so 
chagrined by Mead's prurient interest in their sex lives that they made up 
the kind of stories that Mead apparently wanted to hear. Freeman argued 
that Mead's gullibility is not surprising in that she arrived in Samoa with
out knowing the language, picked up what she could in a six-week 
course, lived not with the natives but with a U.S. Navy pharmacist, and 
left Samoa nine months later. Freeman, who conducted more than six 
years of field work in Samoa, asserted that Mead had proven to be a fool 
and a liar and that Boas, the famous skeptic, turned out to be naively 
credulous about the findings of his students that supported his own polit
ical biases. l64 

Predictably, Freeman's book caused an uproar in anthropological cir
cles. "Freeman's attack on a leading female scholar ... cannot fail to 
have racist implications," protested Eleanor Leacock.165 Anthropologist 
Lowell Holmes went into an ethnocentric pout: "I find an element of re
sentment at a foreigner attacking our Margaret. America loved this 
woman." 166 While conceding Mead's flaws "from the perspective of an
thropology today," anthropologist Annette Weiner sought to defend her 
conclusions by condemning the "old myth that human behavior is 
grounded in only one kind of truth and one set of values."167 Colin Turn
bull in The New Republic termed Freeman's research "a personal attack 
on a great woman, a great humanitarian and a great anthropologist." Yet 
his defense of Mead's Samoan findings was tepid. "Mead made no bones 
about her lack of training." Absurdly, Turnbull states that "the nature
nurture issue was not what Margaret Mead set out to investigate."168 As 
even her defenders' rhetoric suggests, Mead's Samoan reporting is now 
regarded by most scholars as partial and questionable at best. As Bradd 
Shore put it, "We have sought to explain away her errors."169 Another 
sympathetic scholar, Peter Worsley, concluded that Mead produced "cre
ative speculation but poor anthropology."l7o 

Mead's Samoan escapade turned out to be simply one of a series of 
Boasian initiatives, all aimed at providing empirical fortification for the 
model of cultural relativism. Ruth Benedict made a study of the Pueblo 
Indians, where she seems to have found in the Pueblos precisely what 
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she may have been looking for: a society where sex was free of guilt, mar
ital fidelity ignored, divorce simply a matter of casual change-of-heart, 
and homosexuality an "honorable estate."171 As part of a Carnegie Foun
dation study commissioned by Gunnar Myrdal, another Boas student, 
Melville Herskovits, undertook a study of the Mrican heritage of Ameri
cans. Through field work in Surinam and Dahomey, Herskovits pro
duced what is now widely regarded as a sanitized portrait of Mrica and 
an exaggerated account of Mricanisms in America.172 Like contemporary 
Mrocentrists, Herskovits conducted his research with the stated objec
tive of boosting Negro pride and improving white perceptions of blacks: 

Let us suppose it could be shown that the Negro is a man with a past and a 
reputable past; that in time the concept could be spread that the civilizations 
of Africa, like those of Europe, have contributed to American culture as we 
know it today; and that this idea might eventually be taken over into the 
canons of general thought. Would this not, as a practical measure, tend to un
dermine the assumptions that bolster prejudice?173 

Over the years, the Boas school's pattern of discovery became clear. 
Whether it was Boas among the Eskimo, or Mead in Samoa, or Benedict 
among the Pueblo Indians, or Herskovits in Mrica, the conclusion was al
ways the same: cultures that seem on the surface to be hopelessly primi
tive are in fact enormously sophisticated and complex, no less worthy of 
admiration than Western culture. And the moral, never concealed, was 
that white Europeans have no cause for civilizational arrogance, at the 
very least they should accept other cultures and peoples on a plane of 
equality, and as a matter of fact they have a good deal to learn from them. 

ARE ALL CULTURES EQUAL? 

Many of the assumptions of cultural relativism are so widely accepted 
today that we should try to step back and examine the contours of the 
relativist argument as it emerged from the Boasian school. To do so, let 
us focus on Ruth Benedict and Melville Herkovits, the most vocal advo
cates of cultural relativism in its strong form. The challenge confronted 
by Benedict, Herskovits, and the Boasians was cogendy articulated in a 
UNESCO study, published in 1952, by Claude Levi-Strauss: 

If there are no innate racial aptitudes, how can we explain the fact that the 
white man's civilization has made the tremendous advances with which we 
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are all familiar, while the civilizations of the colored peoples have lagged be
hind, some of them having come only halfway along the road, and others 
being still thousands or tens of thousands of years behind the times?174 

This question raises a possible conflict between progress, a product of 
Western modernity, and the equality of all cultures. Benedict begins by 
implicitly conceding both progress and European cultural superiority, but 
denying that either are related to race. "Higher civilization is not a charac
teristic of all whites but only of certain areas of white civilization." Bene
dict denies what she terms "biological laws ... of cultural progress." 
Benedict illustrates her rejection of the racial basis of civilizational devel
opment with a convincing example. American Indians may strike whites 
as primitive and backward peoples, Benedict argues, but is this because of 
intrinsic characteristics, such as race, or because of culture? Benedict ad
mits that Indians share racial features, but she denies that this determines 
their thinking or behavior. Both Plains tribes and Pueblos are Indians, yet 
the former are rugged and individualistic, while the latter are mild and 
peaceful; clearly, she suggests, they have developed different cultures in 
response to different needs and conditions. Benedict also impugns claims 
of permanent or intrinsic Anglo-Saxon superiority by pointing out that 
these very people are descended from some of the wildest tribes who 
were painfully subdued by the Romans and the Normans in the ancient 
and medieval period. ''A Norman in the time of Ivanhoe could have writ
ten of the impossibility of civilizing the Saxons," Benedict writes. 

Next Benedict proceeds to question both the inevitability and the de
sirability of the kind of progress made possible by the West's new science 
of man. She asserts empires such as the Egyptians, the Persians, the 
Macedonians, the Romans, the Mongols, and the Arabs all rose to great 
eminence, only to collapse and never recover. "The history of all civiliza
tions, whether they are Caucasian or Malay or Mongol, shows periods of 
great vigor and also periods of stability and even ossification." Moreover, 
"Our civilization has invented many things which white intelligence has 
not shown the ability to handle. Surely this too is a test of intelligence, 
and one in which Western civilization has not distinguished itself." Bene
dict then goes on to reject even the possibility of being able to evaluate 
other cultures in a detached or objective manner. "No man ever looks at 
the world with pristine eyes. He sees it edited by a definite set of customs 
and institutions and ways of thinking. He cannot go beyond these stereo
types. His very concepts of true and false will still have reference to his 
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particular traditions."I75 Here Benedict suggests that Europeans can only 
view other cultures through color-tinted lenses. 

Finally, Benedict and Herskovits move from a neutral relativism, 
which says that we cannot know that which is alien to us, to the advocacy 
of a specific form of global knowledge: the equality of all cultures. "Every 
society has worked out a material culture and techniques of exploiting 
the natural resources of its habitat," Herskovits writes. Consequently, in 
Herskovits's view, "the characteristics held to distinguish 'primitive' or 
'savage' ways of life are open to serious question." 176 Herskovits and 
Benedict both argue for the parity of cultures based on the premise that 
every one of them has made an inherently legitimate adaptation to its en
vironment. Benedict writes, "No man can thoroughly participate in any 
culture unless he has been brought up and has lived according to its 
forms, but he can grant to other cultures the same significance to their 
patterns which he recognizes as his own." Benedict even offers a moral 
justification for eschewing Western cultural superiority and embracing 
cultural relativism. 

Modern existence has thrown many civilizations into close contact, and at the 
moment the overwhelming response to this situation is nationalism and racial 
snobbery .... The recognition of the cultural basis of race prejudice is a des
perate need in present Western civilization .... Those of us who are members 
of the vaunted races ... should make it clear that we do not want or claim the 
kind of superiority that the racists offer us.m 

In its criticism of the racial basis of civilizational achievement, rela
tivism proved convincing. After all, the racists had presumed, rather than 
demonstrated, the necessary correlation between the white physical 
makeup and the achievement of Western civilization. As Boas and later 
Benedict maintained, the burden of proof was on the racists, and they 
seemed unable to meet it. Thus the greatest achievement of the Boasians 
was to detach the idea of race from the idea of culture. 

Relativism also appealed to many because it seemed to offer a basis 
for detached and value-neutral scholarship. For decades the project of 
investigating non-Western cultures was murky territory, attracting an as
sorted band of theologians, philosophers, biologists, and naturalists. 
Much of their theorizing was interdisciplinary and amateurish, presum
ing an evolutionary model that seemed arbitrary and self-serving in its 
criteria for social and racial hierarchy. The new relativism professional-
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ized American social science by offering sociology, anthropology and 
other fields a new method and mission: to study other cultures on their 
own terms and try to explain why peoples lived as they did. Cultures 
could now be studied not from distant vantage points but, as the new 
terminology had it, "from within." Many scholars were attracted by an 
approach that gave them a sense of being sympathetic insiders rather 
than judgmental outsiders. 

Finally the moral appeal of Boasian relativism also became evident. 
Instead of being ideological apprentices for ideologies of Western superi
ority, American scholars could now be cultural ambassadors from other 
cultures to the West. Indeed they could invoke the seemingly peculiar 
mores of other cultures as models for the West: they could become apos
tles of unlimited cultural plasticity and human freedom in the United 
States. If the natural scientists promised material prosperity based on the 
"conquest of nature," social scientists could offer social emancipation 
based on the conquest of human nature. Indeed this claim to the value
neutral study and manipulation of cultural mores within their own soci
ety lies behind the term "social scientist." Much of the social engineering 
of the second half of the twentieth century, aimed at guaranteeing per
sonal self-expression for individuals and social equality for groups, is 
based on this vision. 

But relativism raised problems too, which have become more appar
ent over the years. By insisting on the adaptiveness or functionality of all 
norms and practices, it compelled a suspension of critical judgment in as
sessing other cultures. In a frank statement, Melville Herskovits invoked 
relativism to justify "the right to be exploited in terms of the patterns of 
one's own culture."178 Such an approach sometimes required an averted 
gaze from practices such as witchcraft, mutilation, torture, female clitoral 
removal, destructive taboos, foot-binding, bride burning, blood feuds, 
the sacralization of disease, and horrendous sanitary practices. Instead of 
trying to rationalize indefensible customs, anthropologist Robert Edger
ton protested, Western scholars should consider the possibility of mal
adaptive or dysfunctional practices. 179 Yet Edgerton's concerns have 
gone largely unheeded. According to the relativist paradigm, the appar
ently outrageous customs of other cultures were to be politely over
looked, or explained as ingenious and necessary adaptations to the 
special needs of a particular environment. 

A recent example is Renata Rosaldo's empathetic account of why the 
lliongot men of the Philippines upon encountering a personal tragedy ex-
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press their grief by hunting down strangers and cutting off their heads. 
Rosaldo's answer is that the lliongot are displaying an honest and ad
mirable rage. "Upper middle class Anglo-American culture tends to ig
nore rage," Rosaldo complains.180 Of course by this logic there are no 
moral constraints whatsoever on human behavior. Drawing on the vocab
ulary of philosophical relativism, American social scientists employed the 
new vocabulary of "values."181 There are no enduring truths, only subjec
tive preferences, and there is no rational basis for saying that one option 
is superior to any other. Just as each culture's customs were regarded as 
adaptive for them, so each individual's norms of conduct could be con
sidered adaptive for that person. Although many tried to resist this impli
cation, ultimately cultural relativism seemed to legitimize the distinct but 
related notion of moral relativism as well. 

Despite its apparent toleration of the offensive practices of other cul
tures, the Boasian paradigm promoted a peculiarly harsh condemnation 
of American customs and mores. This double standard became evident 
in the way American social scientists insisted that the practices of other 
cultures were exempt from moral criticism, yet these scholars did not 
prove reluctant to condemn Western practices that they considered re
pugnant. Relativism did not seem to protect domestic American cultures, 
such as the culture of evangelical Christians who condemned homosexu
ality, or of Southerners who celebrated the antebellum era. Why this 
moral asymmetry? Were these groups not also adapting to their unique 
environments and did not their rage, like that of the lliongots, require 
empathy and understanding? On the contrary: these cultures were held 
to full moral accountability. Yet in holding them responsible for their ac
tions, American scholars seemed to judge them by a higher standard than 
that applied to nonwhite peoples, thus granting to white groups a kind of 
implicit claim to moral superiority. 

Cultural relativism seemed convincing as long as it was based on both 
a vague and a low view of culture. The low view was implicit in the term 
culture itself: relativists could plausibly argue that the Western habit of 
eating potatoes was no better than the Asian habit of eating rice. (Even 
this is not obvious: nutritionists can make a case that the diets of certain 
cultures are healthier than others.) But it was far more difficult to make 
the case that Western liberal democracy was not a better system of gov
ernment than Islamic theocracy, or that cultures that violated human 
rights and those that respected human rights occupied the same moral 
plane. Thus while it seemed considerate to proclaim all cultures equal, 
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relativism raised the problem of specificity: Equal in what respect? Obvi
ously some cultures were better than others at doing certain things, such 
as producing consumer goods or sending rockets into outer space. Taken 
literally, cultural relativism was compelled to deny the very existence of 
progress, because in its lexicon, the new culture is no better than the one 
it replaced. As Ernest Gellner argued, the fact of relativism-that cul
tures differ in their mores-did not entail an ideology of relativism-that 
we have no basis for moral judgment about other cultures and should 
embrace cultural egalitarianism.182 

Relativism also seemed problematic at the deepest philosophical level. 
Insisting that Europeans could not understand other cultures except 
through Western ideological spectacles, Theodosius Dobzhansky 
reached the approved Boasian conclusion: "No one culture's way of life 
is better than another; people live differently and that is all."183 How did 
Dobzhansky know this? Either he had discovered a universal truth, in 
which case it was possible for a westerner to objectively understand other 
cultures and the Boasian premise was false or, alternatively, all knowl
edge was truly local and relative, and this applied to Boasian relativism as 
well. 

THE RACIST AS BARBARIAN 

Whatever the merits of the arguments, the Boas school prevailed, and 
largely through its influence cultural relativism became an operating as
sumption in American social science. Boas and his students were effec
tive in rebutting many of the arguments of the scientific racists, and they 
won important converts such as Howard Odum, a Southern scholar who 
espoused theories of black inferiority in the early part of the twentieth 
century, but later converted to the Boasian point of view, became a liber
al voice in support of civil rights, and during the 1950s refused to testify 
in favor of segregation during the Brown v. Board of Education case. 184 

Other scholars underwent similar metamorphoses. 185 By the early 1930s, 
Boas's students and followers dominated the major anthropology depart
ments of top universities, as well as the leadership of many professional 
social science organizations. 

But it is a mistake to believe that the Boasians succeeded through rea
son alone. As Carl Degler writes, "We see essentially the substitution of 
one unproved assumption by another."l86 The event which guaranteed 
the intellectual victory of cultural relativism in Western scholarship was 
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World War II. Western social scientists watched in horror as Adolf Hitler 
openly championed the cause of racial nationalism-warning in Mein 
Kampf of the prospect of a "bastardized and niggerized world"187-and 
then used it to justify the extermination of millions of Jews and other 
peoples he held as inferior. "However hard scientists tried to disassociate 
themselves from Nazi racism by labelling it a ghastly perversion of sci
ence for political ends," Nancy Stepan writes, "the fact was that racism 
had received its sanction from science."188 Even more embarrassing, eu
genic groups in the United States had lent general support to the so
called Aryan science of the N azis. 189 In one notorious case, Lothrop 
Stoddard, the author of Clashing Tides of Color and other paeans to white 
supremacy, interviewed Adolf Hitler in 1940 and found many of his polit
ical and eugenic theories to be excellent, although he conceded that in 
Hitler's overzealousness they were being carried too far. 190 

As the United States mobilized for war against Hitler, such views be
came not only unpersuasive, but bordering on treason. America and 
much of the world saw that ethnic and racial animus carried with it the 
prospect of mass destruction and genocide. Suddenly the war against 
bigotry seemed a crusade relevant to the lives of all Americans. Bigotry 
seemed not only irrational, as many scholars insisted, but also deeply im
moral, as historical events demonstrated. In American intellectual quar
ters, it became apostasy to argue that one race was superior to another. 

The Boasians proceeded to launch an assault on the motives of their 
opponents, including serious scholars of racial differences who were ac
cused of harboring sympathies for Nazism. Pat Shipman writes in a recent 
book that "those who meant to strike blows for equality ... bent the truth 
to their cause." Even tactics that would otherwise be considered unac
ceptable proved effective, Shipman argues, because many in the West 
were terrified of the "risk of providing ammunition to potential racists."191 

The Boasians were able to establish themselves as the only humane alter
native to genocide. As a result of lobbying by Boas and his students, the 
American Anthropological Association in 1938 passed its first resolution 
proclaiming the equal capacity of all cultures and denouncing racism.I92 

At the time such a political gesture was considered highly unusual, but 
over the next few decades these resolutions became fairly routine.193 

In 1944 the international group UNESCO appointed a committee to 
issue a statement on race which was headed up by a prominent Boasian, 
the cultural anthropologist Ashley Montagu. The draft statement conclud
ed that "biological studies lend support to the ethic of universal brother-
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hood, for man is born with drives toward cooperation." This radical rejec
tion of Darwinism prompted such unease among scholars that UNESCO 
assembled a new committee which issued a revised position. Once again, 
the committee was dominated by Boasians: Montagu, L. C. Dunn, Otto 
Klineberg, and Theodosius Dobzhansky. They moderated the ideological 
zeal of the first draft and rephrased their conclusion into language that 
commanded wider, although by no means unanimous, scientific assent. 
The UNESCO final statement declared that "available scientific evidence 
provides no basis for believing that the groups of mankind differ in their 
innate capacity for intellectual and emotional development. "194 Over the 
next several years UNESCO issued four antiracist manifestos, which reaf
firmed that all groups have equal civilizational ability. 

The consequence of the Boasian triumph was the enshrinement of a 
new conventional wisdom in American scholarship. This can be seen in 
perhaps the most influential book on race in America published in the 
twentieth century, An American Dilemma by Gunnar Myrdal.195 A world
renowned Swedish social scientist who went on to win the Nobel Prize in 
economics, Myrdal was invited to the United States by the Carnegie 
Foundation to supervise a major study of "the Negro problem." Pub
lished in 1944, Myrdal's book changed the entire race debate in the 
United States. It was instrumental in preparing the ground for the civil 
rights movement, and for shaping many of its assumptions and argu
ments.196 Basing his study on what he termed "relativistic scientific 
knowledge," Myrdal popularized two crucial terms which continue to 
frame the American race debate: prejudice and discrimination. For his 
data, Myrdal interviewed a wide range of sources, but he attached the 
most credibility to the anthropologists of the Boas school. Kenneth 
Clark, a young black sociologist and a Boas disciple, worked as a re
searcher on the Myrdal project. Two Boas students, Otto Klineberg and 
Ashley Montagu, were specifically commissioned by Myrdal to write 
monographs and reports, and Myrdal cited Klineberg's work to justify his 
conclusion that there are no differences in innate intelligence between 
blacks and whites. 

Myrdal took it for granted that race was more a social than a biological 
category, and that enormous variations within groups made it impossible 
to speak scientifically about pure races. He dismissed the possibility of 
natural differences between the races, saying it was "increasingly evident 
that little, if anything, could be scientifically explained in terms of the pe
culiarities of the Negroes themselves." Myrdal blamed whites for the 
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false attribution of the inferior social condition of blacks to race, a condi
tion he termed "prejudice." Ignoring the historical circumstances in 
which racism first arose, Myrdal asserted, contrary to the claims of the 
old racists, that slavery and segregation were the cause, rather than the 
consequence, of black inferiority. 

In fact, Myrdal said that since the political power of whites conditioned 
the social circumstances of blacks, there was no Negro problem, only a 
"white man's problem." Myrdal argued that "white prejudice and discrimi
nation keep the Negro low in standards of living, manners and morals. 
1bis, in turn, gives support to white prejudice." Consequently, Myrdal 
maintained that "if white prejudice could be decreased and discrimination 
mitigated, this is likely to cause a rise in Negro standards, which may de
crease white prejudice still a little more, and so on through mutual interac
tion." Myrdal proposed an "educational offensive against racial 
intolerance," and concluded that there was simply no scientific justification 
for "differential treatment in matters of public policy, such as in education, 
suffrage, and entrance into various sections of the labor market."197 

By the 1950s, these premises were the secure and unquestioned under
pinning of American intellectual life. Two influential studies, published in 
1950, reveal the new orthodoxy, what Pierre Van Den Berghe terms the 
"genuine party line" on race that persists today. 198 In The Dynamics of Prej
udice, Bruno Bettelheim and Morris Janowitz shifted the focus from the 
intellectual abilities of blacks and other minorities to the psychological 
profile of the racist. Their study of veterans identified irrationality and 
fear as two of the galvanizing forces behind prejudice.199 In The Authori
tarzan Personality, T. W Adorno and his colleagues went further, charging 
that middle-class Western values were highly conducive to racism, so that 
those who conformed to these ideals were probable bigots and "potential 
fascists," suffering from insecurity anxieties, quick to project their own 
failings onto others, susceptible to demagogic manipulation, highly in 
need of education in tolerance and group understanding.200 

According to the relativist paradigm that emerged, there is no justified 
criticism to be made against any culture or group; any such attempt is 
prima facie evidence of irrational "prejudice." In his classic work The Na
ture of Prejudice, published in 1954, Harvard psychologist Gordon All
port defines the term as "thinking ill of others without sufficient warrant 
... a feeling prior to, or not based on, actual experience," indeed often 
"composed wholly of hearsay evidence, emotional projections and fanta
sy."201 1bis definition persists to the present.2o2 It dismisses as highly un-



160 The End of Racism 

likely any suggestion that under circumstances of uncertainty, prejudices 
may be necessary or prudent. Group generalizations, similarly, are viewed 
as unchanging "stereotypes," a term derived from printing which Walter 
Lippmann introduced in the 1920s. Stereotypes are regarded as "over
generalizations of psychological characteristics to large human groups," 
and thus faulty and unscientific, in the words of a leading textbook. 203 "A 
stereotype is a preconceived or oversimplified generalization about an 
entire group of people without regard for individual differences," reports 
the Anti-Defamation League of B'nai B'rith in a curricular package de
signed to combat prejudice. "Even when stereotypes are positive the im
pact of stereotyping is negative."204 The possibility that stereotypes might 
be based on accurate statistical generalizations, whether positive or nega
tive, is ignored altogether or rejected out of hand. Prejudice and stereo
types, of course, lead to "discrimination," which is now defined as "the 
restrictive treatment of a person or group based on prejudiced assump
tions of group characteristics, rather than on individual judgment. "205 Yet 
this definition does not take into account discrimination that may have a 
rational basis, because in the absence of full information about individu
als we may be compelled in limited cases to evaluate them based on dis
cernible group characteristics. 

Today the relativist paradigm is not defended, but taken for granted. 
According to this model, cultural relativism or group equality is natural 
and inequality or hierarchy is conventional. Other cultures are automati
cally viewed on the same plane as the West; minority groups are entitled 
to a presumption of moral and intellectual equality with whites; no 
group, whether blacks in America or aborigines in Australia, can be con
sidered inferior. Group differences, according to the antiracist model, 
can safely be attributed to environmental causes, specifically, in the case 
of American minorities, to past and present discrimination. The remedies 
seem naturally to suggest themselves: education, desegregation, equality 
under the law. Moreover, those who do not endorse the new ideology are 
said to require not persuasion, but diagnosis. "Through particular social 
attitudes," Thomas Pettigrew writes, "people project their emotional 
problems onto the external world. "206 Because their critical and hostile 
views toward other groups violate the presumption of group equality, 
they are considered suspect, both ignorant and psychologically deficient, 
products of irrational hatred. The racist who emerges from the Boasian 
paradigm is the new barbarian. In the relativist view, those who assert 
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Western civilizational superiority are the true Neanderthals. The racist is 
deemed unworthy of participation in serious discussion; indeed there is 
some question about whether he or she is a legitimate member of the lib
eral community. Racists are regarded as at best unenlightened, at worst 
malevolent, requiring appropriate legal and educational remedies to 
combat their alleged ignorance and fear. Upon these assumptions Ameri
can scholars and activists constructed the rationale and policies of the 
civil rights movement. 





5 
A DREAM DEFERRED 

Who Betrayed Martin Luther King, Jr.? 

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not 

be judged by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character. 

-Martin Luther King, Jr. I 

A generation after the civil rights movement, blacks have made remark
able progress, and Martin Luther King, Jr.'s birthday is a national holi
day.2 Yet along with this progress, and perhaps inseparable from it, 
Mrican Americans today suffer the seemingly intractable pathologies of 
the underclass, even the black middle class seems disgruntled, and 
throughout the country King's vision of a society in which we are judged 
as individuals on our merits appears more distant than ever. In many 
ways, America is a less hopeful and more race conscious society in the 
1990s than in the 1960s. Derrick Bell offers his bitter assessment of the 
aftermath of the civil rights era: "We have made progress in everything, 
yet nothing has changed. "3 

Today Martin Luther King, Jr. is venerated as a national hero and a vir
tual icon of the civil rights movement. This hagiographic treatment of 
King is peculiar in that many Mrican Americans, including some who 
marched with King, now seem to regard his vision as largely misguided. 
Indeed many people may be surprised to discover that not white racists 
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but black leaders are the strongest opponents of King's principles. David 
'froutt acknowledges that for many Mrican Americans "the reverend's rap 
is weak today."4 Spike Lee argues that contemporary young blacks identi
fy not with King but with Malcolm X. "The whole nonviolent, turn-the
other-cheek business just isn't getting anywhere in America. That is one of 
the reasons why people aren't walking around with a K on their hat. "5 

Some Mrican American leaders have not abandoned color blindness as 
a goal, but virtually all seem convinced that race-neutral laws and policies 
are not the desired means. Yet even while repudiating his programs, black 
activists continue to invoke King's name and benefit from his moral au
thority. That is why mention of King's insistence that character, rather 
than color, should be the basis of public decisions inspires embarrassment 
and anger: Jesse Jackson calls it "intellectual terrorism," and Eleanor 
Holmes Norton protests, "Stop quoting dead saints."6 Consider the 
frankness with which Mrican American scholars repudiate race-neutral 
laws and policies. 

• "There is nothing intrinsically wrong with using race in lawmaking 
or policy formulation," argues Roy Brooks in Rethinking the American 
Race Problem. Criticisms of race-conscious policies, he argues, are char
acterized by "the inability to distinguish between policies that engender 
racial exclusion and those that promote racial inclusion." Individual 
rights are important, Brooks concedes, but "questions of morality and 
justice must be decided by considering the individual in relation to the 
design of society. "7 

• Philosopher Bernard Boxill defends a double standard of justice 
which denies racial preferences for whites but upholds compensatory 
preferences for minorities. "Many color conscious policies are wrong," 
Boxill concedes in his book Blacks and Social Justice. ''Jim Crow was cer
tainly wrong." On the other hand, "This is not because they are color 
conscious .... Color conscious policies like busing and affirmative action 
could be correct."8 

• A race-neutral society, John Hope Franklin writes, "is based on an 
assumption that flies in the face of the facts. A color-blind society does 
not exist in the United States and never has existed."9 Former NAACP 
executive director Benjamin Hooks says, "The Constitution itself has 
recognized that there is color in this world. So from time to time we must 
use those categories to achieve the Constitution's goals."10 

• "We tried colorblind 30 years ago and that system is naturally and 
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artificially rigged for white males," argues Connie Rice of the NAACP 
Legal Defense Fund. 11 "The color blindness theory ... is an incomplete 
and misleading approach ... to the constitutional end of assuring sub
stantive, not merely procedural, equality," writes Randall Kennedy. 12 

• Legal scholar Lani Guinier agrees. ''A color-blind government ... 
happily ratifies a status quo that gives whites a property right in being 
white, or at least legitimates expectations derived from participating in a 
plantation economy." 13 Charles Lawrence goes further, urging African 
Americans to "combat the ideology of equal opportunity."14 

• "Formal equality has done a lot but misses the heart of the prob
lem," writes legal scholar Patricia Williams. "The rules may be color
blind, but people are not." Williams urges "some measure of enforced 
equality" to replace "blindly formalized constructions of equal opportu
nity."15 Robert Carter, a federal judge who once promoted race-neutral 
laws on behalf of the NAACP, scorns "arid pronouncements of color
blindness that either leave racial discrimination undisturbed or foster its 
further retrenchment." l6 

• Writing in the Harvard Law Review, Kimberle Crenshaw condemns 
"the restrictive vision which ... treats equality as a process," preferring 
instead "the expansive view stressing equality as a result." She argues 
that civil rights laws should aim not at race neutrality but at "the eradica
tion of the substantive conditions of black subordination."17 

• Adolph Reed and Julian Bond argue that the pursuit of race neutral
ity is both unrealistic and oppressive because "at bottom it stems from an 
inability to perceive black Americans as legitimate, full members of the 
polity."18 And Mary Frances Berry, who chairs the U.S. Commission on 
Civil Rights, goes so far as to assert that "civil rights laws were not passed 
to give civil rights protection to all Americans."19 

It is no exaggeration to say that a rejection of Martin Luther King, Jr.'s 
vision of a regime in which we are judged solely based on the content of 
our character is a virtual job qualification for leadership in the civil rights 
movement today. Not only is the concept of a race-neutral society repu
diated as an ingredient of policy, but some even question whether it 
should be a national goal. For better or worse, the contemporary civil 
rights community is wedded to a color-conscious philosophy and race
based policies.20 "The removal of legal barriers to racial discrimination 
didn't produce the expected outcomes," sociologist Nathan Glazer says, 
"so many people have lost faith in this kind of liberalism." 
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SECOND THOUGHTS ABOUT KING 

The historical significance of the rejection of race-neutral policies by 
many African American leaders is not always recognized. This rejection 
goes beyond Martin Luther King; it is a departure from the central prin
ciple of antiracism, espoused by blacks and progressive whites for more 
than a century. As early as 1849, Frederick Douglass wrote: 

It is evident that white and black must fall or flourish together. In the light of 

this great truth, laws ought to be enacted, and institutions established-all dis

tinctions, founded on complexion, and every right, privilege and immunity, now 

enjoyed by the white man, ought to be as freely granted to the man of color.21 

During the Reconstruction era, those Republicans who were most 
strongly committed to the black cause fought to erase racial classification 
and racial preference from the law. First Thaddeus Stevens and then 
Wendell Phillips and Charles Sumner supported a constitutional amend
ment that would prohibit the federal government and the states from 
using race as the basis for public policy. These proposals were rejected in 
favor of the weaker and more ambiguous language of "equal protection 
of the laws," but they remained the aspiration of the most committed an
tiracists among the abolitionists. 22 Black activists felt the same way. Eric 
Foner writes that during Reconstruction, the emerging black leadership 
embraced "an affirmation of Americanism that insisted that blacks were 
entitled to the same rights and opportunities that white citizens en
joyed. "23 Since the middle of the nineteenth century, black pioneers and 
activists have fought consistently for inclusion on the same terms as 
whites in the nation that brought them here as slaves. Leading figures 
from Douglass to King all worked in different ways to extend to blacks 
the political and economic rights of the nation, to assure access to the 
American dream. It is a dream not of success but of opportunity, not of 
happiness but of the pursuit of happiness, not of entitlements based on 
birth or color but of rights granted on an equal basis to all citizens. 

"The unavoidable fact," writes Andrew Kull in The Color Blind Constitu
tion, "is that over a period of some 125 years the American civil rights 
movement first elaborated, then held as its unvarying political objective, a 
rule of law requiring the color-blind treatment of individuals."24 After a 
long struggle, punctuated with obdurate resistance, blacks finally gained 
the object of their political crusade. Thanks to the landmark legislation 
and court decisions of the civil rights era-Brown v. Board of Education, 
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the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and the Fair 
Housing legislation of 1968-black Americans had the right to go to their 
neighborhood schools, to compete for university admissions and jobs on 
the same basis as whites, and to buy homes and join communities accord
ing to their resources and choices. Yet no sooner were these laws enacted, 
than Mrican American leaders found themselves wracked with deep 
doubts and second thoughts, epitomized by black novelist James Bald
win's dilemma, "Do I really want to be integrated into a burning house?"25 

Once the struggle for equality under the law had prevailed, many passion
ate voices clashed over the future direction of the civil rights movement, 
and the result was a strategy that abandoned race-neutral policies as a 
means to achieving racial justice. In Kull's words, "The color-blind consen
sus, so long in forming, was abandoned with surprising rapidity. "26 

The liberal goal of integration, eagerly espoused by King, is now under 
assault both from the right and the left, and even moderate Mrican 
American leaders seem ambivalent. The masses of black America "are 
equally opposed to integration and amalgamation of the races," Mrocen
trist Chancellor Williams writes.27 Molefi Asante adds, "Integration 
makes us cultural hostages. It threatens our existence as a people." Tele
vision host Tony Brown concurs. "Integration dismantled black institu
tions of empowerment. Its covert objective [was to turn] black people 
into white people .... Choice includes a black neighborhood if that's 
what you like."28 Elizabeth Wright, who edits Issues and Views, a newslet
ter that promotes self-help, charges, "King and the other civil rights lead
ers, so called, are to blame for destroying our schools, our businesses, our 
communities." These are strong charges, yet even many mainstream civil 
rights leaders express second thoughts about the movement to which 
they devoted much of their lives. Margaret Bush Wilson, former chair
man of the NAACP, offers an account of her own experience. 

I grew up in a ghetto in Saint Louis, but it was a safe and clean ghetto, if you 

can imagine that. We had hardworking families living there. We had a doctor, 

a lawyer, a bricklayer and a drunk on the same street. But now those neigh

borhoods are gone. Hardworking parents are losing control of their children. 

The church and the family have deteriorated. There is blood in the street. We 

have been fighting since the 1950s to remove barriers. But no one predicted 

this. Will someone please tell me what is going on? 

Starting in the late 1960s, Mrican American leaders, supported by 
many white liberals, began to move away from policies that promote race-
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neutrality and assimilation. For about two decades, it appeared as if a new 
agenda of affirmative action combined with an emphasis on black collec
tive identity would prevail. But that approach, too, appears not to have 
fulfilled expectations. The consequence is confusion and conflict within 
the black leadership and among white liberals. Sociologist Christopher 
Jencks says, "Many blacks are angry and many liberals are frustrated. No
body knows what the hell to do." Derrick Bell has concluded that the civil 
rights movement was a failure characterized by "weakly worded and poor
ly enforced legislation, indeterminate judicial decisions, token govern
ment position and holidays." Bell alleges that white liberals never really 
supported black aspirations, that "reform resulting from civil rights invari
ably promotes the interests of the white majority," and that American 
racism is ingrained and unalterable. In order to determine whether Bell's 
widely shared cynicism is justified, we must seek to answer a dilemma he 
poses: "Those most deeply involved in this struggle are at a loss for a ra
tional explanation of how the promise of racial equality escaped a fulfill
ment that 30 years ago appeared assured."29 

Did the color-blind vision so eloquently articulated by Martin Luther 
King, Jr. unravel so quickly because it was flawed from the outset? The ex
tensive literature on the civil rights movement offers no good answer to 
this question. The reason is that most of this literature is triumphalist in 
tone, uncritically embracing the premises which framed the civil rights 
agenda of the 1950s and 1960s. Simply put, the prevailing message of 
these works is that the movement represented a triumph of good over evil, 
of truth over ignorance, of noble suffering over grotesque hatred, of black 
courage over white racism. Even the titles of leading works reflect their 
evangelical tone, complete with themes of martyrology and spiritual war
fare: Taylor Branch's Parting the waters, David Garrow's Bearing the Cross, 
Ralph Abernathy's And the watts Came Tumbling Down, Stephen Oates's 
Let the Trumpet Sound, Vmcent Harding's There Is a River, Henry Hamp
ton and Steve Payer's Voices of Freedom, Peter Albert and Ronald Hoff
man's We Shall Overcome, and Jack Greenberg's Crusaders in the Courts. 30 

Few Americans are unfamiliar with the moral narrative generated by 
this literature. There are the valiant knights, like Thurgood Marshall and 
Martin Luther King, Jr. The villains are represented by George Wallace 
("Segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever!") and 
Birmingham police chief Eugene "Bull" Connor. Famous battle sites in
clude Selma and Montgomery. Unlikely heroes and heroines have 
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emerged: Linda Brown, James Meredith, Autherine Lucy. The names of 
the groups spearheading the civil rights movement provide a forest of 
acronyms: Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), Congress of Racial 
Equality (CORE), and so on. Outnumbered yet undaunted, civil rights 
activists are credited with slaying the dragon of Southern segregation. 
There is much that is admirable and inspiring in these books, yet most of 
them conveniently end with the apparent triumph of the civil rights revo
lution. Indeed it would be painful to go further, because the authors 
would have to confront the possibility that the civil rights movement im
ploded because of confusions and contradictions within its own basic 
principles. Heroes appear less heroic when it turns out that they have 
only a limited understanding of the nature of their struggle. Yet in order 
for us to understand where the civil rights movement may have gone 
wrong, it is essential to question its premises, and to ask whether they 
were misconceived from the start. 

History shows that the principles of the civil rights movement devel
oped as a direct outgrowth of cultural relativism. The guiding assumption 
was that racism is the theory and segregation and discrimination are the 
practice. As whites came into regular contact with blacks, the theory 
went, their prejudices and stereotypes would dissipate. As blacks were 
permitted to vote and compete on equal terms with whites, activists ar
gued, black performance would close much of the large gap of income 
and power between blacks and whites. The benefit would be twofold: 
white racism would be undermined even as blacks were successfully inte
grated into the mainstream institutions of American life. 

It didn't work out, we will discover in the next two chapters, because 
the basic theory was flawed. In this chapter we will see that despite the 
enthusiasm of its chroniclers, the civil rights movement was not simply an 
expression of truth, justice, and the American way. The movement 
emerged out of an intense debate over competing strategies to fight 
racism. It was right to oppose segregation, but it misconstrued both the 
purpose and effects of segregation. It correctly targeted discrimination, 
but wrongly construed private individuals and companies, rather than 
government, as the primary threat to black prospects. It sought to under
mine white racism through a protest strategy that emphasized the recog
nition of basic rights for blacks, without considering that racism might be 
fortified if blacks were unable to exercise their rights effectively and re-
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sponsibly. Finally it harbored, from the outset, an expectation of group 
equality that would eventually prove destructive to its own cherished 
principle of nondiscrimination. 

RACISM AS A FORM OF HATE 

Let us examine the question of whether segregation was an expression 
of the virulent racism that is said to have pervaded the South since the 
time of emancipation. In the contorted expressions of Southern sheriffs 
and howling mobs, after all, one gets the clearest confirmation of the 
"hate" that the contemporary view of racism predicts and expects. In 
keeping with this view, Alvin Poussaint blames segregation as an expres
sion of institutionalized hate for "stunting the development" of blacks, 
even imposing a sense of inferiority that many have internalized. "We 
are still living with the consequences of that self-hate." Bell Hooks de
scribes segregation as apartheid, and Lerone Bennett compares it to 
Nazi Germany.31 

These scholars are right to the extent that blacks were subjected to a 
vicious racist backlash, which was mainly a reaction to Southern humilia
tion in the Civil War and black gains during Reconstruction. This heyday 
of racism, symbolized by the Ku Klux Klan, only began at the end of the 
nineteenth century, however, and was over by the 1920s. Segregation de
veloped not as an expression of this radical racism but in response to it: it 
represented a compromise on the part of the Southern ruling elite seek
ing, in part, to protect blacks. Despite the limited world which segrega
tion imposed, blacks maintained intact families, voluntary associations, 
and cohesive communities. Escaping to Midwestern and Northern cities, 
many blacks created a rich culture of learning, art, and music, reaching 
its pinnacle in the Harlem Renaissance. 

The racist, in the modern sense of a chronic hater, only emerged in the 
United States after slavery. Prior to that there is plenty of evidence that 
slaveowners considered blacks to be inferior and used them as human 
tools, but very little that they hated or despised them. Racism as a form of 
animus only developed under Reconstruction, as poor white Southerners, 
humiliated by their defeat in the Civil War, lashed out against the rising 
political power of Southern blacks and their Republican supporters in the 
North. In rhetoric that was not atypical, one Southern newspaper warned 
that the land of Dixie had been taken over by "louse-eating, devil-wor-



A Dream Deferred 171 

shipping barbarians from the jungles of Dahomey, and peripatetic bucca
neers from Cape Cod, Memphremagog, Hell and Boston. "32 

Many Southerners were enraged that their presumed inferiors had, as 
a consequence of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amend
ments, been proclaimed equal as free citizens and voters; in economic 
and political terms, some even appeared to be surpassing the white man. 
After emancipation, many blacks who had simply picked cotton or 
worked in menial tasks were compelled by necessity to become share
croppers, where they worked long hours under daunting conditions.33 

But other blacks had learned valuable skills on the plantation while their 
masters idled: they became plumbers, carpenters, mechanics, cooks and 
masons. Meanwhile, former plantation owners watched in consternation 
the embittering sight of their land depreciated, their property destroyed 
or emancipated, many of their loved ones dead-indeed a whole way of 
life gone forever. 

During Reconstruction, blacks made rapid and virtually unbelievable 
gains. A former slave named Blanche K. Bruce became aU. S. senator 
from Mississippi. Francis Cardozo served as South Carolina's secretary 
of state. When Louisiana governor Henry Warmouth stepped down as a 
result of impeachment proceedings, P. B.S. Pinchback, lieutenant gover
nor at the time, became the first black governor in American history. 
Twenty-two blacks were elected to the House of Representatives from 
eight Southern states. Blacks won numerous positions such as mayor, 
state supreme court justice, superintendent of education, and state trea
surer.34 Thomas Holt reports that of five hundred men elected to various 
federal and state offices in South Carolina between 1867 and 1876, more 
than half were black.35 Altogether, Eric Foner calculates, blacks won 
more than 1,400 positions of political authority in the South where they 
assessed taxes on the property and passed laws governing the conduct of 
their former owners.36 

Predictably, strong and bitter resistance to black success developed, 
and not just in the South. Northern unions mobilized to prevent blacks 
from moving to their states and competing with white workers. Most 
unions refused to allow blacks to become members, and those who did 
segregated them into black locals with lower pay scales. Labor unions, 
Herbert Hill writes, "emerged as the institutional expression of working
class racism."37 Those blacks who did migrate northward found employ
ment confined to a few fields: laborers, porters, servants, janitors, and 
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waiters. Most black women worked as cooks and maids.38 At the same 
time, the Republican coalition which had successfully prosecuted the war 
was disintegrating. Suffragists, for example, who were once allied with 
blacks campaigning for freedom and the right to vote, became frustrated 
that blacks enjoyed success at the ballot box while women still could not 
vote. Some who had supported the black cause became hostile. "Think 
of Samba and Ung Tung who do not know the difference between a 
monarchy and a republic," Elizabeth Cady Stanton scoffed, "making 
laws for Lydia Maria Child, Lucretia Matt or Fanny Kemble."39 

Exploiting divisions among Northern Republicans, Southern activists 
began a relentless campaign to restore white supremacy. The earliest ef
fort to do this was enactment of the Black Codes, which were simply 
drawn from laws governing free blacks during the antebellum period.40 
Blacks were flatly prohibited from entering certain trades, like manufac
turing or selling liquor. For others, they required licenses, which some
times carried prohibitive fees. Sometimes they were given a specified 
period, say two weeks, to find work or else they must leave the state. Va
grants were vulnerable to arrest and imprisonment, or liable to be put to 
work without pay on public roads and projects. Finally the codes includ
ed myriad punishments for seemingly arbitrary offenses such as owning a 
firearm or insulting a white man.41 

But oppressive as these rules were, they paled before the systematic 
violence directed against the property and persons of blacks, often with 
the acquiescence, if not approval, of state and local governments. No 
group epitomizes this terrorism better than the Ku Klux Klan, undoubt
edly the most racist organization in American history. The Klan was 
founded in 1866 by a group of former Confederate soldiers in Pulaski, 
Tennessee. At first a social club that met in secret and held costume par
ties, the Klan soon developed a political vendetta against Northern car
petbaggers who were seen as interfering with Southern life. Soon Klan 
hostility spread to Southern Republicans, who were called "scalawags" 
and "white niggers" for supposedly betraying the Old South. Taking the 
law into their own hands, robed Klansmen would ambush these adver
saries and flog or tar-and-feather them.42 

At first the Klan paid little attention to blacks. Early Klan members did 
find out that by putting on white sheets and claiming to be ghosts from 
hell they were able to frighten former slaves, many of whom were ignorant 
and initially gullible. As Negroes started to gain political power during the 
Reconstruction period, however, the Klan grew more vicious toward 
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Southern blacks and began to treat them the same way it treated unwel
come Northerners and scalawags.43 The Klan had already adopted the 
practice of lynching, although it was not restricted to blacks. In fact, the 
term lynching goes back to the American revolution, when a patriotic 
judge named Charles Lynch developed the novel idea of punishing Tory 
sympathizers in America by hanging them by their thumbs until they 
yelled "Liberty forever."44 Eventually lynching became a form of vigilante 
or mob justice, and many an armed posse would track down suspected 
criminals and hang them by the neck. Until the 1890s lynching had no 
specific racial application and the majority of people lynched were white.45 

The Klan, however, found blacks to be an especially vulnerable target for 
lynching, usually under the pretext of unpunished crime or miscegena
tion. In only a few years, even for most Southerners, the Klan had com
pletely outlived its pyromaniac charm. Responding to numerous reports 
of the abuse of law, Congress began hearings on Klan membership and ac
tivity. Soon these escalated into an effective campaign of exposure and 
prosecution. By 1873, less than a decade after it started, the Ku Klux Klan 
was out of business.46 Similar organizations like the Knights of the White 
Camelia, the Pale Faces, the Men of Justice, and the White Brotherhood 
continued to operate in clandestine and paramilitary fashion. 

Symbolic of the persistence of nineteenth century racism into the twen
tieth century, the Klan soon made a major comeback. It began \vith the 
racist propaganda of Thomas Dixon, who came to public attention in 
1902 with an anti-Negro expose, The Leopard's Spots: A Romance of the 
White Man's Burden, and followed it up with The Clansman: An Historical 
Romance of the Ku Klux Klan in 1905.47 This second book was an instant 
best-seller which sold more than a hundred thousand copies in a few 
months. Apparently there were many in the South who felt a keen nostal
gia for the now-defunct Ku Klux Klan. The entrepreneurial Dixon soon 
converted his story into a script which played to full houses across the for
mer confederacy.48 A few years later Dixon collaborated with D. W Grif
fith, a film producer who used Dixon's work as the basis for one of the 
first full-length motion pictures ever shown in the United States, and one 
that would transform the genre because of its innovative cinematic tech
nique. The Birth of a Nation, released in 1915, was a sensation with its dra
matic scenes of crazed Negroes and Northerners preying on the South 
and its beautiful maidens with impunity, until the climactic restoration of 
sanity and justice by the galloping horsemen of the Ku Klux Klan. There 
were strong protests from Northerners like Harvard president Charles El-
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liot and Jane Addams, and from the Southern black leader Booker T 
Washington. The film drew angry demonstrations by whites in Boston and 
New York. Some Southern leaders and writers were chagrined. But it met 
with an enthusiastic response from the Chief Justice of the Supreme 
Court, Edward White, who was a member of the original Klan. And Presi
dent Woodrow Wilson arranged a private screening for the cabinet in the 
White House, after which he declared, "It's like writing history with light
ning, and my only regret is that it is all so terribly true."49 

When Birth of a Nation opened in Atlanta, one William J. Simmons 
took out advertisements in the paper announcing a Ku Klux Klan revival. 
From that beginning, Klan chapters mushroomed all over the South and, 
when the Klan announced well-publicized campaigns against Catholics 
and immigrants, it found eager recruits from both cities and rural areas 
all over the country. According to one of the Klan's recruiting pamphlets: 

Every criminal, every gambler, every thug, every libertine, every girl-runner, 
every home wrecker, every wife-beater, every dope-peddler, every moonshin
er, every crooked politician, every pagan Papist priest, every shyster lawyer, 
every K of C [Knight of Columbus], every white slaver, every Rome-con
trolled newspaper, every black spider is fighting the Klan. Think it over, 
which side are you on?50 

For a flat ten-dollar fee Americans could join a group which professed 
to combat dope, bootlegging, immorality, and corruption, which would 
protect the nation from the threats of Negroes, Catholics, Jews, and Ori
entals, which would stand up, in the Klan's own words, for "one-hun
dred-percent Americanism."51 The benefits of membership included 
associating with titled men called Grand Dragon, Giant, and Cyclops; a 
uniform to attend late-night vigils and cross-burnings, Klonciliums and 
Klonvocations; as well as an institutional license to identify and punish 
aliens and troublemakers. For many poor whites, the Klan provided a 
source of theatrical release, what one writer in the 1920s termed "perpet
ual Halloween."52 For the frustrated and desperate, it offered an exhila
rating sense of power. The popularity of the Klan, in a sense, illustrated 
the appeal of racism to those at the bottom of society: it served not mate
rial but psychological interests. Even if it divides white from black work
ers and thus undermines collective bargaining strength, racism for poor 
whites serves the function of establishing a social floor beneath which 
they cannot fall. However degraded their lives become, at least they will 
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never be black. Richard Wright termed racism of this sort a "religion of 
the materially dispossessed and culturally disinherited."53 

Between 1920 and 1925, membership in the Ku Klux Klan was esti
mated at between two and five million, making it the largest fraternal na
tivist organization in U.S. history. Its membership included the governors 
of Texas, Indiana, and Oregon, as well as the mayors of several major 
cities, and innumerable sheriffs, councilmen and local judges. The Klan 
was a major force in American politics in at least sixteen states, where 
senate, house, and local races frequently hinged on Klan support. In fact 
the Klan sometimes held its own primaries to decide which Klansman or 
sympathizer should be supported in the general election. In 1925, the 
Klan electrified Washington when 40,000 of its members marched down 
Pennsylvania Avenue in one of the largest parades of that era, shouting 
nativist, racist, and anti-Semitic slogans.54 

THE RADICAL RACISTS 

In the early decades of the twentieth century, the United States was a so
ciety where racism flourished, and where those who did not share it were 
reluctant to say so. In popular magazines like Scribner's and Century 
blacks were routinely described with terms such as nigger, coon, darkey, 
blackamoor, gollywog, pickaninny, buck, shine, mammy, and high yaller.55 
A central theme in American humor consisted of minstrel jokes, in which 
blacks were portrayed as "irresponsible, happy-go-lucky, wide-grinning, 
loud-laughing, banjo-playing, singing, dancing sorts of beings."56 In 
courts, Leon Higginbotham reports, black defendants were frequently 
called "black rascal," "mean Negro," and "burr-headed nigger."57 Both in 
the media and on the street, adult black men were routinely summoned 
with the infantilizing epithet, "Boy!" The familiar faces of the period 
were Uncle Ben and Aunt Jemima in ads for rice and pancakes, and 
Stepin Fetchit and Amos 'n' Andy in entertainment. 

Yet the image of blacks as amiable buffoons and national jesters car
ried a menacing shadow as well. The presumption among many whites 
was that at any moment the black man's natural barbarism might sur
face-that Sambo would be transformed into Nat Turner. These fears 
were articulated in successful books of the period such as Charles Car
roll's The Negro a Beast (1900), Charles McCord's The American Negro as 
a Dependent, Defective and Delinquent (1914), and Robert Shufeldt' s The 
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Negro, a Menace to American Civilization (1907) and America's Greatest 
Problem: The Negro ( 1915).58 Antiblack sentiments carried into the halls 
of the U.S. Congress. When President Theodore Roosevelt invited the 
most eminent black statesman of the era, Booker T. Washington, to din
ner at the White House in October 1901, Senator James K. Vardaman of 
Mississippi reacted, "I am just as opposed to Booker Washington with all 
his Anglo-Saxon reinforcements as I am to the coconut-headed, choco
late-colored typical little coon, Andy Dotson, who blacks my shoes every 
morning."59 Senator Benjamin Tillman of South Carolina offered an 
even more outrageous response: "Now that Roosevelt has eaten with 
that nigger, we shall have to kill a thousand niggers to get them back to 
their places. "60 

These were the radical racists. Vardaman and Tillman were notorious, 
and not representative of the typical American politician of that time, 
even among Southern politicians. Yet what is striking is the candor with 
which they bellowed their bigotry on the floor of the U.S. Senate. And 
their flagrant racism was not mere rhetorical bombast. It served the prac
tical function of keeping blacks, economically, politically, and in every 
other way "in their place." As Vardaman put it, voicing support for an ed
ucation system that would keep blacks ignorant, "Educating the black 
man simply renders him unfit for the work which the white man has pre
scribed .... The only effect is to spoil a good field hand, and to make an 
insolent cook. "61 

Although no president of the United States shared the agenda of the 
radical racists, which was basically to deport if possible, destroy if neces
sary, and subordinate at all times the black population of the South, nev
ertheless American presidents could not ignore this constituency and 
were themselves hardly immune to bigotry. At various times Grover 
Cleveland, Theodore Roosevelt, and Woodrow Wilson expressed openly 
derogatory attitudes toward blacks, and sometimes made policy based on 
those views; Wilson, for example, widely extended segregation in the 
federal government during his administration. 62 

Worst of all, violence against blacks was commonplace in the Ameri
can South in the early years of the twentieth century. In 1911 a white 
mob in Kentucky dragged a black man accused of murder to a local the
ater and hanged him before a large audience which paid admission to see 
the event. Those in the expensive seats were permitted to fire pistol shots 
into the Negro's dead body.63 Lynchings were now increasingly and over-
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whelmingly targeted against blacks, sometimes for trifling offenses such 
as insulting white persons. One newspaper gleefully described lynchings 
as "Negro barbecues."64 Lynchings reached their high point in the last 
two decades of the nineteenth century; between two and three thousand 
blacks were killed in this manner before the outbreak of World War I. 65 

Blacks were also victims of another white American tradition of the 
early twentieth century: the race riot. Today such riots have an entirely 
different connotation; then they described assaults by white mobs on 
black communities. During the first two decades of the twentieth centu
ry, white bigots fomented race riots in New York; Springfield, illinois; 
East St. Louis, illinois; Washington D.C.; Omaha, Tulsa, and Chicago. 
The Chicago riot of 1919 lasted two weeks and left fifteen blacks killed, 
five hundred injured, and nearly a thousand homeless.66 "So long as the 
Negro had been property, worth from five hundred dollars up, he had 
been taboo-safer from rope and faggot than any common white man," 
writes W J. Cash in The Mind of the South. "But with the abolition of 
legal slavery, his immunity vanished."67 

THE PATERNALIST SOLUTION 

The institution of segregation in the South was not established and main
tained solely by the radical racists. Rather, it developed starting in the 
late nineteenth century as part of an ongoing tension between the radical 
racists and another powerful group, the Southern paternalists. The radi
cals were dominant in the last decade of the nineteenth century and the 
first decade of the twentieth. Then, Joel Williamson reports in The Cru
cz"ble of Race, the radicals lost their distinctive strengths, both succumb
ing to and merging with the paternalists. Liberalism in the South during 
the period was too minor to have any measurable impact. 68 

Segregation was not widely entrenched in the South until the first 
decade of the twentieth century. Between emancipation and the end of 
the nineteenth century, there were proposals for Negro segregation, usu
ally introduced by radical racists, but these were resisted by Southern 
conservatives like Henry Grady, editor of the Atlanta Constitution, who 
had lived with blacks for a long time and found plans for complete sepa
ration bizarre. Like many statesmen, clergy, and professionals who could 
be counted in the conservative camp, Grady opposed social equality with 
blacks but supported their right to vote and enjoy basic civil rights.69 In 
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response to a proposal for railroad segregation one Southern newspaper 
with a conservative editorial viewpoint in 1898 offered the following re
ductio ad absurdum: 

If there must be Jim Crow cars on the railroad there should be Jim Crow ... 

passenger boats. Moreover, there should be Jim Crow waiting saloons at all 

stations, and Jim Crow eating houses .... There should be Jim Crow sections 

of the jury box, and a separate Jim Crow witness stand in every court .... Per

haps the best general plan would be to take the short cut by establishing two 

or three counties at once, and turning them over to our colored citizens for 

their special and exclusive accommodation. "70 

Yet soon after the Supreme Court upheld the "separate but equal" doc
trine as constitutional in 1896,71 precisely this tragicomic forecast became 
a legal reality all over the American South. Ironically, writes C. Vann 
Woodward in The Strange Career of Jim Crow, Southern segregation laws 
were imported from earlier Northern statutes which applied to free 
blacks.72 Some of the radical racists supported segregation in order to limit 
their interactions with a black population that they could only endure in 
the slave condition, not as free persons. But others simply preferred to ter
rorize and kill blacks; they sought to resolve their contemporary problems 
with medieval tortures and bonfires. To the radical racists, the concept of 
free blacks was a scandal, like beasts wandering about without owners. 
Some, like Hinton Helper, lobbied to have blacks deported to Africa: "Al
ready they have outlived their usefulness," Helper wrote soon after eman
cipation, "if indeed they were ever useful at all. "73 

Most of the radical racists recognized that the African solution was im
plausible. So they adopted or supported measures to prevent blacks from 
opening businesses, to burn down their stores and homes, to terrorize 
them in nightly raids, to hunt them down in mobs, to pitchfork and hang 
and lynch them in a virtual campaign of extermination. But this was not 
the majority position in the South. Had it been, there would be few 
African Americans still alive, whereas in fact only an infinitesimal fraction 
of the black population was killed. The ruling class in the South was pa
trician and conservative, a product of the Bourbon tradition. These con
servatives united with the radical racists during the Civil War. The two 
groups shared the position, espoused by George Fitzhugh, that "slavery 
begets friendly, kind and affectionate relations, just as equality engenders 
antagonism and hostility on all sides."74 But after emancipation, while 
the radical racists sought deportation or terrorization, the Southern pa-
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ternalists sought a more discreet modus vivendi to coexist with blacks. 
Joel Williamson writes: 

Segregation as executed by conservatives was for a purpose quite different 

from that of the radicals. Conservatives sought segregation in public accom

modations to protect black people and their dignity. For conservatives, segre

gation meant giving the black person a very special place in which he would 

be protected. Far from putting down the self-esteem of black people, conser

vative segregation was designed to preserve and encourage it. 75 

Southern conservatives were hardly apostles for the cause of black 
equality. Rather, they agreed with the radical racists that blacks were infe
rior. They disagreed, however, about how whites should respond. The pa
trician code held that it was unchristian and uncivil for the strong to 
harass the weak. Inferiority, in other words, did not provide a moral li
cense for murder. While the radicals had no qualms about tormenting 
and killing blacks, conservatives were appalled by such vulgar displays of 
bloodthirstiness. For conservatives, the remedy was paternalism: a practi
cal and stable arrangement by which two races perceived to have vastly 
different capacity and temperament could live in the same region of the 
country. For them, segregation offered an attractive alternative to lynch
ing. It permitted whites to avoid what they perceived as offensive or con
taminating contact with free blacks, and it allowed blacks to develop 
their allegedly modest talents in peace and among their own kind. 76 

The Southern paternalist position was based on the code of the Chris
tian and the gentleman. It presumed but did not advertise black inferior
ity. Rather, the presumption remained tacit and unspoken, but it was 
acted upon in the kinds of institutions that Southerners developed. Seg
regation was intended to assure that blacks, like the handicapped, would 
be insulated from the radical racists and-in the paternalist view-per
mitted to perform to the capacity of their arrested development. 

WHY STREETCARS OPPOSED SEGREGATION 

By 1910, with the support of an odd coalition of radical racists and 
Southern paternalists, an elaborate structure of legal segregation was in 
place throughout the South. As C. Vann Woodward points out, railway 
cars, steamships, and ferries had separate sections for whites and blacks. 
So did post offices, prisons, restaurants, theaters, swimming pools, bowl
ing alleys, zoos, and churches. There were separate floors for blacks and 
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whites in mental hospitals, retirement homes, and institutions for poor 
people and orphans. Schools and hospitals were segregated, and nurses 
and teachers forbidden from serving students or patients of another race. 
Negroes and whites used separate public toilets and drinking fountains. 
Parks and beaches had their clearly marked areas for Negroes. Many 
companies had two entrances marked "white" and "colored," and job 
segregation existed throughout the workplace. Courts typically kept sep
arate seating areas and jury boxes for blacks, and a separate Jim Crow 
Bible on which they would swear to tell the truth. When blacks and 
whites died, their bodies were preserved in separate funeral homes and 
they were buried in separate cemeteries. 77 

Who fought segregation? Not the liberals: there were few outspoken 
liberals in the South and their opinions were irrelevant. Rather, it was the 
private companies such as streetcar owners who mounted the only signif
icant, albeit unsuccessful, opposition. This private sector resistance is ex
plained by the fact that segregation in the government does not impose a 
severe burden on public agencies, which are monopolies. If costs of 
maintaining segregated public institutions rise, they are automatically 
borne by the taxpayer, and there are no competitors to take advantage. 
By contrast, private companies found that segregation raised their costs 
and inconvenience of doing business, and raised the specter of reduced 
demand for those goods and services. 

Economist Jennifer Roback, in her study of streetcar segregation, 
shows that proposals for such laws were challenged by the streetcar com
panies, which found them expensive and inconvenient to administer. 
There was simply no economic logic to providing separate cars for differ
ent racial groups. At first, some companies tried to get around segrega
tion ordinances by refusing to enforce them. In Jacksonville and Mobile, 
blacks were permitted to sit with whites. Eventually the government co
erced the streetcar companies into compliance with fines. In an ironic 
twist of ethics, politicians accused the railroads of putting profits ahead 
of racist principleJ8 Segregation, therefore, represented a triumph of 
government regulation over the free market. It served as an instrument 
of Southern racism by establishing a racial caste system with facilities and 
opportunities that were theoretically comparable but in fact grossly un
equal. Nothing confirmed the racist principle embedded in legal segrega
tion better than its peculiar system of racial classification. Segregation 
laws applied not just to pure blacks but to all members of mixed races, 
no matter what their proportion of white or black blood. 
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Segregation was premised on the "one-drop rule," so called because of 
its suggestion that as a result of even a single drop of black blood the law 
regarded you as a black person.79 In Thomas Dixon's The Leopard's Spots, 
one of his characters vividly articulates the philosophy of the one-drop 
rule. "One drop of Negro blood makes a Negro. It kinks the hair, flat
tens the nose, thickens the lips, puts out the light of intellect, and lights 
the fires of brutal passions. "80 Although the one-drop rule is often traced 
back to slavery, in fact slave status generally passed through the descent 
of the mother: mixed-race children of black men and white women were 
free. Because of the reality of substantial racial intermixture between 
blacks and whites in the antebellum period, Wmthrop Jordan writes, "ac
commodation had to be made for those persons with so little Negro 
blood that they appeared to be white, for one simply could not go around 
calling apparently white persons Negroes."81 Under slavery, a kind of 
pragmatic rule of appearance governed the racial perception of free per
sons. But under segregation, white fears of miscegenation were much 
stronger, and the law was radicalized so that a single black ancestor be
stowed on all his descendants what novelist Charles Chesnutt termed 
"the mark of the Ethiopian."82 As Joel Williamson puts it, "In white eyes, 
all Negroes came to look alike."83 In 1920, for the first time, the U.S. 
Census stopped counting mulattoes, separating American citizens into 
the stark categories of white and black. 84 

In the face of these hardships, blacks as a group showed great en
durance and resiliency. From the time black aspirations to full citizenship 
were betrayed after the Civil War, black leaders and spokesmen emerged 
who challenged the structure of legal segregation, and demanded justice 
from all who would listen. Yet the forces in favor of white supremacy 
were so strong that these were voices in the wilderness. As under slavery, 
blacks could chafe but had few allies and were not strong enough to chal
lenge the system. Economically and culturally, they had to adapt to it. 

The most resourceful blacks realized that in a perverse way segregation 
created economic opportunity, because it kept whites out of businesses 
and professions that serviced the black community. "The reluctance of 
whites to minister to the hair, the bodies, or the souls of blacks created a 
class of black barbers, physicians, undertakers and religious ministers," 
Thomas Sowell writes.85 Black masons, repairmen, jewelers, tailors, and 
teachers made a modest living in the Jim Crow world. On a larger scale, 
building on the self-help and fraternal organizations that free blacks set 
up during the antebellum era, blacks in the early twentieth century devel-
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oped a flourishing banking, real estate, and insurance industry in several 
cities, including Chicago, Memphis, Tulsa, and especially Durham, North 
Carolina. Mrican American scholar John Sibley Butler portrays Durham 
in the 1930s and 1940s as teeming with black-owned concerns, including 
cafes, movie houses, grocery stores, funeral parlors, and large businesses 
such as North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company, Banker's Fire 
Insurance, Mutual Building and Loan Association, Home Modernization 
and Supply Company, and the Mortgage Company ofDurham.86 Outside 
the orbit of segregation, a few blacks found that whites were willing to pa
tronize blacks in such areas as entertainment and athletics, which offered 
a route to fame and affluence.87 

Despite poor funding and facilities, as a consequence of Northern phil
anthropy, Southern conservative support, and the efforts of black church
es and voluntary institutions, educational opportunities for blacks did 
improve. In 1880 only 20 percent of blacks were literate; by 1930, a ma
jority could read and write. At the time of the Civil War less than 10 per
cent of young blacks attended public schools; by 1930, more than 60 
percent did. 88 Blacks also stayed in school longer, and an increasing num
ber each year attended the Negro colleges in the South. Educated blacks 
maintained a small but lively forum for ideas in black-owned newspapers. 

Drawing on techniques learned under slavery, many blacks gave ritual 
obeisance to the racist presumptions of the Southern way of life, while 
subverting them in subtle ways that did not change the social order but 
preserved self-respect. One such device was the "mask," an expression of 
public conformity which concealed inner hostility toward whites. A second 
practice came to be known as "passing," where light-skinned blacks 
would, sometimes permanently and sometimes temporarily, enter the 
white world unnoticed, their successful camouflage opening up valuable 
opportunities and mocking the one-drop rule which sought to establish an 
ineradicable demarcation between the races. Finally black culture contin
ued to uphold the archetype of the "bad nigger," who was respected for 
his complete rejection of sycophancy in the face of white oppression. 

Migrating in ever-increasing numbers to cities outside the South, 
blacks settled into urban life with both its freedom and its possibilities 
for license. In the 1920s this freedom inspired creativity, and America 
witnessed an efflorescence of black cultural genius. In New York, blacks 
sponsored an intellectual and artistic renaissance, where in the midst of 
poverty and dilapidated buildings, nightclubs blossomed, restaurants 
flourished, and scholars and playwrights published trenchant writings. 89 
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"More than Paris or the Shakespeare country," wrote Langston Hughes, 
"I wanted to see Harlem, the greatest Negro city in the world."90 It was 
the age of Hughes, Countee Cullen, and Claude McKay in literature; of 
Paul Robeson and Josephine Baker on the stage and the screen; of Alain 
Locke, George Schuyler, James Weldon Johnson, and E. Franklin Frazier 
in social analysis and commentary; of Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, 
Ella Fitzgerald, and numerous other great names in the music of jazz and 
blues and gospel. Many of these men and women were light-skinned 
blacks, descended not from slaves but from Northern free persons, and 
part of a cultural and social elite within the black community.91 Indeed 
the white-owned Cotton Club, which offered the liveliest nightlife in 
Harlem, only hired mulattoes to perform in its famous chorus line.92 

Just as blacks evolved a unique and creative culture to deal with slav
ery, they developed an equally resilient response to their circumstances in 
the early twentieth century. Particularly striking was their capacity for 
pungent criticism on the one hand, combined with a remarkable capacity 
for music, laughter, and joy even under conditions of extreme economic 
and social oppression.93 Segregation imposed a harsh life on American 
blacks, with freedom inhibited and prospects narrowed through state 
control. Yet it is wild exaggeration to equate segregation with apartheid 
or the Holocaust. Many blacks found a way to build fulfilling lives within 
the circumscribed limits of segregation, whereas it would be cruel and 
absurd to say this about Holocaust victims. The creativity and moral 
strength of blacks under segregation is reflected in Countee Cullen, who 
converted the presumptions of white racism into black humor, as indicat
ed in the poetic epitaph he composed, For a Lady I Know. 

She even thinks that up in heaven 

Her class lies late and snores, 

While poor black cherubs rise at seven 

To do celestial chores.94 

UP FROM DEPENDENCY 

What was the best way for blacks to respond to early twentieth century 
segregation and discrimination? The civil rights movement, in the view of 
its cheerleading chroniclers, emerged as a spontaneous eruption of free
dom-loving activism that overwhelmed the dogs and hoses of white prej
udice and forced the racist establishment to capitulate to the sheer moral 
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power of black claims for freedom and basic rights. Actually, the civil 
rights movement and its agenda arose out of a ferocious debate between 
WE. B. DuBois and Booker T. Washington, two men who represent 
contrasting black strategies of political protest and self-help. The civil 
rights movement represented a choice of the path outlined by Du Bois 
over that of Washington. By revisiting the debate between these two 
great men, we can discover options exercised and options foregone. 
Blacks, after all, would be in a different situation today if the civil rights 
leadership had opted for Washington instead. Washington is respected in 
two camps today: black conservatives and black nationalists. "I'm not 
one of those people who is down on Washington," Molefi Asante says. "I 
remind you that Washington was a hero for Marcus Garvey." Elizabeth 
Wright goes further. 

DuBois was a creation of Europe and Harvard, but Booker T. stayed close to 

the land. He was one of us. Instead of following his example, instead of 

building ourselves as a people, we have this generation of self-promoting oc

toroons who are making a good living by playing the white man. Is this how 

we advance the race: by wailing and crying? 

For many mainstream black scholars and civil rights activists, however, 
Booker T. Washington is an embarrassment. He is ignored altogether or 
reviled. Alphonso Pinkney views him as a traitor and "collaborator"; for 
Martin Kilson, he is a "client or puppet figure."95 Washington's own biog
rapher, Louis Harlan, is sharply critical and condescending toward his 
subject's philosophy.96 By contrast, as David Levering Lewis's recent bi
ography makes clear, W E. B. Du Bois has been elevated to legendary 
status.97 One reason for this biased assessment is that the civil rights 
movement was, in a sense, founded by Du Bois, and continues to reflect 
his intellectual assumptions, which are at bottom the assumptions of cul
tural relativism. 

At the Atlanta Exposition fair in Georgia in 1895, Booker T. Washing
ton outlined a vision of race relations in America that brought thunder
ous applause from the audience, and press accolades from across the 
country. Southern women were said to leap out of their seats. Not since 
the prose of Frederick Douglass electrified white abolitionist audiences 
in Boston was a Northern reading public so moved. And never in Ameri
ca over three centuries had a black man attracted the public admiration 
of the white South. Born a slave, Booker T. Washington overcame anal
most unbelievable set of obstacles to become America's leading black 
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educator, orator, and institution builder. Washington transcended his ex
perience of victimization without any trace of psychological debilitation 
or bitterness toward whites.98 On the principle that "it is a hard matter to 
convert an individual by abusing him,"99 he sought reconciliation and 
common ground even with Southern segregationists. As Washington said 
in his famous Atlanta speech: 

The wisest among my race understand that the agitation of questions of so
cial equality is the extremest folly, and that progress in the enjoyment of all 
the privileges that will come to us must be the result of severe and constant 
struggle rather than of artificial forcing. 100 

Rather than emphasize political protest and denunciations of white 
racism, Washington advocated that through industrial education, person
al discipline, mutual aid, and racial solidarity, blacks should achieve self
reliance and at the same time contribute to society. This, he believed, 
would be the best practical strategy to undermine racism. 

The Negro should not be deprived by unfair means of the franchise, but po
litical agitation alone will not save him. Back of the ballot, he must have 
property, industry, skill, economy, intelligence and character. No race without 
these elements can permanently succeed. . . . We have a right to enter our 
complaints, but we shall make a fatal error if we yield to the temptation of be
lieving that mere opposition to our wrongs will take the place of progressive, 
constructive action .... Whether he will or not, a white man respects a Negro 
who owns a two-story brick house.lOl 

W. E. B. DuBois was born a free man in the North of black, French, 
Dutch, and American Indian ancestry-"Thank God, no Anglo-Saxon," 
he liked to add. 102 He attended schools in Europe and the United States, 
studying with the philosophers George Santayana and William James, 
and becoming in 1895 the first black to get a postgraduate degree from 
Harvard. 103 DuBois represented the generation of light-skinned North
ern mulattoes, the offspring of Negro doctors, teachers, and educated 
clergymen, who had accumulated far more capital and skills than the 
newly freed slaves, and who keenly felt the limitations that the color line 
placed on their chances for full acceptance in American society. 104 

To Du Bois and his group, Washington's approach seemed painfully 
accommodationist. In The Souls of Black Folk and other writings and 
speeches, DuBois portrayed Washington as the original Uncle Tom, will
ing to embrace the slights of segregation in return for crumbs from the 
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white man's table. DuBois repudiated Washington's populist program of 
basic industrial education which he viewed as menial and degrading. 105 

DuBois's indignation sprang in part from his own background: he was 
an unabashed elitist who spoke French and German; used words like 
"yonder," "hark," "anon," and "whence"; and was rarely seen in public 
without gloves and a cane. DuBois called for a Talented Tenth of liberal
ly educated blacks who could shepherd what he considered the ignorant 
masses to the blessings of full citizenship. "The Negro race," he said, "is 
going to be saved by its exceptional men." 106 

While Washington spoke the older language of duty, Du Bois spoke the 
more modern language of rights. Rather than making deals with segrega
tionists, whom Du Bois considered the worst enemy of blacks, Du Bois 
called for a militant campaign of political agitation that would expose, ed
ucate, and wrest concessions from the white oppressor. "We claim for our
selves every single right that belongs to a free American, political, civil and 
social, and until we get these rights we will never cease to protest and as
sail the ears of America."107 For DuBois, blacks confronted a single and 
obvious enemy: white racism. Washington's view was that blacks faced 
two obstacles, which reinforced each other: white racism, which inferior
ized blacks; and black civilizational backwardness, which strengthened 
white racism and prevented blacks from making advances that were possi
ble even in the restricted orbit of segregation. Precisely because he held 
that racism was entrenched, unyielding, and regrettably confirmed by 
black behavior, Washington argued for an emphasis on black self-help. In 
blunt language, he criticized black profligacy, promiscuity, and crime. 

A race or an individual which has no fixed habits, no fixed place of abode, no 

time for going to bed, or getting up in the morning, for going to work; no 

arrangement, order or system in all the ordinary business of life-such a race 

and such individuals are lacking in self-control, lacking in some of the funda

mentals of civilization. 108 

Such criticism of his own people outraged Du Bois, who saw it as ig
noring the basic causes of black disadvantage, and thus a craven surren
der to the white racist adversary. He roared: 

If they accuse Negro women of lewdness, what are they doing but advertising 

to the world the shameless lewdness of those Southern men who brought 

millions of mulattoes into the world? Suppose today Negroes do steal; who 

was it that for centuries made stealing a virtue by stealing their labor?109 
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Washington did not deny that black cultural pathologies were the con
sequence of generations of slavery and oppression. The relevant issue for 
him was that they existed, and had to be confronted. His argument was 
that as a result of ignorance, sexual irresponsibility, and crime, many 
blacks were simply not in a position to take full advantage of the oppor
tunity, and to exercise the responsibility, of free citizens, and thus Du 
Bois's agenda was sound but premature. 

In spite of all that may be said in palliation, there is too much crime committed by 

our people in all parts of the country. We should let the world understand that we 

are not going to hide crime simply because it is committed by black people. 110 

Du Bois did not entirely disagree. He recognized the civilizational de
ficiencies of the black community, and in a remarkable passage he insist
ed that "a little less complaint and whining, and a little more dogged 
work and manly striving, would do us more credit than a thousand civil 
rights bills."111 But he argued that Washington's program for economic 
and civilizational development was utterly unrealistic without con
fronting Southern racism. Du Bois was not against skills and character, 
but he argued that blacks needed legal rights and economic opportuni
ties to develop their capacities and realize their cultural potential. 

So to those people who are saying to the black man today, "Do your duties 

first and then clamor for rights," we have a right to answer and to answer in

sistently, that the rights we are clamoring for are those that will enable us to 

do our duties. 112 

For all his pessimism about white racism, Washington was basically a 
believer in the American dream. "Merit, no matter under what skin 
found, is in the long run recognized and rewarded," he said. Indeed hear
gued that racism actually hurt whites just as much as, if not more than, 
blacks, because it corroded their moral fiber. "No man whose vision is 
bounded by color can come into contact with what is highest and best in 
the world."113 DuBois rejected Washington's color-blind vision, both as a 
strategy and as an ideal. Indeed Du Bois was an enemy of racism but a be
liever in race, as both a crucial biological and a cultural category. DuBois 
argued that anyone who ignores the race idea "ignores and overrides the 
central thought of all history." In a revealing passage, DuBois wrote: 

The history of the world is the history, not of individuals, but of groups, not 

of nations, but of races .... While race differences have mainly followed 
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physical lines, the deeper differences are spiritual. ... The full complete 
Negro message of the whole Negro race has not yet been given to the 
world .... As a race we must strive by race organization, by race solidarity, by 
race unity .... We believe it is the duty of Americans of Negro descent, as a 
body, to maintain their race identity until this mission is accomplished. 114 

Here we see that unlike Washington, who attempted to transcend the 
identification with race, Du Bois embraced it. Du Bois was a racialist and 
a cultural relativist, views that may have first arisen from his interpreta
tion of the Volk philosophy of Johann Gottfried Herder, one of the philo
sophical advocates of relativism.l 15 Du Bois's relativism, moreover, was 
undoubtedly influenced by his association with Franz Boas, whom he 
worked with and invited to speak at his university.l 16 Du Bois found 
Boasian relativism to be a useful truncheon with which to hammer away 
at the racist doctrine of Anglo-Saxon superiority. 

Du Bois gave relativism a different cast than Boas, however. While 
Boas argued that the basic equality between blacks and whites pointed to 
the possibility of assimilation, Du Bois contended that group equality 
meant that blacks and whites could, as distinct racial and cultural groups, 
make separate and equally important contributions to world civilization. 
In a famous passage Du Bois remarked that American blacks experience 
a powerful dual identity-"two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 
strivings, two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength 
alone keeps it from being torn asunder."117 In one sense Du Bois de
plored this double consciousness as an imposition of white racism, but in 
another he celebrated it. Appealing to a pan-Mrican identity, DuBois ar
gued that blacks have a unique spiritual and social "message." This mes
sage was not inferior, only different, from the white civilization 
message.l 18 The racialism of DuBois contains a notion that many blacks 
would later embrace: that if race is the key to the problems faced by 
blacks, race would also be the key to their solution. 

Booker T. Washington and W E. B. Du Bois basically differed on the 
nature of racism and the nature of the white man in America. While they 
both agreed that blacks were downtrodden as a consequence of environ
ment and not biology-they were both Boasians in this sense-DuBois 
emphasized the impediments of white racism while Washington also con
sidered the defects of black culture. Du Bois was fundamentally an ideal
ist. As a consequence of his deep belief in the equality of racial groups, 
Du Bois assumed that once blacks were given legal rights they would be 



A Dream Deferred 189 

able to compete effectively with whites. Washington was a realist and a 
pragmatist. He conceded the civilizational superiority of whites, and 
sought to use segregation to promote black solidarity and economic de
velopment-the first step, he believed, that blacks needed to take to raise 
cultural standards to the level of whites'. DuBois believed that racism was 
a product of irrational antagonism, yet through education and activism 
whites could be made to appreciate black appeals for rights and justice. 
Washington insisted that whites would deal with and respect those blacks 
who lived decently and produced things that whites wanted. Washington 
argued that, even as victims, blacks should learn to get up, while Du Bois 
maintained that they must pressure the white oppressor to raise them up. 

Booker T. Washington was right, ultimately, that in the early part of the 
twentieth century blacks had little alternative but to make the best of a 
bad situation. As Louis Harlan reports, despite his public concessions to 
legal segregation, Washington clandestinely funded and organized law
suits challenging the denial of jury privileges to black defendants as well as 
segregation in public transportation.l 19 Recognizing the civilizational dis
advantages of Southern blacks, Washington worked hard to develop their 
social and economic skills. At the same time, WE. B. DuBois was right 
that it would have been disastrous for blacks not to contest directly the 
depredations of white racism. Some strategy was necessary to begin to 
build intellectual and political resistance to the legal structures of segrega
tion and discrimination. Already in the social sciences, DuBois's field, ar
guments were being pressed against racism and social Darwinism. For Du 
Bois, it was time for the black community to move into the activist mode. 
By helping to found the NAACP in 1909, Du Bois put his principles into 
action, with enduring consequences. 

THE NAACP's EASY VICTORIES 

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP) was actually founded by white people, in part as a platform for 
Du Bois. Several white liberals such as Wtlliam Walling, Mary Ovington, 
and Henry Moskowitz wanted a new organization to revive the lost spirit 
of abolitionism. Significantly, they did not choose to support Booker T. 
Washington's Southern self-help program. Rather, they teamed up with a 
Northern contingent of more activist blacks, including Du Bois and his 
other colleagues, Ida Wells-Barnett and Monroe Trotter, who had found-
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ed the Niagara Movement in Buffalo, New York, in 1905. It was DuBois 
who insisted on using the term "colored" in the new group's name, thus 
highlighting the NAACP's Northern and mulatto membership. 

In 1909 DuBois's Niagara Movement was dissolved and the NAACP 
would go on to become the most powerful civil rights group in America. 
Du Bois became editor of the NAACP journal, The Crisis, a position he 
would hold for almost a quarter of a century. The organization became 
an unrivaled forum for DuBois's program. An early NAACP declaration 
reveals the Du Boisian touch, insisting that the responsibility for the con
ditions of blacks "rests chiefly upon the white people of the United 
States, and it is their duty to change them."120 DuBois's Niagara Move
ment manifesto basically became the NAACP's agenda for the next few 
decades. It points included: 

• Anti-lynching legislation 
• Legislation to end peonage and debt slavery 
• Enfranchisement of the Negro in the South 
• Abolition of racial discrimination in criminal justice procedure 
• Equitable access to public education 
• Abolition of segregation 
• Equality of opportunity to work in all fields 
• Abolition of discrimination in union membership121 

This represented a program strongly influenced by Franz Boas and 
Boasian assumptions. Indeed Boas himself worked with the NAACP and 
was invited by Du Bois to address some of its early conferences and ses
sions. 122 lliumphalist histories show NAACP victories gained against 
great odds, but the organization was able to prevail against surprisingly 
weak intellectual opposition. One of its most important goals, a reduction 
in lynching, was realized beyond realistic expectations. But this reduction 
was not accomplished through NAACP efforts; rather, it resulted from 
the unexpected and sharp decline in the membership and influence of 
the Ku Klux Klan during the mid to late 1920s. There were two reasons 
for this decline. The first is that Klan leaders began to quarrel with each 
other about positions and authority, and being dogmatic and dangerous 
people their fights soon escalated into small-scale guerrilla wars. The ef
fect of these internecine conflicts was to weaken and decentralize Klan 
authority. The second reason was the Klan's promiscuity in its selection of 
targets. First it was the blacks, then the Catholics, then the drunks, then 
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the adulterers, then the unions, then the Jews, then the Communists
pretty soon too many Americans began to feel at risk. The Klan's roster of 
powerful enemies multiplied. Politicians and newspapers amplified Klan 
outrages and abuses. By the late 1920s it was a political liability to be 
identified with the Klan. Soon the Invisible Empire began to shrink to 
only a fraction of its former membershipY3 By the mid 1930s, the num
ber of lynchings per year in America was down to less than ten. 124 

Never did civil rights groups enjoy a public relations victory like World 
War ll. 125 As the eventual leaders of the Allied Forces, Americans became 
acutely conscious of the hypocrisy inherent in battling racial bigotry 
abroad while practicing racial segregation and discrimination at home. 
Black leaders were quick to point out the contradiction, 126 and President 
Roosevelt agreed, declaring, ''Americanism is not, and never was, a mat
ter of race or ancestry."127 It was the beginning of a new era, as suggested 
by the following indicators: 

• Pressured by A. Phillip Randolph's threat to organize a massive 
protest march in Washington, Roosevelt in 1941 issued an executive 
order prohibiting discrimination in government employment and setting 
up the Fair Employment Practices Committee to investigate and arbi
trate charges of bias. 128 

• Toward the end of the war, the military initiated an experiment in 
which, for the first time, it placed black and white enlisted men in the 
same fighting units. The purpose of the exercise was to demonstrate the 
irrationality of segregation, and it proved successful. 129 

• In 1947 the major leagues in baseball were integrated, a process that 
was under way in all sports. During this period several states passed anti
Klan laws which prohibited the wearing of masks and the burning of 
crosses. 

• In the mid to late 1940s, unions came under strong pressure to ac
cept blacks on the same terms as whites. Blacks were appointed to nu
merous government posts in the Truman administration. NAACP 
membership increased tenfold during the war years to reach half a mil
lion by the late 1940s. uo 

• The Supreme Court in 1948 outlawed racial discrimination in the 
private sale of homes, striking down restrictive covenants that sought to 
exclude blacks and other groups from purchasing certain properties.l31 
That same year, President Harry Truman issued an executive order de
segregating the armed forces.132 
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• Between 1945 and 1964, many states and cities implemented an
tidiscrimination provisions in hiring and contracting. During that same 
period, twenty-six states passed laws outlawing job discrimination and es
tablishing fair employment commissions, some of which had the power 
to force companies to hire or reinstate workers who had suffered racial 
discrimination. 133 

Although paltry by contemporary standards, these developments sug
gest that after World War II, white racism no longer seemed to be the in
superable barrier that it undoubtedly was in the early part of the twentieth 
century. What this means is that the civil rights movement did not entirely 
transform American society; it was, in part, created by a prior transforma
tion. Indeed in the period from 1930 to 1950 blacks made dramatic gains 
in schooling, college enrollment, family income, and life expectancy.134 

The changing political landscape emboldened the NAACP and other 
groups to launch a direct campaign to achieve the two basic goals of the 
emerging civil rights movement: desegregation and antidiscrimination. 

SEPARATE AND UNEQUAL 

No Supreme Court result is more widely endorsed in American scholar
ship than Brown v. Board of Education. It is impossible to be taken seri
ously in academia, or to receive an appointment to the federal courts, 
without embracing the desegregation outcome of the Brown case. Yet vir
tually no scholar or public figure has convincingly stated why Brown was 
rightly decided, nor did the Supreme Court itself do so in announcing 
the decision. Indeed few rulings are more misunderstood: immediately 
after the decision, the New York Times declared that the Supreme Court 
had finally embraced Justice Harlan's famous color-blind declaration
"Our Constitution is color-blind and neither knows nor tolerates classes 
among citizens."135 In fact, the Court, even while embracing a color
blind result, had rejected color blindness as a basis for constitutional rea
soning. Indeed, the famous desegregation ruling contained the seeds for 
its later abandonment. 

The desegregation battle spearheaded by the NAACP in the early 
1950s illustrates the ambiguity of the constitutional term "equal protec
tion of the laws" and the radicalism of giving this phrase a color-blind in
terpretation. Today such an interpretation seems obvious to many, which 
is why it is helpful to take seriously the Court's argument in Plessy v. Fer
guson, the 1896 ruling which upheld segregation for more than half a cen-
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tury. Plessy, the case the NAACP challenged in Brown, upheld the consti
tutionality of "separate but equal." The Fourteenth Amendment guaran
tees citizens "equal protection of the laws" but what does this mean? 
Surely it does not mean that all citizens have a right to be treated identi
cally. Public buildings have separate restrooms for men and women-a 
clear case of state-sponsored segregation-yet such facilities are not con
sidered an egregious constitutional violation. Even though both groups 
are composed of citizens, the laws regularly distinguish between adults 
and children: are fifteen-year-olds who are denied driving privileges or 
prevented from voting being denied "equal protection"? 

The point is that the Fourteenth Amendment was not intended to 
grant and does not grant an unrestricted right to equality. Rather, it 
seems to offer a procedural guarantee: citizens similarly situated are enti
tled to be judged identically under the law. But such an interpretation 
begs the question: are blacks and whites similarly situated? If it is reason
able to segregate men from women, or adults and children, under certain 
circumstances, why not blacks and whites? Although his view is widely 
scorned today, Justice Henry Brown's interpretation of "separate but 
equal" is intellectually consistent. Rejecting the argument that "the en
forced separation of the two races stamps the colored race with a badge 
of inferiority," Justice Brown held, "If this be so, it is not by reason of 
anything found in the act."l36 Of course in practice "separate" was never 
"equal." But this discrepancy only provides a justification for insisting 
that facilities be equalized, not for overturning segregation itself. Is there 
a case to be made against segregation even when it meets a strict en
forcement of "separate but equal"? Justice Harlan's radicalism was to 
suggest a novel interpretation, resting on unstated premises: blacks and 
whites are not fundamentally different, they have a right to be treated 
identically. Consequently, in Harlan's view, the state is color-blind in the 
sense that it is not permitted to make racial distinctions at all.m 

This nineteenth century argument was considered so audacious that 
the NAACP did not dare to advance it in the Supreme Court until the 
middle of the twentieth century. us Prior to that, the NAACP did not 
challenge segregation frontally but filed numerous suits within the para
meters of Plessy, alleging that blacks were receiving separate but unequal 
treatment, which was certainly true. 139 The Supreme Court and lower 
courts proved sympathetic, and during the 1930s and 1940s compelled 
states such as Maryland, North Carolina, and Oklahoma to equalize fa
cilities or end segregation. Some Southern states were so eager to pre-
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serve segregation that they actually spent a bit more per capita on black 
teacher salaries than on white teacher salaries to meet the court's re
quirements.140 Yet the NAACP was able to prove that even schools of 
comparable resources did not enjoy the same public reputation, so that 
black attendees at less prestigious institutions were stigmatized. The 
NAACP won several such landmark cases.141 

Encouraged by these victories, NAACP counsel Thurgood Marshall 
spearheaded a direct attack on segregation, and chose to premise it on 
the findings of Boasian relativism. "As he sought to convince the 
Supreme Court to sweep aside Jim Crow law," writes Richard Kluger in 
Simple Justice, his in-depth study of the Brown case, "Marshall had the 
benefit of a half-century evolution in the social sciences that had de
clared segregation to be both a cause and a result of the victimization of 
black America."142 Indeed as a consequence of the Boasian intellectual 
revolution, more than 90 percent of social scientists surveyed as early as 
1948 declared segregation to be wrong and harmful to blacks.143 

As the Brown case made its way through the legal system, many lead
ing anthropologists, psychologists, and educators attested to the destruc
tive effects of segregation as an expression of racism in a statement that 
the NAACP presented as evidence to the appellate court. The group in
cluded Jerome Bruner of Harvard, Robert Redfield of the University of 
Chicago, Otto Klineberg and Robert Merton of Columbia, Gordon All
port, author of The Nature a/Prejudice, Arnold Rose of the University of 
Minnesota, and Allison Davis of the University of Chicago. All of them 
were liberal and Boasian in their views, and the group included Boas's 
own students Isidor Chein and Otto Klineberg.144 

Thurgood Marshall's star witness in the Brown case was Kenneth 
Clark, a protege of Franz Boas and former researcher for Gunnar 
Myrdal's American Dilemma. Firmly convinced that segregation was racist 
and had a destructive educational effect, Clark sought to demonstrate 
this with a study of black dolls and white dolls. Clark's experiment 
showed that black children who attended segregated schools, when asked 
to choose between white dolls and black dolls, frequently chose the white 
doll. Clark concluded from this finding that segregation expressed white 
prejudice about black inferiority, and black students internalized these 
prejudices. Clark testified that segregation produces in the black student 
"basic feelings of inferiority, conflict, confusion, resentment, hostility to
ward himself, hostility toward whites."145 Actually, Clark's conclusions 
were premature. Given the well-documented pancultural preferences for 
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the color white over black, Clark's findings proved litde. In fact, a recent 
study of black-run preschools in Thnidad found that three-fourths of the 
children there chose white dolls over black dolls, a finding hard to at
tribute to the influence of white segregationists.146 Today many social sci
entists consider Clark's conclusions questionable and an inadequate basis 
for national policy. 

On May 17, 1954, the Supreme Court announced its famous decision 
rejecting "separate but equal" on the grounds that "separate educational 
facilities are inherently unequal."147 Yet the Court's opinion offered no 
argument to prove this. Rather, it cited Kenneth Clark and other social 
scientists in order to show that segregation damaged the educational mo
tivation and mental development of black children.148 Indeed the judges' 
own reasoning in the unanimous ruling appeared to be lifted direcdy 
from the social science appendix drafted by Kenneth Clark. As the court 
put it: 

To separate Negro children from others of similar age and qualifications sole

ly because of their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in 

the community that may affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever 

to be undone.149 

The fundamental problem with this reasoning in Brown is that it seeks 
to support a constitutional result based on a (dubious) finding of fact. 
Even if we assume that segregation has precisely the Boasian effect 
the Court proclaims, would segregation be acceptable if facilities were 
genuinely equal and if black self-esteem turned out to be unaffected? 
Andrew Kull writes that Brown and Plessy do not differ in their constitu
tional reasoning, only in their social science assumptions about student 
psychology. 150 The Court's exaltation of the "feeling" of inequality re
flected the subjectivity of Boasian relativism: to be unequal is to be per
ceived as unequal. With this justification the Court avoided making the 
case that "equal protection" required, on the part of the state, a color
blind approach to laws. By refusing to embrace Harlan's radical nondis
crimination principle, and implying that segregation is right or wrong 
depending on its effect on people's feelings, the Supreme Court laid the 
groundwork for arguments in later years that would undermine the color
blind result in Brown and support race-conscious assignments of stu
dents to public schools. 

None of this was obvious in 1954. The Supreme Court had struck 
down school segregation, one of the bulwarks of Southern racism. Robert 
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Williams, an NAACP official in North Carolina, compared his elation to 
"what the Negro slaves felt when they first heard about the Emancipation 
Proclamation. I was sure that this was the beginning of a new era for 
American democracy."151 "Old Man Segregation is on his deathbed," ex
ulted another black activist named Martin Luther King, Jr.152 

HOW KING PREVAILED 

It was Martin Luther King, Jr. who made possible the great victories of 
the civil rights movement: the Civil Rights Act of 1964, forbidding dis
crimination in education and employment; the Voting Rights Act of 
1965, removing obstacles to the right to vote; and the Fair Housing laws 
of 1968, granting blacks access to rent and purchase homes. The unifying 
principle of these laws was nondiscrimination: race was outlawed as a le
gitimate basis for employment, voting, and the sale of real estate. How 
did King succeed, almost single-handedly, in winning support for this 
agenda? Why was his Southern opposition virtually silent in making 
counterarguments? And why did King's victory ultimately prove so frag
ile: only a few years later, race-based hiring and voting were back in 
vogue and receiving legal sanction. 

King's myriad chroniclers have emphasized the visceral opposition he 
met in the South: mobs, fire hoses, police dogs. Such opposition was real 
enough, yet the civil rights movement was able to prevail against it with 
only a few lives lost. What often goes unremarked, however, is that King 
met with little or no intellectual resistance in the South. He encountered 
no cogent argument for a Southern way of life that had prevailed since 
the late nineteenth century. It is implausible that the South, whose lead
ers considered themselves the embodiment of the highest values of West
ern civilization, could offer no justification for segregation. Yet if such a 
justification existed, why was it not advanced, thus giving King a moral 
monopoly on the debate? 

The answer lies with King himself. King was a remarkable combina
tion of Tuskegee and Boston: he combined Booker T. Washington's em
phasis on personal integrity and group solidarity with W. E. B. DuBois's 
emphasis on securing basic rights. King's views too represented an odd 
combination: he was a cultural relativist and a moral universalist. His rel
ativism was directly influenced by Margaret Mead, Ruth Benedict, and 
Melville Herskovits, whom he cited by name_l53 King's ideology was 
based on a denial of intrinsic differences and an assumption of group 
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equality. Everything he said and wrote presumed the Boasian proposition 
that inequality between whites and blacks is not natural but the conven
tional product of past and continuing discrimination. Once artificial bar
riers were removed, King's expectation was that equality of rights for 
individuals would produce equal successes and rewards for blacks and 
whites in America. What King termed "the principle of equality" embod
ied for him "equality of opportunity" as the mechanism to produce the 
outcome "of privilege and property widely distributed."154 

Yet, for the most part, King's cultural relativism was implicit and rarely 
stated in public. His argument was framed entirely in the vocabulary of 
individualism and moral universalism, which he derived from his reli
gious education and background.155 King's genius was that he attacked 
racism with religious and political principles that many of the Southern 
racists themselves professed. These were not black principles but Ameri
can principles, rooted in the nation's Christian and constitutional tradi
tion. Much of what King said sounded like an elaboration of the 
Declaration of Independence. King frequently cited the Declaration and 
did not endorse the view that its author was a hypocrite; on the contrary, 
King realized that his uncashed "promissory note" was nothing more 
than the "sublime words" of Thomas J efferson_l56 

Like Booker T. Washington, King recognized the importance both of 
political right and of democratic consent. Nonviolence and civil disobe
dience were his calculated techniques for building that consent. If black 
activists had sought to overturn or set fire to the buses in Montgomery, 
the white establishment would have recognized that as a riot. Riots were 
not unknown to American history. The radical racists would have re
sponded with their own paroxysm of violence, and Southern conserva
tives were famous advocates of law and order in the face of mayhem in 
the streets. But when King employed Christian and Gandhian rhetoric 
and announced his intention to use the power of love to transform the 
soul of his enemies, the Southern conservatives were perplexed. Here 
was a man they regarded as their intellectual and civilizational inferior 
seizing the highest moral ground and appealing to the most elevated reli
gious and political principles of the West. 

The conservatives had worked to shape a Southern culture that em
braced both Christianity and the American founding, but one that was 
premised on the tacit assumption of black inferiority. For the paternalists, 
who lived by the code of the gentleman, it was crucial that this assump
tion remain unspoken. When King challenged them in the name of their 
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own religion and political values, the Southern conservatives could only 
defend their way of life by making explicit their premise of intrinsic white 
superiority and defending it. They proved unable and unwilling to justify 
this view against King's eloquent campaign of chivalry, Christianity, and 
equal rights under the law. 

When the Southern conservatives fell silent, the leadership of the re
sistance fell to the radicals, who fit the Boasian stereotype of the ignorant 
and hateful racist. The radical segregationists unleashed a volley of epi
thets, dogs, and rocks, but the rougher their tactics, the worse they ap
peared before a transfixed national audience. Civil rights activists 
learned to use the excesses of their opposition; as James Farmer admit
ted, "We planned the Freedom Rides with the specific intention of creat
ing a crisis-we were counting on the bigots in the South to do our work 
for us." 157 Soon it became obvious to much of the country that the segre
gationists were morally bankrupt. Unable to answer King's arguments, 
they had to resort to blows. 

Although King often spoke of the pervasiveness of American racism, 
all his rhetoric was based upon the contrary assumption that Americans 
were basically opposed to racism. After all, it is useless to accuse some
one of a character trait of which they are proud. If Americans were confi
dent in their racism, they would take King's allegations as a compliment. 
Only because many Americans by this time considered racism to be fun
damentally wrong did King succeed in establishing the foundation for 
landmark changes in law and policy. The tragedy of King's life is that he 
was never able to pursue the second dimension of his project: a concert
ed effort to raise the competitiveness and civilizationallevel of the black 
population. King recognized the basic truth of Washington's argument 
that regardless of the cause, blacks as a group were deficient in important 
skills which required careful cultivation and training. King said: 

We must not let the fact that we are the victims of injustice lull us into abro

gating responsibility for our own lives. We must not use our oppression as an 

excuse for mediocrity and laziness. Our crime rate is far too high. Our level 

of cleanliness is frequently far too low. We are too often loud and boisterous, 

and spend far too much on drink. By improving our standards here and now, 

we will go a long way toward breaking down the arguments of the segrega

tionist .... The Negro will only be free when he reaches down to the inner 

depths of his own being and signs with the pen and ink of assertive manhood 

his own emancipation proclamation. 158 



A Dream De/erred 199 

Yet King did not live long enough to pursue this path. Indeed it is not 
clear whether he would have: toward the end of his life, he became em
broiled in the antiwar and Third World causes. To his credit, King never 
abandoned his principled position of color blindness. Precisely for this 
reason, he has become a millstone for civil rights activists who seek to set 
aside his principles even as they invoke his moral authority. Yet King's 
legacy remains ambiguous. Color blindness turned out to be only half the 
answer. King's agenda, enacted into law by the late 1960s, might have 
survived more than a few short years if he had pursued with more vigor 
the neglected agenda of Booker T. Washington. 





6 
THE RACE MERCHANTS 

How Civil Rights Became a Profession 

You guys have been practicing discrimination for years. Now it's our turn. 

-Justice Thurgood Marshall1 

Tens of thousands of people gathered on the mall in the nation's capital 
on August 28, 1993. They were there to celebrate the thirtieth anniver
sary of Martin Luther King's famous march and "I have a dream" speech. 
They also came to protest. "We're marching 30 years later," Los Angeles 
City Treasurer Paul Brownridge said, "because racism is more pervasive, 
economic despair has spiralled and poverty and homelessness are at 
record levels."2 One by one the leading civil rights spokespersons took 
the podium, gravely invoked the memory of Martin Luther King, Jr. and 
demanded that Americans do more to vanquish the forces of white 
racism so that blacks could achieve what one speaker termed "meaning
ful equality." 

Plenty of King posters, books, and other paraphernalia were in evi
dence, and the speeches included lots of first-name references to "Mar
tin." But I did not hear anyone invoke King's principle of a race-neutral 
society in which laws and policies are indifferent to color. The reason for 
this reluctance was implicitly expressed in black activist Benjamin 
Chavis's rallying cry. "We don't just want equal rights," he said. "We want 
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our fair share of the national economy." Other speakers decried what 
they termed "institutional racism," although they were not specific about 
the meaning of this term. The rhetoric suggested the existence of a new 
civil rights agenda, in important respects different from the one which 
Martin Luther King, Jr. championed. Among the banners displayed were 
calls for the defeat of the North American Free Trade Agreement, 
"Democracy for Ethiopia," and passage of the striker replacement bill. 
Groups represented at the march included the American Association of 
Retired Persons, the National Organization for Women, the Environ
mental Defense Fund, the AFL-CIO, and gay rights organizations. 

Perhaps, as black legal scholar Randall Kennedy suggests, "The goals 
remain the same but the tactics are now different." Certainly the style and 
tone of the 1993 assembly differed in two important respects from that of 
King's march three decades earlier. First, many in the audience seemed 
middle-class, and there were conspicuous signs of prosperity. A number of 
the speakers arrived in chauffeured cars. I overheard talk of appointments 
and schedules. "I have to be at the coalition meeting by six." "I hope that 
they hold my dinner reservation." "I can't wait to meet Maya Angelou and 
Morgan Freeman at the Kennedy Center tonight." Some activists engaged 
in minor turf warfare, sparring over whether they had been booked at the 
Willard or the Madison hotel, over who spoke first at the podium, over 
who sat where on the dais, and so on. One black professor who felt ne
glected erupted, "This event replicates the structures of oppression in 
American society." Despite this distress, it was gratifying to see indications 
that the lives of many blacks in the United States have improved dramati
cally. People whose condition is economically and socially desperate do 
not fret over speaker schedules and hotel bookings. 

Notwithstanding the familiar tunes of "We Shall Overcome" and the 
Lucullan feast of nostalgic recollection, another reality was evident at the 
conference: there is a second black America living in conditions of pover
ty, illegitimacy, addiction, and violence. This segment of African Ameri
cans was not well represented on the mall. A few such voices surfaced at 
the People's University held prior to the march. One activist said that 
blacks should start looking for jobs in Africa because "the American sys
tem has said there's no place for us in the job market." Another warned 
that jobs were being "taken away from us and given to workers out of the 
country." Indeed at a workshop on racism and violence, teenagers who 
had been recruited to attend expressed disappointment. Lakia Robinson, 
a fifteen-year-old from New York, told the Washington Post that she kept 
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hearing about violence against women, violence against Arab Americans, 
and violence against homosexuals, but nothing concrete about what to 
do about black-on-black violence. "Especially where I'm from, there are 
a lot of brothers killing brothers. Close to 10 people I know have died. 
I'm worried about what the next generation is going to be." A sixteen
year-old, Shenek'Qua Clemmons, said that "these workshops have noth
ing to do with the problems we are dealing with today."3 

Several activists at the march did acknowledge inner-city travails, at
tributed them to racism, and angrily demanded public action. One orga
nizer, who bore a name tag and a militant gait, warned the people around 
him: "The brothers in the 'hood-they are angry. They are very angry. It's 
gonna be a hot summer. I just hope we get our jobs bill." He received 
murmurs of assent from his listeners, but I detected a lack of conviction, 
evident in expressions of confusion and quiet despair. The confusion was 
suggested by a young man who kept reciting to himself phrases from 
Jesse Jackson in what I took to be a mild form of dementia. "From the 
outhouse to the courthouse to the White House." ''Just because you 
were born in the slum does not mean that the slum was born in you." 
"We must choose the human race over the arms race." "It's not my apti
tude but my attitude that determines my altitude, with a little intestinal 
fortitude." Every time someone paid him a moment's attention he would 
advise them, "Stay black." 

I asked some of the activists gathered on the mall whether the liberal 
vision of integration and of a race-neutral society had proven to be a fail
ure. ''White liberals are now the enemy," one young Mrican American 
said, drawing me aside in the apparent belief that I was a Third World 
soul brother. "Those motherfuckers are responsible for our problems." 
Not white racists, I asked, but liberals? He looked at me fiercely. "What's 
the motherfuckin' difference, man? We're living in a racist country." 
Black rage, combined with a more complex conviction of betrayal, was 
evident in those words. 

CLASS DMSIONS 

The march of 1993 illustrated dramatic changes that have overtaken the 
civil rights movement in the past generation. The first change is that 
there is now a distinct and thriving black middle class, whose lifestyle is 
quite different from that of the black underclass. Yet there are some indi
cations of a troubled relationship between the two classes; Henry Louis 
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Gates, Jr. indignantly asserts, "It's time for the black middle class to stop 
feeling guilty about its own success while fellow blacks languish in the 
inner city of despair. Black prosperity does not derive from black pover
ty. "4 It seems odd that Gates would feel the need to make such a denial. 
An interesting issue arises: why would middle-class blacks experience 
guilt or responsibility for the poverty of underclass blacks? 

What seems most striking, at first glance, is not the class distinctions 
within the African American community but the extent of black solidari
ty. For all its variety the black community nevertheless maintains a dis
tinct and recognizable black culture, exhibited in shared ways of 
speaking, cultural tastes, and voting habits: across economic lines, ap
proximately 90 percent of blacks vote for the same party, the Democrats, 
in national elections. Many middle-class and underclass blacks also seem 
to share an alienation from the mainstream institutions of America, and a 
smoldering anger at the persistence of racism. Black rage, as Ellis Case 
calls it, is not confined to poor blacks living in dire circumstances but is 
also exhibited by apparently successful blacks. Clearly these persons are 
incensed not just about their own lives but about the conditions afflicting 
African Americans as a group. As Carl Upchurch wrote in the New York 
Times after the 1993 march, despite the gains of the civil rights move
ment blacks continue to endure "the unprecedented number of children 
living in poverty ... the filth, stench and genocidal conditions created by 
the crack scourge in our cities, the slaughter of African American men, 
the exploding prison population, the deadly HIV problem that plagues 
all our young, the 800 gang-related deaths in Los Angeles County in 
1992 alone."5 This literature of discontent is notable for how starkly it 
contradicts the hagiographic literature of the civil rights movement. 

Yet for today's black leaders, black solidarity remains a central orga
nizing principle for the battles to come. How can an African American 
community so divided between a middle class and an underclass expect 
to preserve a cohesive political identity? Part of the answer comes as a 
surprise: the one-drop rule. Once devised by slaveowners and segrega
tionists to enforce a racist demarcation and deny any kinship between 
groups, the one-drop principle continues to define blackness in America 
and now serves as a unifying force for African Americans. Joel 
Williamson observes that "millions of Americans who are more European 
than African in their heritage continue to insist, sometimes defiantly, 
upon their blackness."6 Mary Waters writes, "Black Americans are highly 
socially constrained to identify as blacks, without other options available 
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to them, even if they believe or know that their forebears included many 
non-blacks."7 In a recent book on the one-drop rule, F. James Davis 
notes the irony: 

Blacks are just as anxious as whites to instruct the young and the deviant 

about how the rule works and how important it is to follow it. The rule is now 

strongly enforced within the black community. American blacks now feel that 

they have an important vested interest in a rule that has for centuries been a 

key instrument in their oppression. 8 

The paradox runs deeper. Not only does the one-drop rule help to 
maintain cultural cohesiveness, but it also serves as the official instru
ment of enforcement of civil rights laws. Ever since 1965, when the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission required race-conscious 
record keeping and reporting on the part of companies, racial classifica
tion has an organizing principle for the American work force.9 All the 
major civil rights organizations, such as the NAACP, the Urban League, 
and the Leadership Conference on Civil Rights, now strongly support the 
one-drop rule and would strongly resist getting rid of it. As activist Julian 
Bond puts it, "I very much oppose diluting the power and strength of 
numbers as they affect legal decisions about race in this country. "10 Thus 
on an essential element of ideological doctrine-the existence of clear 
lines of demarcation between the races-the contemporary civil rights 
movement is in basic agreement with the old racists. 

We are confronted with a new civil rights program that is substantively 
different from that of Martin Luther King, Jr. The new agenda involves 
neither integration nor laws that assess citizens solely according to their 
merits or character. In some ways, it appears to be a repudiation of King's 
vision, in that it involves a celebration and affirmation of group identity, 
combined with a demand for race consciousness in private and public hir
ing, the drawing of voting districts, public school assignments, and so on. 
Many liberals seem uncomfortable with this agenda, but some groups 
promote it; once an advocate of Harlan's color-blind doctrine, the New 
York Times now opines that "the struggle to achieve a healthy race-con
sciousness in our politics has been an ennobling part of our system." 11 

For the most part this new liberalism, however, sounds distinctly like 
its predecessor. Curiously a new civil rights program is packaged in the 
vocabulary of the old one. Thus racial preferences are promoted as a 
form of "nondiscrimination," the use of government power to assign stu
dents to schools on the basis of race is touted as "desegregation," and 
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opposition to race-conscious policies is said to constitute "turning back 
the clock" and a racist effort to obstruct "civil rights." King's moral lan
guage and authority, it seems, are now invoked to promote policies he 
never endorsed and which, on principle, he opposed. 

Over the past generation, we have also seen the rise of a civil rights es
tablishment, quite different from the civil rights movement that King 
led. 12 As Congressman John Lewis puts it, "We civil rights leaders got 
sidetracked. We lost that sense of moral clarity." 13 But now there is more 
than ethical confusion: there is also a community of tens of thousands of 
people whose full-time job it is to promote civil rights. The civil rights es
tablishment includes staffers at the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission, state government affirmative action officers, corporate and 
university diversity personnel, and the employees of the myriad private 
and public interest groups, all of whom work in concert to shape and en
force civil rights laws. "Most Americans have no idea what the term civil 
rights means today and how it is implemented," remarks Evan Kemp, 
former chairman of the EEOC. "There is so much doubles peak, so many 
powerful vested interests. I believe in the color-blind ideal, but even I'm 
not sure I understand how we got to this point." 

This chapter seeks to account for the repudiation of King's concept of 
strict nondiscrimination or color-blindness, the rise of racial preferences 
in all spheres of American policy, the consolidation of civil rights as a way 
of life, and the subsequent (and to many, mysterious) phenomenon of 
black rage. My argument is that there is an unresolved tension between 
the liberal vision of equal rights for individuals and the civil rights agenda 
of equal results for groups. Gradually but unmistakably, the former agen
da which was advocated by King was displaced by the new agenda which 
is supported by the civil rights establishment. Although some view this 
change as a betrayal of Martin Luther King, Jr. in fact it is a logical work
ing out of the principles of cultural relativism which King shared. Cultural 
relativism posits an inherent equality among groups. Ignoring the Boasian 
distinction between race and culture, activists who fought for civil rights 
automatically applied the relativist paradigm to blacks and whites. Their 
assumption was that blacks and whites were basically equal, and that dif
ferences of academic and job success between them were the artificial 
legacy of segregation and racial discrimination. Many civil rights activists 
and liberals expected that once the artificial barriers of segregation and 
legal discrimination were removed, the presumed equality of group ca
pacity would ensure that equality of rights would begin to produce equal-
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ity of results in a reasonable period of time. "In the 1960s, sure, most of 
us thought that equal rights would lead to equal performance," remarks 
Christopher Jencks. "For most liberals, I believe, that was considered 
self-evident." But equality under the laws did not produce equality of 
outcomes. Nor did Martin Luther King, Jr.'s principles, enacted into law, 
show the prospects of producing, within the foreseeable future, the group 
equality that defined the relativist worldview. 

Consequently, many civil rights leaders and sympathetic white liberals 
drew the obvious conclusion: formal equality is not enough. Moreover, 
they inferred that despite external signs, racism could not have abated 
very much, but it must have simply grown more subtle and institutional 
than once naively believed. Activists began to press for more drastic ac
tion to uproot this hidden racism and enable blacks and other minorities 
to realize substantive group equality. The new measures required an aban
donment of desegregation and race-neutral policies. Thus the civil rights 
establishment exploited contradictions in Martin Luther King's ideology 
to steer it in a direction he never anticipated, and color-blindness as the 
basis for American law became history. Moreover, in an ingenious adap
tion of the principles of relativism, civil rights activists after King's death 
were successful in redefining the meaning of "progress." Strictly speaking, 
relativism does not permit social progress, because the new culture is by 
definition no better than the one it replaced. By defining relativism in 
terms of group equality, however, activists were able to measure progress 
as continuing movement toward equality of results for racial groups. Also 
they proceeded to castigate opposition to the new agenda as regressive 
and reactionary, as deplorable attempts to "roll back hard-won gains." 

The new class divisions within the black community, the institutional
ization of the one-drop rule, the techniques of the new civil rights estab
lishment, and black rage are all understandable in the context of these 
developments. Let us begin by tracing how the concept of America as a 
racist society became widely popularized, how race-conscious policies re
placed race-neutral ones, and how, as a consequence, the liberalism of 
the early civil rights movement was superseded by a new ideology that 
took its name. 

BY ANY MEANS NECESSARY 

Both liberals and civil rights activists who fought alongside King began to 
abandon the color-blind concept in response to an increasing conviction, 
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established during the mid to late 1960s, that America is a racist society. 
Prior to this period, the liberal consensus was far more benign: American 
practices fall short and must be brought into full conformity with nation
al ideals. But to say that America is fundamentally racist is to call those 
ideals into question, and to legitimize policies that depart from tradition
al American principles. For blacks, the figure who articulated the new 
alienation was Malcolm X. For liberals, the document which expressed 
the belief in a systematic and entrenched racism was the Kerner Com
mission Report. 

Malcolm X seems to have replaced Martin Luther King, Jr. today as 
the leading inspiration for Mrican Americans, especially among young 
people. In Making Malcolm, Mrican American scholar Michael Eric 
Dyson celebrates his hero's "cultural renaissance," which he terms a vir
tual "second coming."14 As 1V producer Orlando Bagwell says, young 
blacks prefer Malcolm because "they see a person who speaks honestly 
about a reality that hasn't changed so much." 15 The meteoric rise of Mal
colm X during the 1960s can be explained by the fact that he articulated 
and glamorized the sentiments of many blacks who felt bypassed by the 
civil rights movement. By contrast with King, who came from a Southern 
background and spoke most for the aspirations of middle-class blacks, 
Malcolm X eloquently communicated the bitterness of millions of urban 
blacks who stood to gain little from desegregation and the right to com
pete on equal terms for jobs. The problem for these blacks was less dis
crimination than the lack of job qualifications and civilizational skills, a 
problem highlighted by Booker T. Washington. Rather than focus on 
what should be done about this problem, Malcolm X emphasized the 
historical crimes that brought it about. 16 Malcolm X recognized the hu
miliation imposed on blacks who were legally permitted to compete for 
jobs but found themselves unable to do so. He offered an attractive 
balm: black pride. The pride that Malcolm X invoked was based on two 
foundations, both easily accessible to the poorest of blacks. The first was 
pride in blackness. The second was pride based on a posture of stylized 
rebelliousness against mainstream society. "We want freedom by any 
means necessary. We want justice by any means necessary. We want 
equality by any means necessary."17 Malcolm X was the original apostle 
of black rage. 

Unlike King, Malcolm X regarded whites as incorrigibly racist. Thus 
he made little effort to convert them or seek to establish the "beloved 
community" of which King spoke. Nor did Malcolm express much confi-
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dence in American ideals. Blacks, he said, were not Americans but "vic
tims of Americanism." Instead of an American dream, he saw an Ameri
can nightmare. 18 Indeed for most of his life he subscribed to and 
promulgated Nation of Islam theories about how the white race was cre
ated by a satanic apprentice named Yacub in order to deceive black peo
ple, their civilizational superiors, and rule the world through ruthless 
exploitation.19 Malcolm X urged revolution as the means for overthrow
ing the American system. "Revolution is bloody, revolution is hostile, rev
olution knows no compromise, revolution overturns and destroys 
everything that gets in its way. "20 

Although unrealistic as a practical strategy, Malcolm's ideology was 
calculated to promote militancy as a form of black authenticity, and to 
call middle-class moderation into question as a betrayal of blackness. 
Even among blacks, Malcolm made a distinction between "house ne
groes" and "field negroes." Malcolm attacked King as a house negro and 
an Uncle Tom, and termed his March on Washington a "picnic," a "cir
cus," and a "farce on Washington."21 Malcolm reveled in his image as a 
fearless leader who spoke the language of truth by speaking the language 
of power. ''You show me a black man who isn't an extremist," he said, 
"and I'll show you one who needs a psychiatrist."22 

Yet Malcolm X was not merely a demagogue of discontent. He was 
dear-minded in exposing an inconsistency or tension in King's civil rights 
ideology. Like many white liberals, King argued that race constituted a le
gitimate basis of private identity but should not be the basis for public 
conduct. This was the liberal compromise of the 1950s and early 1960s: 
welcome celebrations of racial pride, but then demand nondiscrimina
tion. Yet if race is a source of identity and legitimate group membership, 
why not discriminate in favor of one's own group and against other 
groups? As we saw earlier, ethnocentrism or a preference for the home 
team seems to be virtually a universal basis for human behavior. 

So what is wrong, Malcolm demanded to know, with being black and 
affirming blackness and acting as though that mattered? "Integration 
would destroy our people," Malcolm warned. "No sane black man really 
wants integration. "23 Indeed Malcolm X took that logic to its conclusion, 
advocating that blacks ultimately separate from whites and establish a 
nation of their own.24 Martin Luther King, Jr. was visibly perturbed by 
Malcolm's proposals, but he offered no effective rebuttal to them. He 
recognized that American blacks constituted a distinct cultural group 
and it was natural to expect them to unify along those lines. Indeed King 
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said he had no objection to black power, only to the name. He did not 
oppose black ethnocentrism, but he did oppose, and seek laws to curtail, 
white ethnocentrism (expressed in the form of discrimination). Because 
Boasian ideology held ethnocentrism to be an unnatural and irrational 
expression of prejudice, King found himself unwilling and unable to de
fend a double standard which would condone black power but reject 
white power. 

Malcolm did not find himself under such constraints. Not only did he 
promulgate the concept that "black is beautiful," but he celebrated a 
"bad negro" version of blackness. Thus Malcolm X helped to legitimize 
the culture of the black underclass in the name of race pride. White 
racism, for instance, could be invoked by the convict to transform his 
identity into that of "political prisoner." Eventually, the term "black" re
placed "Negro" both among poor and middle-class blacks. After Mal
colm, virtually nobody wanted to be a viewed as a "good negro." The 
Afro hairstyle and the Black Power salute came into vogue, especially 
among the young, symbolizing blackness as an esthetic and as an ideolo
gy. Cornel West probably goes too far in asserting that "King was near 
death politically and organizationally before he was murdered, "25 but the 
momentum was clearly against him. 

• As early as 1965, James Farmer, who headed the Congress of Racial 
Equality (CORE), impatiently wrote: "We have found the cult of color
blindness not only quaintly irrelevant but seriously flawed. America could 
only become color-blind when we gave up our color. We would have to 
give up our identities."26 

• In 1966 another King follower, John Lewis, was outvoted as chair
man of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee by a West Indi
an activist, Stokely Carmichael, who supported Black Power, "a 
movement that will smash everything Western civilization has created. "27 

That same year the Black Panther Party was founded in Oakland, Cali
fornia by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale: its demands included there
lease of all black prisoners from American jails, regardless of their 
crimes.28 

• In 196 7 Carmichael and Charles Hamilton published Black Power_, 
in which they insisted upon a strengthening of black consciousness and 
rejected integration as "a subterfuge for the maintenance of white su
premacy."29 Around the same time, James Cone, a leading voice in black 
theology, published Black Theology and Black Power: 
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In order for the oppressed blacks to regain their identity, they must affirm 

the very characteristic which the oppressor ridicules-blackness. Black peo

ple must withdraw and form their own culture, their own way of life. 30 

• In 1968 Julius Lester (who has since radically changed his views) 
published a manifesto which declared: 

Psychologically, blacks have always found an outlet for their revenge whenev

er planes have fallen, autos have collided, or just every day when white folks 

die. It is clearly written that the victim must become the executioner.31 

• In 1972 several thousand blacks assembled in Gary, Indiana for the 
National Black Political Convention. The Reverend Jesse Jackson was 
there, as was Benjamin Chavis, later to be named head of the NAACP 
Symbolizing the way in which the future leadership of the civil rights 
movement was going, Jackson and Chavis defied the integrationist pos
ture of the NAACP and joined the delegates in a Black Power salute. 
"Everybody raised their fists," Chavis recalls.32 

An enormous change was taking place in the civil rights movement in 
the 1960s. As C. Vann Woodward describes, leadership was moving from 
Southern integrationists toward Northern militants. Religious leaders 
were being displaced by lawyers, social workers, and full-time activists. 
Whites who once dominated organizations like the NAACP found them
selves increasingly unwelcome in the front ranks. Nonviolence was no 
longer the operating philosophy. Woodward observes, "Black nationalism 
assumed many new guises. "33 Eventually this separatism would become 
institutionalized in law and policy. 

PROGRESS AND PESSIMISM 

Although many white liberals during the 1960s were confused by Black 
Power, what seems to have really traumatized them was the outbreak of 
riots across America. Starting in the Watts area of Los Angeles and 
spreading to Detroit and elsewhere, the riots seemed to turn previously 
tranquil areas into cauldrons of violence and mayhem. Altogether be
tween 1965 and 1968 there were more than a hundred riots: eight thou
sand people were killed or injured, fifty thousand were arrested, and an 
estimated half a million blacks participated.34 Anarchy seemed to reign in 
urban America. 
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To many, the riots came as a complete surprise. The nation, after all, 
had just undergone a virtual revolution in its laws, which for the first time 
were applied not just to whites, but equally to the descendants of slaves. 
While racial progress in such a short time was bound to be limited, and 
while many Southern districts truculently resisted school desegregation, 
many white liberals were encouraged by conspicuous signs of change. 
Desegregation proceeded rapidly in many areas of American life: buses, 
railroad cars, airport terminals, drinking fountains, lunch counters, and 
so on. The Justice Department filed hundreds of suits against hotels, 
restaurants, and gas stations, but in many cases no judicial rulings were 
necessary. Americans began to understand that it was no longer legiti
mate to separate citizens based on race or color. Some were combative, 
many were reluctant, but under the pressures of law and black activism, 
institutions and individuals began to conform to a new regime in race re
lations. Writing in 1968, Gary Orfield noted that even in the Deep 
South, the schools were changing. 

Counties with well-attended Ku Klux Klan cross burnings have seen the novel 
and amazing spectacle of Negro teachers instructing white classes. In the red 
clay counties in rural backwaters, where racial attitudes have not changed 
much for a century, dozens or even hundreds of black children have recently 
crossed rigid caste lines to enter white schools. It has been a social transforma
tion more profound and rapid than any in peacetime American history.35 

No one would argue that discrimination was completely eradicated from 
jobs in the private and public sector, yet in places where blacks could 
previously only be hired as menial workers and servants, they started 
showing up in an increasing array of skilled jobs and in the professions. 
Thousands of cases of discrimination were filed under the new civil rights 
laws, and both companies and government began the process of adjust
ment to a system in which discrimination was not simply considered 
wrong but also illegal. One example of the practical effect of those 
changes comes from civil rights activist Julian Bond. ''As a boy," he re
calls, "I thought that the most I could ever achieve was a teaching or ad
ministrative post in a black school." By the mid 1960s, Bond was elected 
to the Georgia House of Representatives, a post he held for more than 
twenty years.36 This example also illustrates the new power of African 
Americans at the ballot box. Thanks to the sanction of law and the labors 
of civil rights volunteers, hundreds of thousands who had never cast a 
ballot were now eligible to vote and registered. Blacks began to appear in 
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Congress, as well as to win election in a wide range of posts at the state 
and locallevel.37 

One problem, however, was that although there was measurable 
progress, it was unevenly distributed. The civil rights movement led by 
King was primarily a southern crusade against the institution of state
sponsored segregation; removing this barrier offered little to northern 
blacks. This was a rising population: while at the turn of the century al
most 90 percent of blacks lived in the rural South, as Nicholas Lemann 
documents in The Promised Land, several million moved to southern 
cities and then to the North.38 Moreover, as C. Vann Woodward argues, 
as blacks arrived in the cities, many whites fled the schools and neighbor
hoods, so that "the slow retreat of de jure segregation in the South was 
paralleled by a rapid advance of de facto segregation in the North ... and 
an acceleration of urban decay, crime and delinquency."39 

The civil rights movement also seemed to disproportionately benefit 
what Du Bois had called his Talented Tenth: the relatively small propor
tion of blacks who had the skills and motivation to take advantage of 
new opportunities in education, employment and political life. The very 
rapidity of progress for this group raised the expectations of the black 
population as a whole, especially among a new generation of young 
blacks for whom the slow accretion of civilizational skills seemed a coun
sel of interminable and unacceptable delay. One may say that the civil 
rights revolution generated a kind of Malthusian result: material benefits 
rose arithmetically, but expectations rose geometrically. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. recognized this when he observed in 1966, "We raised hope 
tremendously, but we were not able to produce the results inherent in 
that hope."40 

Yet these are the reflections of hindsight. When the Watts riot broke 
out a few days after the passage of the Voting Rights Act, many liberals 
expressed bewilderment. Confusion mounted with the spread of looting 
and the garish symbols of black militancy. Against this scarlet backdrop 
of violence and black separatism-which seemed both a product of and 
a contributor to the riots-liberals and black leaders in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s underwent a profound reevaluation of their views about 
American racism and the need for strong measures to combat it. A cru
cial document reflecting the new thinking was the so-called Kerner Com
mission report, issued in 1968 by President Lyndon Johnson's National 
Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders. Despite many of its members' 
reputation for moderation, the Kerner Commission came to be dominat-
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ed by Roy Wilkins, executive secretary of the NAACP, liberal New York 
mayor John Lindsay, and Senator Fred Harris, a populist Oklahoma Demo
crat. Published with an introduction by New York Times columnist Tom 
Wicker, a liberal white Southerner, the findings of the Kerner Commis
sion made a powerful imprint and the report became perhaps the most 
authoritative and widely cited civil rights document of its time. 

The striking conclusion of the Kerner Commission was that society, 
not the rioters, was primarily to blame for the riots. The commission por
trayed the unrest as an expression of social protest by those who had a 
justified claim on American society. In this view, the riots were a form of 
political dissent by desperate people who could not express themselves in 
any other way. While the Kerner Commission did not endorse race-based 
remedies, and rejected Black Power as a futile retaliation against white 
power, it basically endorsed the view of Malcolm X that America was at 
its core a racist society. Indeed the Kerner Commission placed the blame 
for the plight of blacks as a group on a single source: white racism. 

What white Americans have never fully understood-but what the Negro can 

never forget-is that white society is deeply implicated in the ghetto. White 

institutions created it, white institutions maintain it, and white society con

dones it .... White racism is essentially responsible for the explosive mixture 

which has been accumulating in our cities.41 

By 1968, there was a growing consensus among liberals and black 
leaders that white racism was pervasive, that it thwarted black aspirations 
at virtually every stage, that "the vital element of time" was running out, 
and that America should take immediate action, as the Kerner Commis
sion put it, "to close the gap between promise and performance. "42 In his 
last book, Martin Luther King also acknowledged, "The gap between 
promise and fulfillment is distressingly wide."43 What promise? Neither 
the Kerner Commission nor Martin Luther King was specific on this 
point. Neither could be referring to the promise of legal equality in 
schooling, jobs, or voting because those rights were already established in 
the law. Rather, what the Kerner Commission and King seemed to mean 
was equality of result, actual equality with whites as a group. Whites 
would have to do more to bridge the chasm between formal equality and 
the expectation of a fuller and more tangible equality of income, posses
sions, and power. 

These suggestions were made explicit in 1965 by Bayard Rustin, an ac
tivist and organizer who worked closely with Martin Luther King. What-
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ever disagreements may arise, Rustin wrote in Commentary, the new con
cern of the civil rights movement would be "not merely with removing 
the barriers to full opportunity but with achieving the fact of equality."44 

A similar argument that same year came from Daniel Patrick Moynihan, 
who was assistant secretary of labor. 

In the new period the expectations of Negro Americans will go beyond civil 

rights .... They will now expect that in the near future equal opportunities 

for them as a group will produce roughly equal results as compared with 

other groups.45 

To achieve equality of result, an expectation generated by the relativist 
premise that all groups are inherently equal, civil rights activists with the 
support of many white liberals began to abandon their long-standing 
commitment to color blindness, and although no doubt with nobler mo
tives, to imitate the racists and segregationists by putting racial classifica
tion and racial preferences back into the law. 

THE ADVENT OF RACIAL PREFERENCES 

In order to get beyond racism, we must first take account of race. In 

order to treat some persons equally, we must treat them differently. 

-Justice Harry Blackmun46 

The contemporary debate over affirmative action is a kind of idiots' 
quarrel between those who chant the word "goals" and those who whis
per the word "quotas." Liberals and civil rights activists form the first 
group: we only want goals. Conservatives dominate the second group: 
you really want quotas. Yet quotas are simply goals reified. Are they 
wrong because they rigidly enforce goals or because they unfairly dis
criminate in the first place? Some people argue that goals are flexible 
while quotas are rigid, but it is entirely possible, as Michael Rosenfeld 
points out, to have inflexible goals or flexible quotas.47 In fact, as political 
philosopher Harvey Mansfield argues, goals and quotas operate on iden
tical principles, differing only in degree, as a push differs from a shove. 
The real question is the legitimacy of racial preferences themselves. 

In a recent column in the "Washington Post, Richard Cohen reports on 
the Clinton administration's decision to reject all white male candidates 
for a senior State Department post and to insist that such a position go 
to a minority. "It is one thing to seek diversity," Cohen protests, "and 
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quite another to reject a qualified individual on account of race or sex."48 

Here Cohen appears to be endorsing goals but rejecting quotas. Where 
is the distinction? If it is legitimate to seek diversity, it follows that diver
sity becomes a job qualification. If the color of one's skin contributes to 
effectiveness on the job, then racial preferences are justified. Whether 
they are accomplished by goals, quotas, or some others means becomes 
an administrative problem. So let us ignore the bureaucratic distinction 
between goals and quotas and ask the basic question: is discrimination 
based on race justified? This is a difficult question to answer because 
leading Mrican American scholars and activists sometimes deny that, 
under current law and practice, blacks and other minorities are given 
preference at all. 

An affirmative action program has nothing to do with finding unqualified 

black men or women. It is about finding qualified black people who are there 

in abundance but who, either inadvertently or by choice, have been over

looked. 
-Clifford Alexander, former EEOC chairman49 

Mfirmative action is simply any action taken to ensure or affirm equal oppor

tunity for oppressed or previously disadvantaged groups. What's wrong with 

that? 
-Benjamin Hooks, former NAACP head50 

Mfirmative action has to do with opening up new places that were not open. 

It makes no compromise with respect to ability. 
-John Hope Franklin, historian5I 

As we will soon discover, these assertions are untrue, but neither are 
they lies; rather, they can be viewed sympathetically as statements of 
ideals. The credibility of these witnesses can be preserved by reformulat
ing their argument to say that the means of discrimination may be neces
sary to achieve the ultimate end of a color-blind society. There is no 
doubt, however, that all three of the distinguished figures quoted above 
support preferences, yet apparently feel obliged to defend those prefer
ences in race-neutral language. On the question of whether racial dis
crimination is sometimes justified, the civil rights establishment has 
learned to publicly answer no, but privately answer yes. 

On June 4, 1965, President Johnson delivered the commencement ad
dress at Howard University and offered perhaps the earliest and best de
fense of what came to be called "affirmative action." 
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You do not take a person who for years has been hobbled by chains and liber
ate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and then say, "You are free 
to compete with all the others," and still justly believe that you have been 
completely fair .... Thus it is not enough just to open the gates of opportuni
ty. All our citizens must have the ability to walk through those gates. We seek 
not just equality as a right and a theory but equality as a fact and equality as a 
result. 52 

Johnson's argument was not racial, and could apply to any economi
cally or socially disadvantaged member of society. The logic of the argu
ment was spelled out by Anatole France a long time ago, when he 
ridiculed "the law which in its majestic equality forbids rich and poor 
alike to sleep under bridges and to steal bread." According to this view, 
rights are rendered meaningful not simply by their formal recognition but 
by providing as well the means by which they can be put into practice. 
Yet Johnson's speech was clearly intended to apply specifically to the 
group he was addressing, namely blacks. Undoubtedly a case could be 
made that since blacks as a group had been disadvantaged and discrimi
nated against, blacks as a group were entitled to some race-specific forms 
of compensation.53 Privately, many activists in the civil rights movement 
seemed to be moving toward this view, but few articulated it publicly, 
mainly because the movement had just completed a lengthy campaign on 
behalf of erasing race-based classifications and privileges that had been 
long engraved in the laws of the South.54 

Indeed during the debates surrounding the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
Southern opponents of the proposed legislation warned that it would 
lead to racial timetables, preferences, and quotas. Sponsors and support
ers of the act emphatically and unequivocally denied this, and agreed to 
insert language in the law making clear their intention to assure nothing 
more than equal treatment to equally qualified applicants seeking educa
tion and jobs in a competitive market.55 Senator Hubert Humphrey 
pledged that if critics of the Civil Rights Act could find any language per
mitting racial preferences, "I will start eating the pages one after another, 
because it is not in there."56 And a fair reading of the legislation, as en
acted, confirms the interpretation of its drafters and backers. 

It shall be unlawful employment practice for any employer ... to discriminate 
against any individual because of such individual's race, color, religion, sex or 
national origin .... Nothing contained in this title shall be interpreted to re
quire any employer to grant preferential treatment to any individual or to any 
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group because of race ... on account of an imbalance which may exist with 

respect to the total number or percentage of persons employed ... in com

parison with the available work force.57 

The language could not be much clearer. The problem, however, was 
with the results. Over the years, universities and companies that adopted 
a view of affirmative action consistent with Title Vll-publicity of posi
tions and recruitment of qualified applicants so that the very best person 
could be selected-quickly found that their minority totals did not go up 
very much, in some cases scarcely at all. 

• As McGeorge Bundy wrote: "The gaps in economic, educational 
and cultural advantage between racial minorities and the white majority 
are so wide that there is no racially neutral process of choice that will pro
duce more than a handful of minority students in our competitive col
leges and professional schools. "58 

• Peter Wmograd, a law dean at New York University, went so far as 
to assert in 1969 that "the fact of the matter is that if you're color-blind, 
you don't admit minority groups."59 

• During the 1970s, cabinet official Joseph Califano demanded, 
"How am I ever going to find first-class black doctors, first-class black 
lawyers, first-class black scientists, if these people don't have the chance 
to get into the best schools in the country?"60 

As Stephen Steinberg points out, "The reason that policy evolved 
from outreach to preference was that outreach was not working."61 Con
sequently, beginning in the late 1960s and continuing through the 1970s 
and 1980s, private and public institutions began an elaborate process of 
adjusting scores and lowering standards in order to give racial preference 
to minorities, particularly blacks, to raise their representation. This 
process began cautiously, tentatively, and generally in secret. It was dri
ven by the courts, and by the newly established civil rights apparatus of 
the government-staffed largely with black activists and white liberals. It 
was not subject to democratic debate, and decisions were for the most 
part made behind closed doors by judges and bureaucrats. Consequently 
although good reasons may have existed for racial preference, the Ameri
can public was not told what they were. 

The reason for this reluctance to provide full disclosure is clear. Mar
tin Luther King, Jr. had just led a civil rights revolution based on the 
moral necessity of erasing race from the entire fabric of American laws 
and policies. Liberal policymakers and civil rights activists undoubtedly 
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recognized how difficult it would be to attempt to undo the public con
sensus on color-blindness. It would seem paradoxical, historian Hugh 
Davis Graham observes, to employ "the means of discrimination to 
achieve the ends of nondiscrimination."62 Justice William 0. Douglas 
wrote in 1974, "If discrimination based on race is constitutionally per
missible when those who hold the reins can come up with reasons to jus
tify it, then constitutional guarantees acquire an accordion-like quality."63 

The dilemma was clearly posed by the eminent legal scholar Alexander 
Bickel in the mid 1970s: 

If the Constitution prohibits exclusion of blacks and other minorities on 

racial grounds, it cannot permit the exclusion of whites on similar grounds, 

for it must be the exclusion on racial grounds which offends the Constitution, 

and not the particular skin color of the person excluded.64 

The arguments for and against racial preferences would rage in the 
government, the courts, and the universities for decades. Supporters of 
preferences argued that for most of American history whites benefited 
from racial preferences. They questioned the relevance and fairness of 
merit standards, suggesting the possibility of racial bias. They pointed to 
existing old boy networks and nepotistic arrangements to imply that 
racial preferences would entail no radical departure from established 
norms. They argued that such preferences would help to rectify past 
wrongs and to integrate blacks into the mainstream of American society 
fairly quickly. They expressed the hope that preferences would produce 
role models for future generations of blacks. Finally they promised that 
preferences would promote a diversity of cultures and views that would 
enrich the academic and work environment. 65 

Criticism of racial preferences also surfaced, among liberals as well as 
conservatives. Their strongest point seemed to be that it was both immoral 
and illegal to fight discrimination by practicing it. If legal discrimination 
against blacks was wrong, they argued, how could such discrimination 
against whites be right? They also pointed out that preferences mostly 
helped blacks who already had educational and job skills, and did little or 
nothing for the most disadvantaged blacks. Moreover, they argued, the 
cost of these preferences was often borne by white ethnics and Asians who 
played no part in the historical crimes for which affirmative action was said 
to be a needed remedy. Finally, they insisted, minorities might gain materi
ally from preferences but they would suffer psychologically, because their 
achievements would always be considered suspect. 66 
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Liberal critics of preferences may have had the better of the argument, 
but this turned out to be irrelevant. The practical issue was: how to 
quickly and substantially increase the number of blacks in schools and 
jobs? Both the ideology of cultural relativism as well as the more immedi
ate prospect of continued social unrest compelled a liberal change of pol
icy. The consequence of this change was that Martin Luther King's vision 
of a color-blind system of laws and policies was destined to enjoy a very 
short and precarious life in American law. Gradually but indisputably, af
firmative action metamorphosed from a project to recruit the best person 
for the job into a program to prefer minority applicants with weaker cre
dentials over better qualified white applicants who are turned away. The 
color-blind path became the road not taken. 

PROPORTIONAL REPRESENTATION 

How did the government and the courts decide how much racial prefer
ence was warranted? From the outset, the standard was proportional 
representation, which continues to provide the foundation for current 
civil rights law. Here is how the Supreme Court defined the concept in a 
1977 decision: 

It is ordinarily to be expected that nondiscriminatory hiring practices will in 

time result in a work force more or less representative of the racial and ethnic 

composition of the population in the community from which employees are 

hired.67 

Scholars are unsure where the concept of proportional representation 
comes from. There are few, if any, explicit elaborations or defenses of this 
civil rights standard in the literature of the late 1960s and early 1970s.68 

Yet proportional representation became the inevitable and commonsense 
expression of the underlying ideology of cultural relativism. All groups are 
considered equal. Therefore, group inequalities are presumed to be the 
product of discrimination or its consequences. Absent discrimination, the 
relativist expectation is that each racial group would be distributed in 
every field at roughly its ratio in the surrounding population. This logic 
may now seem controversial, but one of the early advocates of racial pref
erences, Laurence Silberman, argues that "at the time we needed some
thing to go on." Silberman, who served as under secretary of the Labor 
Department in the Nixon administration, recalls that during the 1960s, 
black and liberal activists rushed to staff the civil rights divisions of the 
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federal government: the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
(EEOC), an independent agency established by the Civil Rights Act of 
1964; the Office of Civil Rights both in the Department of Justice and the 
Department of Education; and the Labor Department's Office of Federal 
Contract Compliance Programs (OFCCP), which supervises government 
contracts with private sector companies. As early as 1967, Edward 
Sylvester, director of the OFCCP, defined the strategy of the activists: ''Af
firmative action is anything that you have to do to get results. "69 

Silberman points out that although President Johnson first established 
affirmative action with his famous Executive Order 11246 as early as 
1965,7° preferential policies were first implemented by Richard Nixon. 
"We knew there was a lot of discrimination in the construction industry, 
and we wanted to change that," Silberman recalls. In 1968 the Nixon ad
ministration announced its Philadelphia Plan, which set "goals and 
timetables" for hiring in the city's construction industry. "Visible, measur
able goals to correct obvious imbalances are essential," declared Arthur 
Fletcher, assistant secretary at the Labor Department. 71 

In February 1970 the Labor Department issued Revised Order No.4 
which codified the goals and timetables requirement for all government 
contractors. Drawing on the model of proportional representation, the 
new rule defined the concept of "underutilization," a situation in which 
minorities are represented below their available numbers in particular 
areas of the work force. The government insisted that companies main
tain data on racial classification and race-based hiring to ensure compli
ance and assure future government contracts. "Little did we know the 
juggernaut we were setting in motion," Silberman recalls. Now a federal 
judge, Silberman has subsequently regretted his role in initiating racial 
preferences. 72 

In 1971 the Supreme Court devised an ingenious legalistic mechanism 
to enforce proportional representation. The Court ruled that companies 
are liable for illegal discrimination, regardless of their intentions, if the 
effect of their hiring and promotion standards is to advance a dispropor
tionately small number of racial minorities. Griggs v. Duke Power held 
that merit standards that produced such a "disparate impact" could only 
be justified if the company could prove that those standards bore a 
"demonstrable relationship" to performance and were required by "busi
ness necessity."73 

At the outset, it seems unobjectionable to ask employers to administer 
hiring requirements that ensure good performance on the job in ques-
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tion. Yet the precise relationship between standards and actual perfor
mance is often quite difficult to demonstrate. By making this connection 
very difficult to document, courts have succeeded in making virtually all 
companies vulnerable to a finding of illegal discrimination. Barbara Lerner, 
a psychologist and expert on job testing, gives some common examples: A 
supermarket may demand that its checkers have high school degrees and 
no criminal records. A city may ask applicants for fire-fighter jobs to take 
a test to demonstrate basic verbal and reasoning skills and pass an en
durance test that involves running a certain distance carrying a heavy 
weight. A newspaper may base its hiring of new reporters on interview as
sessments and on the results of a standardized test of grammar and com
prehension. "But how can you prove beyond a reasonable doubt that 
these measures are indispensable to job performance?" Lerner asks. It is 
certainly possible that former convicts can be rehabilitated and serve per
fectly reliably as supermarket clerks. It is arguable whether high school 
graduation is really necessary to perform largely mechanical tasks at the 
checkout counter. Lerner points out that undeniably some people who 
would fail the endurance test may make better fire fighters than others 
who pass. Finally newspaper editors would have to grant that many of 
their hiring standards, while intended to measure journalistic potential, 
are highly intuitive and not demonstrably reliable. 

Both the government and the courts, Lerner points out, took advan
tage of these difficulties. The EEOC insisted, for example, that compa
nies using standardized tests for hiring get those tests "validated," a 
process which is both costly and time consuming. Government agencies 
also demanded that companies prove not only that their existing stan
dards were absolutely necessary for job performance, but (a seemingly 
impossible task) that no alternative measures existed that would get the 
job done while getting more blacks and other minorities hired. In some 
cases, the government sued companies that used such hiring standards as 
requiring employees to have a high school diploma or not to have a crim
inal record. These standards were impermissible, the government de
clared, because blacks are less likely to graduate from school and more 
likely to be convicted of a crime than whites. As EEOC chairman 
Eleanor Holmes Norton admitted during the late 1970s, the purpose of 
all this maneuvering was simple: the government sought to force compa
nies to avoid these hassles by engaging in racial preferences in the first 
placeJ4 As EEOC affirmative action guidelines made clear, if companies 
hired a proportionate number of each racial group, the question of un-
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derrepresentation would not arise.75 Historian Herman Belz describes 
the subtle intimidation that became the operating technique of the new 
civil rights establishment. 

The essential element of the strategy was the contention that a prima facie 
charge of discrimination should be based on the absence or scarcity of blacks 

in the work force. Employers who were uncertain about rebutting the charge, 

and who wanted to avoid the appearance of discrimination, could then be 

persuaded to hire a specific number of blacks while not admitting to unlawful 

practices.76 

It is not hard to predict the results of such pressure. By the late 1970s, 
racial preferences were a way of doing business both in government and 
private sector hiring. Between then and now, the Supreme Court has in a 
series of divided rulings upheld such preferences under limited and sped
fied conditions_77 Pressed by the scores of groups comprising the civil 
rights lobby, Congress enshrined the double standard into law in the Civil 
Rights Act of 1991, which was signed by President Bush in 1992.78 The 
Clinton administration is an aggressive practitioner of preferences in the 
name of making the government "look like America. "79 Indeed such pref
erences have proliferated to the point where they benefit women as well 
as ethnic minorities who have recently arrived in this country, who have 
suffered no historical injustices at the hands of the U.S. government, and 
who are no doubt amazed to find themselves entitled to privileges denied 
to many U.S. citizens. It is not a polemical claim, merely a fact, to state 
that there are two standards of civil rights today: one for white males, an
other for women, blacks, and other minorities. 

THE ADVENT OF BUSING 

Precisely what happened in the workplace happened in schools, and 
around the same time. Using the model of proportional representation, 
courts directed public schools to use race as the basis for assignments. As 
Pierre Van Den Berghe puts it, "The federal government suddenly shift
ed its enormous weight from a policy of stamping out racial discrimina
tion to one of mandating it. Brown was quite literally turned on its 
head."SO How could courts transform the prohibitions of discrimination 
apparently stated by Brown v. Board of Education into requirements of 
discrimination? Here the strategy was to invoke the present effects of 
past discrimination. By imagining a situation in which discrimination did 
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not exist and in which blacks and whites were distributed proportionally 
in each school, the court was able to justify race-conscious assignments 
and eventually forced busing in order to move toward the stipulated end 
of an integrated system. In a now-familiar gambit, race appeared to make 
a widely publicized exit from the legal system only to make a rapid reen
try through the back door. 

When Thurgood Marshall of the NAACP argued the Brown case be
fore the Supreme Court he emphasized that he was asking only that 
legally mandated segregation be outlawed and that black students be al
lowed to attend their neighborhood schools. 81 As they had done many 
times before, 82 NAACP attorneys in oral argument repeatedly invoked a 
vision of color-blind jurisprudence and argued: 

The only thing that we ask for is that the state-imposed racial segregation be 

taken off, and to leave the county school board to assign children on any rea

sonable basis they want. If you have some other basis ... any other basis, we 

have no objection. But just do not put in race or color as a factor. 83 

But a few years after the Supreme Court granted these petitions, the 
NAACP reversed its position and began to press for race-based assign
ments in order to compel integration. One reason for this was pugna
cious resistance to enforcing the Brown decision in the South, where (as 
we might expect from the earlier example of streetcar opposition to seg
regation) private institutions such as restaurants rapidly complied with 
the law but powerful political forces mobilized against public school de
segregation.84 By 1964, a decade after the landmark ruling, segregation 
remained largely in place in many southern counties.85 Now that people 
were keeping count, it could hardly escape notice that very few blacks 
and whites went to school together in the northern states either. The rea
son for this was not segregation laws but that blacks and whites tended 
to be concentrated in different areas, so that each group attended public 
schools in its own neighborhood. Yet were these residential patterns not 
themselves the product of historic discrimination? And were they not 
being exacerbated as blacks migrated to the northern cities and whites 
retreated to the suburbs? Impatiently, the courts and government agen
cies collaborated to ensure not just access to the neighborhood school as 
a right, but racial integration as a compelled reality. 

The courts began the process of reviving racial classification in schools 
by ignoring the distinction (which Martin Luther King, Jr. understood) 
between desegregation and integration. 86 Desegregation is a restriction 
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on government power. The state may not use race as the basis for school 
assignments. Desegregation permits racial separation as long as it is not 
compelled by government. Integration, by contrast, is a state-mandated 
result. The government overrides personal and parental choice in order 
to make sure that different racial groups get the same education and ob
tain it together. The contrast between desegregation and integration can 
be illustrated with the example of drinking fountains. Obviously drinking 
fountains are desegregated if anyone can use them. There is no require
ment that whites and blacks drink out of particular water fountains at a 
predetermined rate, or in specified numbers. Desegregation establishes 
the principle of choice, whereas integration seeks to compel a particular 
result. 87 The Civil Rights Act of 1964 clearly endorsed desegregation 
rather than integration, and clarified the distinction. 88 Yet in the case of 
schools, unlike drinking fountains, courts came to consider desegrega
tion truly accomplished only if whites and blacks were actually using the 
facilities in rough proportion to their numbers in society. In other words, 
courts ignored the distinction, central to a liberal society, between secur
ing a right and guaranteeing its exercise. 89 Invoking proportional repre
sentation as the standard of justice, courts navigated around the 
seemingly clear language of the law to coerce integration in the name of 
enforcing desegregation, and to use the terms interchangeably to dis
guise this transition. 90 

In 1968, the same year as the Nixon administration's Philadelphia 
Plan instituting affirmative action, the Supreme Court embraced the 
principle of race-conscious school assignment.91 In 1971, the year of the 
landmark Griggs decision, the Court first mandated school busing. The 
decision was justified in the name of overcoming the effects of past state
sponsored segregation,92 yet two years later the Court insisted on busing 
in a northern case where no de jure segregation existed.93 The Court now 
required mandatory integration not simply to counter mandatory segre
gation but because it assumed that all schools would be racially balanced 
in a world without discrimination, and that students would benefit from 
laws that helped to bring about this result. 

On first examination, the busing decisions seem fundamentally at 
odds with the principles of Brown v. Board of Education. A careful read
ing of the Brown decision, however, shows that this is not so. Indeed the 
1896 case of Plessy v. Ferguson approving segregation, the 1954 Brown 
case overturning it, and the 1971 Swann case mandating busing are all 
based on the same principle, which is a rejection of color blindness and a 



226 The End a/Racism 

justification of government power to manipulate race to achieve an al
legedly beneficial public goal.94 No wonder that Thurgood Marshall, 
once an apostle of color blindness, became on the Supreme Court an en
ergetic promoter of racial preferences and busing. Without any public ac
knowledgment of changing sides or adopting a dramatically new 
approach, Marshall proceeded to mobilize the power of government to 
achieve race-consious outcomes he deemed favorable under the circum
stances. Without irony, in a 1986 decision, Marshall spurned the race
neutral principle articulated by Justice Harlan: "We must remember ... 
that the principle that the Constitution is color-blind appeared only in 
the opinion of the lone dissenter. "95 

THE ADVENT OF RACIAL REDISTRICTING 

In addition to busing and affirmative action, racial separatism is evident 
in the way that public officials draw electoral districts. Once again pro
portional representation establishes the model: blacks, Hispanics, and 
other minorities are presumed to be entitled to be elected to office in 
roughly their ratio in the general population. The consequence of racial 
gerrymandering is a genuine crisis over the very meaning of democracy. 
"We ought to question the legitimacy of winner-take-all majority rule," 
writes Lani Guinier, a leading African American legal scholar. Guinier ar
gues that blacks deserve more than an individual right to vote; as a 
group, they are entitled to "the equal opportunity to vote for a winning 
candidate. "96 

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 expressed the classic liberal view of 
democracy when it sought to guarantee that blacks, as citizens, could vote 
without hindrance for candidates of their choice in local and national 
elections. The problem, however, is that blacks are a minority in this coun
try, and majority rule means that black votes do not guarantee black elect
ed officials. Responding to intense lobbying from civil rights activist 
groups, Congress amended the Voting Rights Act in 1982 to permit the 
race-based construction of districts to help blacks secure proportional 
representation. "In the new context of voting rights," Andrew Kull writes, 
"the ultimate standard of a nondiscriminatory electoral system became 
the degree to which blacks in a given jurisdiction were elected to office."97 

Government officials and courts are now engaged in an elaborate 
process of drawing districts in byzantine and complicated diagrams to 
guarantee minority representation. In some cases serpentine or Z-shaped 
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districts must be fabricated, to ensure not simply a black majority but an 
overwhelming black majority of voters, taking into account the fact that 
blacks vote at a lower rate than whites. As Abigail Thernstrom concluded 
in a recent study, affirmative action has been brought into the voting 
booth.98 Once the right to proportional representation was granted to 
one minority group, activists from other groups rushed to claim their 
share of the benefits. Even though Hispanics have historically been clas
sified as white, the Mexican American Legal Defense Fund argued that 
they, like blacks, were victims of discrimination and should qualify for 
the benign manipulation of voting districts to assure their representation. 
As Peter Skerry documents, at first black groups resisted, seeking to pro
tect their exclusive right to special consideration, but soon black activists 
changed their position and supported Hispanic demands on the grounds 
that minority representatives could form a coalition to advance collective 
minority interests.99 

Oddly enough the problem of low minority representation that has 
provoked racial gerrymandering is largely a product of blacks living in in
tegrated or mixed-race communities. After all, since blacks overwhelm
ingly vote for other blacks, when blacks are heavily concentrated in an 
area they are virtually assured of electing black representatives. In larger 
or more integrated settings, however, black voting power is dispersed. 
Ordinarily this should not be a problem, because blacks (like every other 
organized religious, social, and ethnic group) now have leverage. Such 
bargaining power, when used collectively, can swing close elections and 
pressure elected officials not to ignore a substantial voting bloc. 

But blacks, Lani Guinier argues, are not like other religious and social 
groups. If they were, Madison's famous analysis of faction in Book 10 of 
The Federalist would apply, and blacks like other "factions" could move in 
and out of shifting majority and minority coalitions. Guinier insists, how
ever, that blacks and whites constitute distinct ethnic groups with sepa
rate and conflicting interests, and that whites-largely because of 
racism-simply refuse to vote for black interests. Guinier insists that to 
dismantle race-based voting districts is to risk "resegregating Congress 
and disenfranchising African, Latino and Asian Americans." 100 Under a 
race-neutral one person, one vote system, she warns, white interests will 
always prevail and blacks will vote but their votes simply will not count. 
In a novel interpretation of democracy, Guinier argues that "fifty one 
percent of the people should not get 100 percent of the power." 101 

So what is the alternative to majority rule? Guinier proposes a wide 
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range of possible remedies, some of them worth considering, others quite 
extreme. Perhaps her most controversial recommendation is that courts 
could give minority groups veto power over certain forms of legislation 
passed by the majority. She calls this "taking turns" at governing, yet her 
proposal is remarkably similar to one advanced in the previous century by 
pro-slavery advocate John Calhoun to give Southern states a minority veto 
over antislavery legislation passed by the federal government.102 Guinier 
endorses a voting rights agenda, seeking "a distributive agenda premised 
on equality of condition, and not just freedom from overt discrimina
tion."103 Guinier's doctrine of group rights would fundamentally trans
form America's system of government by introducing a radical concept: a 
race-based division of power among contending ethnic factions. 

Guinier's entire argument turns on a factual premise: the white majori
ty simply will not vote for black interests. Abigail Thernstrom counters by 
pointing to numerous white-majority cities which have elected black may
ors. David Dinkins was elected mayor of New York City, Douglas Wilder 
governor of Virginia. Two African American members of Congress, Gary 
Franks and J. C. Watts, were elected as Republicans by heavily white dis
tricts. As early as 1966 Edward Brooke, an African American, was elected 
as a Republican senator from Massachusetts, a state with a black popula
tion of less than 3 percent. Guinier is not impressed. African Americans 
who are elected by whites, she alleges, are typically not "authentic," which 
is to say they are not "politically, psychologically and culturally black."104 

Guinier's argument is that such blacks, like most whites, do not bother to 
represent black group interests. 

But in a recent study Black Faces, Black Interests, African American po
litical scientist Carol Swain concludes that Guinier's factual premises are 
wrong. Reviewing a variety of districts-"historically black, newly black, 
heterogeneous, and majority white"-Swain finds that "effective repre
sentation of black interests is in no danger of being diminished by either 
demographic changes or sell-out black politicians." Swain challenges the 
concept of distinct black and white group interests, arguing that black 
elected officials, like their white counterparts, respond to diverse con
stituencies through conventional techniques of persuasion, constituency 
services, and coalition-building. Swain argues that racial gerrymandering 
may increase minority representation but reduce minority influence-a 
result apparently borne out by the 1994 election in which the Democrats 
lost many marginal districts in part because minority voters had been ger
rymandered out. 105 No wonder that some Republican strategists oppor-
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tunistically support racial redistricting, not to enhance minority represen
tation, but to create surrounding districts which end up being largely 
white and potentially Republican. l06 

The Supreme Court, the final arbiter on these matters, has adopted an 
increasingly hostile view of racially rigged voting districts, concluding in 
recent rulings that they (in Justice Sandra Day O'Connor's vivid terms) 
resemble an American form of apartheid. Yet in other decisions the 
Court has allowed racial gerrymandering under specified circumstances. 107 

Justices Anthony Kennedy, David Souter, and O'Connor appear to be 
spearheading the Court's basic approach in racial matters, namely that it 
is permissible to subvert liberal procedures such as equality of rights and 
majority rule as long as the subversion does not reach the point of public 
embarrassment. 

CML RIGHTS AND WRONGS 

The current trajectory of proportional representation is producing a 
racialization of all aspects of public policy, for the simple reason that it 
is virtually impossible to implement an initiative that does not dispro
portionately affect some group. So far courts have attempted to rein in 
perceived excesses, but absent a countervailing principle there seem to 
be no coherent grounds-apart from judicial whim-for such re
straints. Consider the example of racial redistricting, which is a proto
typical case of an attempt to preserve liberal procedures even while 
securing a preconceived outcome. Yet if the goal is to ensure propor
tional representation for blacks, why bother to choreograph black dis
tricts in the hope that their majority-black populations will deliver a 
black congressman; why not dispense with the procedural facade and 
simply assign blacks 12 percent of all congressional seats, to be decided 
by black-only elections? 

We could go further. Each minority group could receive a designated 
share of the federal budget, to be spent as its own representatives deter
mine. Racial groups could also be allocated the right to enact a propor
tional share of the laws in the areas of foreign and social policy. Public 
schools could be required to ensure racially balanced honor rolls, and not 
to discipline a black student without simultaneously punishing a white 
student. State universities could be directed to produce specified ethnic 
ratios in their graduation rates. Police departments could be directed to 
make sure that arrests conform to the racial breakdown of the population 
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at large, and juries could be instructed to consider proportional represen
tation in reaching verdicts. Alternatively, each racial group could have its 
own police force and independently administered judicial system. 

At this stage the reader will probably balk, regarding such speculation 
as feverish. But under the model of proportional representation, it seems 
difficult to offer rational-as opposed to visceral-grounds for opposing 
any of the above projects. After all, if disproportionate job qualifications 
and school enrollment patterns are the product of historic patterns of 
racism, can a plausible case not be made that low black graduation rates 
or high black arrest rates are also the present effect of past discrimina
tion? The logic of proportional representation already influences count
less public policy choices such as whether the death penalty which 
produces racially disparate execution rates is constitutional; whether the 
location of toxic waste dumps in poor communities which are predomi
nantly black constitutes "environmental racism," and whether ads that 
do not show the required number of black models constitute illegal dis
crimination. As a consequence, many Americans are troubled by the on
going racialization of American life, but seem uncertain about what is 
producing it and what can be done about it. 

Even African American activists who are promoters of racialization 
find it difficult to justify themselves within the rhetorical parameters of 
civil rights. Apparently seeking to preserve some semblance of family 
continuity, Yolanda King, Martin Luther King, Jr.'s daughter, recently de
fended separatism on the grounds that "We must focus on differences, 
until difference does not make a difference." 108 It is easy to be scornful 
of such apparent incoherence, and to raise the prospect of a society in 
which we are back to "separate but equal" and George Wallace's famous 
chant, "Segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever." 
But here it is helpful to make two distinctions. The first is between the 
private and the public sphere: conduct which is voluntary should general
ly be permitted, while government-imposed racialization should be con
sidered suspect. The second distinction is between race and ethnicity: 
the former category is biological, the latter cultural. Let us apply these 
distinctions to the case of Afro-American societies and black fraternities 
which have proliferated on college campuses. In an earlier book I ex
pressed doubts about such groups, on the grounds that although they are 
voluntary they contribute to campus balkanization. But this is only a 
problem if minority students spend most of their college lives ensconced 
in ethnic enclaves. 
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Because the one-drop rule identifies blacks as a racial group, it is easy 
for many Americans to forget that African Americans are also an ethnic 
group with a shared history and to some degree a common culture. Ger
ald David Jaynes and Robin Williams write in A Common Destiny, "The 
long history of discrimination and segregation produced among blacks a 
heightened sense of group consciousness and a stronger orientation to
ward collective values and behavior than exists generally among Ameri
cans."109 There is nothing wrong with people of like proclivities who 
share a historical tradition associating with each other on a voluntary 
basis. There is a counterargument which says, "But why can't they all be 
Americans?" The answer is that we are not limited to two identities: "in
dividual" and ''American." We also belong to other intermediate groups, 
such as families, churches, clubs, and so on. In this sense the classical lib
eral concept of the individual is too legalistic; it does not offer a rich 
enough acknowledgment of the multiple group affiliations that con
tribute to, indeed make up, our individuality. To criticize African Ameri
cans for forming groups is to confuse behavior that is public and racial 
with behavior that is private and ethnic. 

The issue is not the legitimacy of minority organizations: it is what 
these groups actually do. Consider a sample of black organizations: Na
tional Association of Blacks in Criminal Justice, National Association of 
Black Journalists, National Association of Black-Owned Broadcasters, 
National Association for Equal Opportunity in Higher Education, Con
ference of Minority Public Administrators, Black Psychiatrists of Ameri
ca, Black Caucus of the American Library Association, American 
Association of Blacks in Energy, National Black Media Coalition, Na
tional Black Police Association, National Black Staff Network, National 
Coalition of Black Meeting Planners, National Conference of Black 
Mayors, National Council of Black Engineers and Scientists, National 
Forum for Black Public Administrators, and the National Minority Sup
plier Development Council.110 

These are, for the most part, affirmative action groups. Even though 
many of them are private, their purpose is not simply to foster associa
tion and camaraderie. An equally important purpose, if not their main 
purpose, is to act as pressure groups within the private and public sector. 
They are formed under the aegis of racial preferences, and once estab
lished, they become vested interests within larger institutions, aggressive
ly promoting race-based policies. They also act as a check on any efforts 
to limit racialization and balkanization: such efforts bring heated charges 
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of insensitivity and racism. Very few companies and organizations are 
comfortable with confronting these pressures from within, which is one 
reason that racial preferences and race-based programs have become so 
thoroughly institutionalized and will prove difficult to eradicate. The 
point is that while voluntary racial association is fine, separatism becomes 
a problem when it intrudes on the public sphere and when it involves 
vested interests who form internal coalitions to promote minority objec
tives. Group separatism becomes a serious threat to liberalism when it is 
offered as the basis for entitlements, because then there is a direct con
flict between individual rights and group claims. The problem becomes 
clearer when we examine the workings of the civil rights establishment. 

THE RIGHTS ESTABLISHMENT 

There is a class of colored people who make a business of keeping 

the troubles, the wrongs, and the hardships of the Negro race be

fore the public. Some of these people do not want the Negro to 

lose his grievances, because they do not want to lose their jobs. 

-Booker T. Washingtonm 

Booker T. Washington's criticism, issued three quarters of a century ago, 
turns out to be severe but prophetic. Once the activists who fought 
alongside Martin Luther King, Jr. secured the color-blind regime they de
manded, they probably should have focused on strict enforcement of 
nondiscrimination combined with a civic mission to raise the civilization
a! standards of the black community. They rejected this path, however, 
and denounced those who raised the issue of black cultural defects as 
racists and enemies of black progress. 

During the mid to late 1960s, several white liberals such as Edward 
Banfield, Lee Rainwater, and Daniel Patrick Moynihan wrote about cul
tural dysfunctionalities in the black community. In his famous 1965 re
port, Moynihan warned that the black family was breaking down at a 
disturbing rate, and that this would lead to a sharp increase in welfare 
dependency. 112 Although Moynihan called for strong public policy mea
sures to strengthen the black family, the very fact that he had dared to 
criticize black culture provoked outrage among many black scholars and 
white liberals.m Employing the rhetoric of cultural relativism, Bayard 
Rustin said, "What may seem to be a disease to the white middle class 
may be a healthy adaptation to the Negro lower class." Similarly Floyd 
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McKissick faulted the report because it "assumes that middle-class 
American values are the correct ones for everyone in America." 114 This 
assault on the Moynihan report as a sociological cover-up for racism was 
one of the early signposts of a liberal schism over the race issue. In subse
quent years, several disaffected liberals would become neoconservatives. 
(Not Moynihan: he remains a maverick.) 

The mainstream of the black leadership eschewed cultural reform in 
favor of racial preferences and race-based programs. One reason for this 
is an ideological commitment to equality of results, but another reason is 
that civil rights activists found the color-conscious approach far more 
profitable for themselves. Many of them became black professionals, in 
other words, by becoming professional blacks. Consider a recent case 
study of how the civil rights establishment operates. When Denny's 
restaurant found itself charged with several cases of racial discrimination 
against black patrons in 1994, the NAACP entered into behind-the
scenes negotiations with Flagstar, the parent company that owns Denny's. 
The NAACP's goal was not to secure just compensation for black patrons 
denied service. Nor was it to ensure future nondiscrimination by Denny's. 
Rather, NAACP officials threatened national boycotts and further bad 
publicity unless Denny's agreed to enter into a $1 billion "fair share" 
agreement. With a political gun to its head, Denny's capitulated. 

According to its "fair share" agreement, now in effect, Denny's guar
antees an increase in the number of minority franchises by more than 
fifty by 1997, a minimum of 12 percent of food and supply purchases to 
black-owned businesses by the year 2000, and preferential hiring for 
black managers and workers. Denny's also made a $68,000 contribution 
directly to the NAACP in 1994. The restaurant chain's first payoff went 
to a black consortium called NDI Incorporated which, as a consequence, 
promptly doubled its annual revenues from $25 million to $50 million. 
The NAACP has entered into some forty "fair share" agreements yield
ing, by the NAACP's own estimate, more than $40 million. NDI Presi
dent James Holden said, "The past, in our minds, has driven us to this 
opportunity." Nor was this the end of the matter. Civil rights activists in 
the Justice Department assisted in filing a class action suit against 
Denny's, inviting blacks across the country to come forward and allege 
past discrimination. Some four thousand African Americans obligingly 
asserted that they had received discriminatory service and were entitled 
to compensation. In May 1994 Denny's agreed to pay $54 million to set
tle the cases. The money will be divided among the black plaintiffs, ac-
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tivist law firms handling the case on a contingency basis, and black chari
ties like the United Negro College Fund.115 

Guy Saperstein, attorney for several plaintiffs suing Denny's, is the 
model of the contemporary civil rights lawyer. According to a Wall Street 
Journal profile, Saperstein's California firm has made tens of millions of 
dollars filing class action claims of discrimination against large compa
nies. Among Saperstein's racial trophies are a $132 million damage 
award against Shoney' s and nearly $90 million against State Farm Insur
ance. A former sixties activist who once defended the Black Panthers, 
Saperstein now lives in a palatial home in Beverly Hills, with all the ac
coutrements of affluence including three BMWs and a personal psychic. 
His wife comments that "he doesn't feel he has to be as poor as his 
clients to be politically correct."116 

The Denny's case typifies the Machiavellian scheme that has come to 
characterize the civil rights establishment. Central to the operation is the 
threat of public accusations of racism. The original complaints against 
Denny' s-some probably substantive, others seemingly dubious-create 
the political opening. The various divisions of the civil rights establish
ment quickly mobilize. The government's enforcement arm supplies the 
heavy-handed threat of federal intervention. Celebrity attorneys team up 
with the state to threaten a major lawsuit. The NAACP plays "good cop, 
bad cop," offering to work with Denny's to help it survive the onslaught. 
The consequence is that everybody concerned makes a considerable 
amount of money, while at the same time professing to have helped 
strike a blow against American racism. From one point of view undoubt
edly some good is achieved; from another, it is hard to deny that we have 
witnessed a well-executed racial shakedown. The Denny's case drama
tizes the way that civil rights victories today combine elements of justice 
with elements of expediency. One may say that although they contribute 
to the offering, the moneychangers have entered the temple of civil 
rights. How naive, in this context, seems the headline in the Chicago 
Sun-Times: "Denny's Pact Combats Racism."117 

As the Denny's episode indicates, civil rights has gone from a specific 
crusade to a way of life. Many black activists who once came from poor 
and rural backgrounds have found, upon winning their battles for legal 
equality, that they do not wish to return to obscurity. In the civil rights es
tablishment, these activists have found a way to turn racial victimization, 
which was their historical condition, into a successful career. Having 
come to do good, they have stayed to do well. Recent controversy over 
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the leadership of the NAACP is not merely a dispute about the group's 
direction but also one over access to the comforts of the civil rights 
lifestyle. In former NAACP chairman William Gibson's case, that includ
ed first-class airfares, stretch limousine travel, lavish hotel and restaurant 
visits, and hundreds of thousands of dollars in expenses charged to the 
organization's credit cards.l 18 Nor do these high-living activists seem to 
see any reason to be apologetic: who says that one cannot fight racism 
and live opulently at the same time? 

Although unelected by the minority community at large, the leaders of 
the civil rights organizations such as the NAACP and the National Coun
cil of La Raza have moved quickly to proclaim themselves the legitimate 
representatives of racial minorities. If politicians refuse to work with the 
NAACP, the "black community" is said to be outraged. If reporters de
cline to interview the National Council of La Raza, Hispanics as a group 
are said to be furious. The same routine has played out with women's 
rights and homosexual rights groups as well. The risk of incurring charges 
of bigotry makes it difficult for specious claims of political representation 
to be challenged by outsiders. External criticism or even internal dissent 
on the part of minorities is quickly branded as "hostile to black inter
ests," "setting the cause back," "threatening to reverse hard-won gains," 
"preventing meaningful equality," "sending the wrong message," or sim
ply "opposing civil rights." 

What this rhetorical Manicheanism conceals is that civil rights is now, to 
a large extent, a fund-raising operation. Groups like the NAACP work in 
coalition with other activist groups such as the National Organization for 
Women, the National Education Association, and the AFL-CIO to win 
political and financial benefits through horse-trading. For example, the 
NAACP might support a feminist bill on comparable worth in exchange 
for NOW's backing for a racial preference measure. There is nothing un
usual about such bartering, of course, except that it converts civil rights 
from a moral ideal that transcends partisan politics into another special in
terest cause that may or may not warrant public support. Consider some 
of the financial benefits that constitute America's racial ransom and go 
along with the civil rights establishment lifestyle in the 1990s: 

Federal Government Benefits. Each year U.S. government awards hun
dreds of millions of dollars in set-aside programs that are awarded on a 
quota basis to minority organizations and businesses. Such programs 
exist at the Department of Energy, the Department of State, the Nation-
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al Aeronautics and Space Agency, the Small Business Administration, the 
Federal Communications Commission, and virtually every division of the 
U.S. government. In 1990, the total value of federal set-asides exceeded 
$8.5 billion. 119 

The Defense Department is required to hand over at least 5 percent 
of procurement, construction, research, and testing contracts to minority 
businesses or to historically black colleges. Many Defense Department 
agencies do not allow nonminorities to bid on selected projects. Approxi
mately $5 billion each year is rationed on the basis of race to credentialed 
minority contractors. 

The Surface Transportation Act, first enacted in 1987, requires the 
Department of TI-ansportation to spend not less than 10 percent of feder
al highway and transit funds with disadvantaged minority businesses. Air
ports, for example, must ensure that 10 percent of concession contracts 
go to certified minority- and women-owned businesses. 

The Public Works Employment Act, passed by Congress in 1977 and 
subsequently renewed and extended, requires that one-tenth of federal 
funds used for construction and other projects must go to minority con
tractors and subcontractors, defined as businesses at least 51 percent 
owned by U.S. citizens who are "Negroes, Spanish-speaking, Orientals, 
Indians, Eskimos and Aleuts." Each year about $10 billion of taxpayer 
money is diverted to subsidize these minority profit-making operations. 

The Small Business Administration each year awards between $3 and 
$5 billion in contracts reserved for disadvantaged businesses, the vast 
majority of them owned by minority entrepreneurs. Some 4,000 black, 
Hispanic, Asian, American Indian, and Puerto Rican businesses partici
pate. From 1966 to 1977, of more than 3,500 minority businesses that 
had collected more than $2 billion in subsidies, only 150 had graduated 
from the program and only 33 showed a positive net worth by market cri
teria. Even the term "disadvantaged" is relative: minority entrepreneurs 
qualify with a net worth of under $250,000, excluding the combined 
value of their home and their minority business.12o 

The Federal Communications Commission awards minority prefer
ences and set-asides in the purchase and sale of radio and television sta
tions. Recently these race-based allocations have extended to the 
assignment of thousands of licenses to operate wireless telephone, inter
active video and data-service businesses. Once again, minority beneficia
ries are scarcely disadvantaged. In 1990, former Senate candidate Harvey 
Gantt invested less than $1,000 as a minority shareholder in a TV station 
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which was awarded to him and his partners on a preferential basis; Gantt 
and his partners promptly sold the station, netting Gantt a profit of 
$450,000. During the 1980s, black millionaire Vernon Jordan applied 
under the minority category for two Washington area radio stations: an
other company got them, but only after it paid Jordan's group $765,000 
to withdraw its bid. Others who have purchased media properties under 
race-preference schemes include entertainers Bill Cosby and Quincy 
Jones, and athletes OJ Simpson, Julius Erving, and Patrick Ewing. 121 

State and Local Government Benefits. By 1989, at least thirty-six states and 
190 local governments had adopted minority set -asides, earmarking a frac
tion, sometimes as high as 25 to 50 percent, of their expenditures for so
called minority business enterprises and women business enterprises. 
Although publicized as a measure to fight discrimination, virtually all these 
set-asides work by circumventing low-bid auction schemes which are de
signed to award contracts on the basis of efficiency rather than patronage. 

Yet when the Supreme Court ruled that states could not continue such 
programs absent proof of actual discrimination in the relevant sector, 
civil rights activists both inside and outside the government pressured 
states and municipalities to assemble statistics that would withstand legal 
scrutiny. George LaNoue reports that in the last few years jurisdictions 
have spent or contracted to spend more than $30 million in taxpayer 
money on such studies. Atlanta's study alone was more than a thousand 
pages long and cost more than $500,000. 

The city of Miami hired the accounting firm of KPMG Peat Marwick 
to locate discrimination in the city's own practices. When the firm pro
duced what would ordinarily sound like good news-it found no pattern 
of discrimination-Miami public officials were furious. "The whole pur
pose of this study was for you to prove that there was a disparity in mi
nority hiring," raged Vice Mayor Miller Dawkins, an African American. 
Xavier Suarez, the Cuban-born mayor, termed Peat Marwick's findings 
"a pain" and commented on the study: "We should never have done it." 
Other firms that fail to produce statistics proving discrimination find 
themselves in disgrace. "When I'm around people who support set
asides," remarks one scholar, John Lunn, "they'll say: oh, you're the one 
who couldn't find discrimination."l22 

Private-Sector Benefits. Private companies have also set up special pro
grams for doing business with minority suppliers and contractors. Ac-
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cording to Black Enterprise, Ameritech' s Minority and Women Business 
Enterprise Program purchased $127 million in goods and services from 
minority vendors in 1990.123 Avon's in-house publication Diversity boasts 
that the company spends more than $100 million on contracts with mi
nority- and women-owned businesses.l24 In 1991 AT&T spent more than 
$500 million on purchases from more than two thousand minority
owned businesses. Chrysler Corporation claims to have parted with $700 
million for the same purpose, and General Motors an astounding $1 bil
lion. The National Minority Supplier Development Council, a trade 
group that brings minority businesses together with large companies, re
ports that corporate America spends approximately $20 billion in goods 
and services from minority-owned concerns.125 

Other private sources also finance the civil rights industry. Philanthrop
ic foundations such as Ford and Rockefeller invest tens of millions of dol
lars in the civil rights establishment each year. The 1993 annual report of 
the Ford Foundation listed the following grants: $595,000 to the Puerto 
Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund, $675,000 to the NAACP, 
$750,000 to the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, another $775,000 to the 
NAACP Special Contribution Fund, $850,000 to the Mexican American 
Legal Defense and Education Fund, and $1.8 million to the National 
Council of La Raza. 126 These sorts of grants are responsible for sustaining 
activist organizations like the Mexican American Legal Defense Fund. Al
though it claims to represent the interests of Hispanics as a group, 
MALDEF's 1994 annual report shows that nearly 70 percent of its annual 
budget came from corporate and foundation grants.127 

Now it should be clear why the civil rights establishment has a vested 
interest in the continuation of spectacular episodes of racism: these pro
vide an important justification for continuing transfer payments to minori
ty activists. This is not to suggest that charges of racism are always false, 
only that they are likely to be wildly exaggerated because, as the Denny's 
case shows, they pay handsome dividends. And where racism does not 
exist, sometimes it has to be invented. This explains the rhetorical militan
cy of civil rights activists, even when the occasion does not seem to war
rant such excess. At the same time, today' s race merchants realize that 
they should not appear too militant. Theirs is a nuanced business. Tacti
cally, they need to maintain a powerful antiracist stance which requires 
threats and accusations. Many civil rights activists have perfected the art 
of moral blackmail. Warnings of underclass violence are a favorite tactic 
for seasoned veterans like Jesse Jackson and Benjamin Chavis: either the 
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government pays protection money, or Americans should prepare for a 
"long, hot summer." As Daniel Patrick Moynihan observed many years 
ago, the image of a restive and violent underclass gives the race merchants 
"an incomparable weapon with which to threaten white Arnerica."128 

Yet the race merchants recognize that they need to appeal to the good
will of whites for a continuing stream of funds and resources to keep the 
civil rights industry in business. Thus their political strategy involves an 
odd combination of intimidation, gaudy tales of woe, and sociological 
jargon about the virtues of inclusion and diversity. Basically the tactic is 
one that Jill Nelson terms walking "the thin line between Uncle Tom
ming and Mau Mauing."129 One black scholar acknowledges the activist 
dilemma in an article titled, "How Do We Rage Safely?"130 The race mer
chants have developed a political technique that alternates between the 
outstretched hand and the clenched fist. 

It should now be apparent why the one-drop rule serves important in
stitutional objectives for black activists today, even as it once served vital 
interests for white racists. In the contemporary environment, the one
drop rule guarantees that the African American community remains as 
large as possible: all mixed-race persons with any black heritage continue 
to be identified as "black." As F. James Davis points out, this classifica
tion increases the political base of the civil rights establishment, as well as 
providing tangible rewards: more racially designated black districts, more 
federal funding for race-based programs.I31 Paradoxically the rule that 
forms the essence of American racism is now the operating principle of 
the civil rights establishment. 

THE NEW BLACK BOURGEOISIE 

The effect of affirmative action has been to accelerate the growth of the 
first sizable middle class in the history of African Arnericans. 132 This class 
began to emerge gradually after World War II, as the new economic and 
political climate provided more opportunities. As Bart Landry points out 
in The New Black Middle Class, the group constituted a distinct social 
phenomenon by the 1960s, as desegregation and antidiscrimination laws 
went into effect.l33 Yet although scholars debate their precise effect, 
racial preferences have undoubtedly helped to solidify the black middle 
class. 

As of 1994 only about one-third of blacks were poor; the rest were 
middle-class or better off. Approximately 16 percent of black families 
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currently earn more than $50,000, 27 percent earn between $25,000 and 
$50,000, 30 percent earn between $10,000 and $25,000, and 26 percent 
earn under $10,000.134 What this means is that poor blacks are now ami
nority of African Americans. Yet in important ways, their condition has 
worsened in recent years. "What happened in black America in the era of 
affirmative action is this," Stephen Carter writes. "Middle-class black 
people are better off and lower-class black people are worse off."135 

William Julius Wilson remarks: 

Talented and educated blacks are now entering positions of prestige and in

fluence at a rate comparable to, and in some situations exceeding, that of 

whites with equivalent qualifications. It is equally clear that the black under

class is in a hopeless state of economic stagnation, falling further and further 

behind the rest of society.136 

How did this cleavage come about, and why did it not occur earlier? 
The reason is that prior to the 1950s, segregation imposed a coercive eco
nomic and social homogeneity upon the black community. Bayard Rustin 
once observed that before the civil rights movement, eminent blacks like 
diplomat Ralph Bunche were just as likely to be refused service at a 
restaurant or convenience store as illiterate porters and janitors.137 More 
important, segregation compelled blacks from all walks of life to live in 
the same neighborhood. In a sense, segregation subsidized the ghetto, be
cause it kept black doctors, lawyers, teachers, and businessmen in the 
same community as black criminals, alcoholics, and delinquents. 

But this situation changed dramatically in an era of affirmative action. 
The most able blacks seized the new openings made available by the civil 
rights establishment to dramatically improve their circumstances. Racial 
preference was a special boon because although it modified admissions 
and job standards for blacks in comparison with whites, it preserved the 
merit ideal in that it favored the most qualified blacks. Thus the group we 
may call (adapting William Julius Wilson's phrase) "the truly advantaged" 
was able to insulate itself from competition with whites, while competing 
only against poor blacks for a virtually foreordained result. "My children," 
black columnist William Raspberry wryly acknowledges, "compete with 
the children of Anacostia, Watts, Hough, Cabrini Green and Overtown. 
This is a competition that they are likely to win."us 

As soon as they were financially able, millions of middle-class blacks 
did what sensible people do in such situations: they moved out of the 
ghetto. As a result, they removed a crucial layer of social support that 
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kept the inner city generally poor but nevertheless generally safe and 
habitable. When the group left, to some degree its members took mid
dle-class standards with them. Thus the rapid departure of the black 
middle class directly contributed to a deterioration of basic civilizational 
norms in the ghetto. 

Black conservatives such as Robert Woodson and black nationalists 
such as Nathan Hare have criticized the civil rights establishment for 
abandoning and betraying poor blacks. Woodson accuses civil rights ac
tivists of running a "Poverty Pentagon" and sponsoring an "alms race." 
Hare writes that professional blacks have become "diplomatic couriers" 
between the Mrican Amerian community and "the white power struc
ture." With one or two exceptions, Hare writes, none of these so-called 
leaders would be recognized on the streets of Detroit or Harlem. ''About 
the only place anyone will follow the average dignitary is to a banquet 
hall or ballroom. "139 Woodson and Hare are expressing frustration at the 
civil rights establishment's neglect of the black underclass. Yet it should 
not come as a surprise that most civil rights organizations do not serve 
the basic needs of the underclass; this is not their constituency. 

While the underclass cannot rely on the civil rights establishment, 
however, the civil rights establishment does rely on the black underclass. 
1bis is the dirty little secret of the race merchants. As Glenn Loury 
writes, "The suffering of the poorest blacks creates a fund of political 
capital upon which all members of the group can draw when pressing 
racially based claims."14° Not only this, but as the National Research 
Council reports, ''A large proportion of lower-status blacks receive public 
assistance and community services from programs that are dispropor
tionately staffed by black professionals."141 The point is that the civil 
rights establishment has a vested interest in the continuation of black 
poverty. What E. Franklin Frazier wrote of the black bourgeoisie in the 
1950s is even more true of the civil rights establishment: "The lip service 
which they give to solidarity with the masses very often disguises their ex
ploitation of the masses." 142 

No one is suggesting that civil rights activists are responsible for creat
ing the ghetto, or that in a human sense they do not wish their less fortu
nate brethren well. The guild interest of the civil rights establishment, 
however, is staked on the continuing and conspicuous horrors of the un
derclass. If the underclass were to start prospering, many Americans 
would ask why millions of dollars in transfers and set-asides continue to 
go to the relatively well-off class of professional blacks. Absent the ghet-



242 The End a/Racism 

to, would not the political justification for giving Jesse Jackson's children 
a preference to get into the best universities and obtain the most desir
able jobs vanish? 

LIBERAL FRUSTRATION, BLACK RAGE 

Many liberals witnessed the rise of the black middle class over the past 
few decades with great relief. "We all said: Thank God for the black mid
dle class," says Christopher Jencks. The liberal hope, although never 
quite stated this way, was that as blacks entered the middle class, they 
would start being middle class and stop being black. In other words, 
many liberals anticipated the interests of the new group being shaped 
less by race and more by socioeconomic status. But this hope proved to 
be an illusion because many middle-class blacks seem to realize very well 
that the reason they are in the middle or upper-middle class is because 
they are black. Consequently William Julius Wilson seems to be on a 
quixotic mission when he urges middle-class blacks to support class
based rather than race-based policies. 143 In an era of affirmative action, 
few blacks are likely to embrace such proposals when they know that it is 
race that helps to pay the mortgage. 

Viewing the emergence of the black middle class in retrospect, we 
have to qualify our praise of the civil rights establishment. Its victory 
turns out to be Pyrrhic. On the one hand, it has helped millions of blacks 
escape the debilitation of poverty. On the other, this very achievement 
has accelerated the urban decay that now provides the best rationale for 
the persistence of racial preferences and monetary payoffs to the civil 
rights establishment. Black flight on the part of the Mrican American 
middle class seems to have contributed to intense feelings of guilt. There 
are two reasons for this: first, many middle-class blacks know that they 
have abandoned their poorer brothers and sisters; and second, many 
realize that their present circumstances became possible, and many of 
their contemporary racial privileges persist, solely because of the heart
wrenching sufferings of the underclass. This recognition can be expected 
to produce, within many in the black middle class, a sense of being 
trapped. They relish their new circumstances, but are angry about their 
consequences. 

Black rage arises out of the knowledge that although whites are primar
ily to blame for historical oppression, the black middle class is also sadly 
complicit in the contemporary agony of poor blacks. Middle-class Mrican 
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Americans may feel a moral kinship with poor blacks, but studies of black 
philanthropy show that as a group they do little to provide financial help, 
which seems to be viewed as a government function. 144 Ordinarily such 
neglect might seem unremarkable, but other ethnic groups have collec
tively advanced in this country by setting up ladders of opportunity for 
their less privileged members. Moreover, blacks, more than any other 
group, stress the virtues of ethnic unity, denouncing fellow African Ameri
cans who dissent from the civil rights agenda as traitors and Uncle Toms. 
Yet even as whites who oppose preferences for blacks are reviled as 
racists, it is difficult for intelligent observers of all races to ignore the fact 
that, for the civil rights establishment, equal opportunity remains a rhetor
ical weapon although it has become a practical obstacle. Indeed liberal an
tiracism now sanctions state-sponsored discrimination and embraces the 
ideological premise of the one-drop rule. By a curious somersault of histo
ry, the antiracist has become the mirror image of his enemy. 





7 
IS AMERICA A RACIST SOCIETY? 

The Problem of Rational Discrimination 

It is utterly exhausting being black in America-physically, mentally and emotionally. 

There is no respite or escape from your badge of color. 

-Marian Wright Edelman1 

The contemporary division between whites and blacks in America arises 
out of the white conviction that the civil rights movement achieved its an
tiracist objective and recognized the basic rights of blacks, and the black 
conviction that despite changes in the law, racism remains the central 
problem.2 Many whites do not deny the existence of racism, but view it as 
greatly abated, more a case of "the way we were" rather than "the way we 
are now." Blacks, by contrast, tend to see racism as different in appearance 
today but not in reality; for them, racism may have burrowed underground 
but it remains deeply embedded in the national psyche and in American 
institutions. This perception gap between blacks and whites on the issue 
of race-what Richard Wright once termed a conflict over the nature of 
reality3-is politically dangerous because it balkanizes the society into hos
tile camps that cannot effectively communicate with each other. A break
down in goodwill can make a negotiated peace difficult, and the possibility 
of conflict becomes real, with a future event supplying the trigger. More
over, it is important to figure out whether blacks or whites are right in their 

245 
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assessment of American racism, because no issue of social justice is more 
important for a multiracial democracy than whether it treats its minority 
groups fairly. Charges of bigotry against blacks are worth examining be
cause they are the paradigm case of white racism. 

Is it possible to resolve this clash of perceptions that has itself become 
a major obstacle to interracial understanding? I believe that it is, but to 
do so we must question many of our assumptions about racism. Most of 
us take for granted that what we call "racism" is based on irrational hos
tility, that its sources are "prejudices" and "stereotypes," and that their 
consequence is unwarranted "discrimination." Writing as early as 1966, 
Michael Sovern expressed the conventional liberal view that racial dis
crimination is "unfair, inhumane, and utterly without justification of any 
kind. Assessed in the light of the damage it does to our society, it is costly, 
wasteful and explosive."4 America's entire apparatus of civil rights laws 
and policies is based on this premise. 

Yet is the premise true? This chapter challenges the prevailing liberal 
paradigm, and concludes that only by abandoning it can we understand 
the way in which the black-white conflict of visions arises out of a radical 
social transformation: racism and discrimination are fundamentally dif
ferent now than in the past. My basic conclusion is that whites view racial 
discrimination today as a rational response to black group traits, while 
blacks view it as an immoral assessment of individuals who do not con
form to group patterns of behavior. Moreover, both the white and black 
understanding are reasonable and compatible with each other; neither 
group is "seeing things." If this thesis is correct, then much of our current 
vocabulary of race is obsolete, and we should modify our educational 
remedies and antidiscrimination laws to reflect the new situation. 

ACCUSATIONS OF RACISM 

One of the profoundest ironies of the past few decades is that as laws 
and policies outlawing racism and discrimination have been instituted 
and expanded, charges of racism have multiplied. Many scholars and ac
tivists assert what most Mrican Americans seem to believe: that America 
remains a deeply racist society, and racism (although more camouflaged 
in its expression) may even be on the rise. 

• "This is a racist society, and it will be for a long time to come," says 
civil rights activist Roger Wllkins.5 
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• "Racism is alive and well in America," Mrican American educator 
Johnnetta Cole writes. "We have a collective sense that we are still not 
free." 6 

• "What does it take to be successful in America?" asks Coca-Cola ex
ecutive Charles Morrison. "I'll tell you what it takes-being white, 
that's what."7 

• "Racism ... infects our economic institutions, our cultural and politi
cal institutions, and the daily interactions of individuals," legal scholar 
Richard Delgado writes. 8 

• "Racism has become fashionable once again," charges Henry Louis 
Gates,Jr.9 

• Legal scholar Kimberle Crenshaw asserts that "racism is the central 
ideological underpinning of American society."10 

• "This society is chronically racist, sexist, and homophobic," remarks 
Mrican American philosopher Cornel West. 11 

An impressive gallery of incidents-some infamous, others relatively 
unknown-support these allegations. Rodney King was excessively and 
sadistically beaten by Los Angeles policemen. Blacks were harassed, bru
talized, and killed in Bensonhurst and Howard Beach. Each year Skin
heads and white supremacist groups threaten and harm Mrican 
Americans. Susan Smith blamed a black man for kidnapping her two 
children and later confessed to drowning them herself. Black families in 
certain parts of the country have witnessed crosses burning on their front 
lawns. Based on their interviews with middle-class blacks, Joe Feagin and 
Melvin Sikes have collected more than a hundred reports of racial dis
crimination which lead them to conclude: 

Racism shapes our paradigmatic assumptions about life and the social world. 

A black American's perspective comes to embed a repertoire of responses to 

hostile and racist acts by whites. No amount of hard work and achievement, 
no amount of money, resources and success, can protect black people from 

the persisting ravages of white racism in their everyday lives.12 

Discrimination so rampant must spring from racism that is deeply in
grained in the white psyche. However unpopular they are to utter, such 
views occasionally find their way into the public domain. 

• A few years ago, the late sportscaster Howard Cosell, in reporting a 
brilliant play by a black football star, blurted out, "Look at the little 
monkey go." 13 
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• In 1990 CBS commentator Andy Rooney was suspended for a month 
from 60 Minutes for allegedly making remarks offensive to blacks and 
homosexuals. 14 

• In 1991 a North Carolina school teacher was fired for frequently call
ing American Indian students "wagon burners" and black students 
"jungle bunnies." 15 

• A New Jersey man raised an uproar when he sent a "gorilla gram" to 
the township's only elected black councilman, congratulating him on 
his 1992 election victory. 16 

• In 1993 Cincinnati Reds owner Marge Schott was fined and suspend
ed for a year for using terms like "nigger" and "monkeys" to refer to 
African American baseball players. 17 

• That same year Senator Ernest Hollings angered many blacks by mak
ing jokes about Africans "getting a good meal" at international confer
ences so they could avoid "eating each other."18 

• In 1994 a white professor at a historically black college in Florida 
brought on a complaint of racial harassment for warning African 
American students against having a "nigger mentality."19 

Such examples have inspired a campaign of sensitivity education in 
American institutions. Campuses routinely conduct workshops in racial 
tolerance. Newspapers bring in counselors to explore bigoted attitudes. 
Some scholars have even called for outlawing the expression of stereotypi
cal and racially offensive beliefs.20 Legal scholar Catharine MacKinnon 
goes so far as to find "expressive value" in minority students' destruction 
of newspapers that offended their sensitivities.21 One reason for these 
draconian measures is the belief, articulated by literary critic Stanley Fish, 
that racially provocative speech is indistinguishable from, and leads to, 
racist acts. 22 Indeed there are indications that racist perceptions lead to 
racial discrimination. In September 1991 the 1V show Prime Time Live 

sent two twenty-eight-year-old men, Glen Brewer who is black, and John 
Kuhnen who is white, to shop in stores, try to rent apartments, and apply 
for the same job, all in the city of St. Louis. The result: 

At several stores, Mr. Kuhnen gets instant service. Mr. Brewer is ignored ex

cept at a record store, where a salesman keeps a close eye on him, without of

fering any assistance. When they go for a walk, separately on the same street, 

a police car passes Mr. Kuhnen but slows down to give Mr. Brewer a once

over. At a car dealership, Mr. Kuhnen is offered a lower price and better fi-
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nancing terms than Mr. Brewer. Inquiring about a job at a dry cleaner that 
has advertised for help, Mr. Kuhnen is told jobs are still available, Mr. Brewer 
is told that the positions are taken. Following up a for-rent sign, Mr. Kuhnen 
is promptly offered an apartment, which he does not take. Ten minutes later, 
Mr. Brewer is told it has been rented for hours.23 

The question is whether these troubling incidents are infrequent or 
typical. One of the problems with the extensive literature seeking to 
demonstrate systematic racism is that it conveys an aura of unreality. In 
Andrew Hacker's Two Nations, the author conducted an experiment 
among his white students at Queens College in New York to find out 
how racist they were. He asked them how much they would have to be 
paid to be black, and apparently the average sum demanded was one 
million dollars per year. Hacker concludes that being white in America is 
worth one million dollars annually, since "this is the value that white peo
ple place on their own skins."24 Yet Hacker's test might have taken an in
teresting turn had he posed the same question to his black students. 
How much would they have to be paid to be white? Many young Mrican 
Americans today are light enough to pass for white, yet despite the re
duced risk of being victims of racism their refusal to do so suggests that 
they attach a high value to their black identity. If Hacker is right, blacks 
on average should be willing to pay one million dollars, the present value 
of whiteness in America. To take the experiment further, how much 
would Hacker's male students have to be paid to be female, or the other 
way around? Hacker's experiment proves nothing more than that most 
people are reluctant to give up their identities. 

Mrican American scholar Derrick Bell offers a no less unique tech
nique for demonstrating the pervasiveness of white racism. In his latest 
book Faces at the Bottom of the Well, he devotes a chapter to a story, "The 
Space Traders," which has been made into a movie. What would happen, 
Bell asks, if invaders from outer space offered to solve every problem 
plaguing the country, including the deficit and health and environmental 
problems, all in exchange for selling black people into slavery? Bell slyly 
suggests that confronted with the alien bargain, whites would be awfully 
tempted. He concludes that the probability that whites would accept the 
alien bargain shows that, underneath their egalitarian rhetoric, whites are 
incorrigible racists.25 Although Bell's work reveals a supple imagination, 
it is hard to see how his hypothetical dilemmas prove much about the 
real-world existence of racism. 
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Yet Hacker and Bell are taken very seriously by many blacks and white 
liberals. Perhaps the reason for this is that they are seen as offering sug
gestive parables rather than strict proofs. The popularity of their books 
among African Americans indicates that their ideas do strike a note of 
metaphorical truth. They fit into the liberal expectation that racism is 
real, even when it is not apparent. Yet other scholars use a more concrete 
approach. In a 1992 article, Henry Louis Gates, Jr. brought such theoriz
ing down to earth by identifying what are clearly the most keenly felt 
charges. Gates cited routine indignities suffered by blacks, such as "the 
unwillingness of cab drivers to pick us up," and he also alleged systematic 
racial discrimination: in hiring, in the availability of loans and credit, and 
in criminal justice.26 

DRIVE-BY RACISTS 

The alleged racism of cabdrivers who refuse to pick up black males is a vir
tually mandatory entry in the ledger of discrimination maintained by many 
black scholars and activists. Cornel West gives an embittered account of 
being passed up by ten taxis in New York.27 Columnist Clarence Page 
writes that he must dress well so that he is not confused with a welfare re
cipient.28 Andrew Hacker pronounces white cabdrivers "patently racist."29 

To assess the justice of such charges, let us consider an interesting com
plaint filed by Gregory Wright in June 1993 in the Washington Post: 

As an African American, I am fed up with Washington taxicabs, fed up with 

having to flag down five cabs before finding one that will take me home, fed 

up with feeling anger, embarrassment and frustration when cabdrivers swear 

they are off-duty and then pick up a white customer before I can get around 
the corner. Taxidrivers, many of whom come from Africa, the Caribbean and 

the Middle East, say they don't want to pick up African American passengers 

because they are afraid of being robbed, assaulted or murdered. One Niger

ian cabdriver told me he only picks up African Americans who are well 

dressed and look like businessmen. For African Americans, this discrimina

tion can be inconvenient and downright humiliating. 3D 

It is easy to sympathize with the indignation expressed at such flagrant 
acts of racial discrimination. Such experiences when made routine can 
constitute an unacceptable denial of the right of law-abiding citizens to 
fair and equal treatment in the daily business of life. In 1993, the Lawyers' 
Committee for Civil Rights conducted an informal survey which found 
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that one-third of taxidrivers routinely refuse to stop for black customers. 
"This is a problem of scandalous proportions," remarked Joe Sellers, who 
directed the study.31 The law in the District of Columbia and many other 
cities penalizes taxidrivers who discriminate on the basis of race. The 
Washington, D.C., human rights department has an official procedure for 
investigating complaints of drive-by discrimination. The district's taxicab 
commissioner employs a dozen full-time inspectors to patrol the streets 
hailing cabs and recording the license numbers of those who discriminate 
in the way they treat passengers. The usual fine is $500 for a first offense; 
future wrongdoing can lead to a suspended license.32 

Wright's complaint describes precisely the sort of behavior that could 
be expected of a racist. Yet according to Wright's account, African, 
Caribbean, and Middle Eastern cabdrivers also seem reluctant to pick up 
young African American males. (Indeed most cabdrivers in Washington, 
D.C., are nonwhite.) Moreover, the refusal of a Nigerian taxidriver is not 
absolute: he will pick up blacks, but only if they are suitably dressed. His 
discrimination seems not be to based simply on an automatic reflex con
ditioned on skin color but is also based on other aspects of appearance
in other words, it may have a rational basis. 

To discover the perspective of the accused racists, I took up the issue 
during my travels with a number of taxidrivers in New York, Washington, 
Chicago, and other cities. Most of them denied that they refuse to pick 
up every black male, although some admitted that to do so was an occu
pational hazard, and all ridiculed the notion that cabdrivers pass up black 
women. But many groused that African American passengers frequently 
leave no tip and sometimes beat the fare, and virtually all acknowledged 
that as a consequence of previous threats, robberies, and assaults they 
employ a kind of heightened scrutiny before they will stop for young 
black men. Riddick Bragg is a middle-aged African American who drives 
a Yellow Cab in the nation's capital. "I don't have a problem picking up 
anybody, but I have to be careful. I won't pick up three black men at one 
time. If I pick up two, I sit one up front. There are some places I simply 
won't go. Listen, I've had a gun pointed at the back of my head. I have to 
look after myself, because no one else will." 

"This racism stuff is all bullshit," one African student who was driving 
to put himself through school told me. "I'm not going to pass up a fare, 
which is money in my pocket. But I don't want to get robbed. You know 
what the black crime rate is in New York? Do you want me to risk a gun 
to my head, man? What's wrong with you?" 
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A white driver in Chicago told me, "No exceptions, pal. I never pick 
up niggers." 

"You don't like blacks?" I asked. 
"Not blacks. Niggers." 
"That sounds like racism to me." 
"Hey, that's crap. I pick up older blacks all the time. I have no prob

lem with giving black women a ride. My black buddies won't pick up no 
niggers. I ain't no more racist than they are." 

Similar sentiments surface when the national media report on Mrican 
American charges of discrimination by cabdrivers. "Drivers have been 
murdered, wounded and beaten, thousands robbed or defrauded,"]. R. 
Green, a white taxidriver, wrote to the New York Times. "The one effec
tive way of protecting against the murderous thieves who prey on us is to 
exercise experienced discretion in whom we pick up. "33 Gerald Schaef
fer, president of the American Cab Association, said simply, "It's fear."34 
An older black driver bluntly told the Washington Post he would not pick 
up young black males because "I'd rather be fined than have my wife a 
widow."35 

These fears seem to be borne out by cabdriver muggings and killings. 
In August 1994 Keith Moore, a thirty-eight-year-old cabdriver and single 
father, was found with the keys in the ignition and two bullet wounds in 
his head. His friends told the Washington Post that he never worried 
about picking up passengers in questionable neighborhoods no matter 
what the time of day. If he had exercised prudence, his colleague Louis 
Richardson said, echoing the view of many other Yellow Cab drivers and 
managers, he probably would be alive today.36 The U.S. Labor Depart
ment recently reported that driving a cab is the riskiest job in America, 
with occupational homicide rates higher than those for bartenders, gas 
station attendants, and policemen.37 

These facts suggest how hollow it sounds to accuse cabdrivers of 
"prejudices" and "stereotypes" when their perceptions seem to be based 
on empirical reality. While we can be sure that racist taxidrivers would 
discriminate, it is not clear that all taxidrivers who discriminate are racist. 
Indeed cabdriver discrimination cannot be viewed as a simple case of ir
rational and socially destructive behavior that should inspire public out
rage and punishment; it turns out that legitimate competing interests are 
at stake. Mrican American males have a right to be concerned about 
their convenience and dignity, but cabdrivers too are entitled to care 
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about their property and safety. In these situations, are cabdrivers intol
erant, or are young black males intolerable? Whose rights should prevail? 

THE CODE LANGUAGE OF RACE 

The question of whether whites consider blacks to be inferior and hence 
deserving of a subordinate place in society must be separated from the 
question of how whites treat blacks. The first is an issue of racism, the 
second of discrimination. Let us begin with attitudes. What whites think 
about blacks has been comprehensively studied for half a century,38 and 
the research-summarized by three leading demographers, Howard 
Schuman, Charlotte Steeh, and Lawrence Bobo, in Radal Attitudes in 
America-shows a revolution of mind unprecedented in American histo
ry. Consider some of the surprising beliefs that whites held in the 1930s 
and 1940s. 

• More than half of all whites said that blacks were less intelligent than 
whites. 

• More than 60 percent favored segregated schools, and just over 50 
percent preferred to ride in segregated public transportation. 

• Some 55 percent declared themselves opposed to proposed legislation 
to abolish the poll tax and end job discrimination. 

• An overwhelming majority opposed intermarriage between blacks and 
whites. 

• A majority said that if a white man and a black man were equally qual
ified, the white should be given preference (a remarkable case of sup
port for affirmative action-for whites). 

In just over a generation, white attitudes have changed dramatically, as 
recent survey data consistently show. 

• Now more than 75 percent of whites assert that both whites and 
blacks are equal in intellectual capacity. 

• More than 80 percent of whites say they are willing to vote for black 
political candidates. 

• At least 90 percent say that blacks and whites should have the same 
rights to public accommodations and to attend the same schools. 

• Vrrtually 100 percent of whites say that blacks and whites should have 
an equal chance to compete for jobs. 

------ -- ------- -· ----
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• Even the final taboo on miscegenation is weakening: 40 percent of 
Americans now have no problems with it, and more than two out of 
three Americans oppose laws restricting intermarriage.39 

But isn't it true that the new generation of young people, untutored by 
the civil rights experience of the 1960s, display a resurgent bigotry evi
dent in reports of racial tension on campus during the 1980s? Actually, 
no. In 1992, Charlotte Steeh and Howard Schuman found "no indica
tion of decreasing tolerance among cohorts coming of age in the 1980s": 
young Americans are just as strongly committed as their parents to equal 
rights for blacks. 40 These unchallenged data document a largely peaceful 
social revolution that would seem to be some cause for modest celebra
tion of the American capacity for change and for measured optimism 
about the future prospects for black equality. Few such hopeful senti
ments are evident in the extensive literature on racial attitudes. 

• Johnnetta Cole contends that white opposition to affirmative action is 
a "sophisticated expression of racism."41 

• Patricia Williams says that terms such as "quotas," "preference," and 
"reverse discrimination" are "con words" which conceal the "seeds of 
prejudice. "42 

• Anthony Lewis insists that public resistance to welfare and affirmative ac
tion is conducted in "code" which conceals "white hostility to blacks."43 

• Jennifer Hochschild identifies white opposition to busing as proof that 
racism remains "deeply embedded" in American society.44 

What justification do these figures have for the insistence that for 
blacks, the American dream has been shipwrecked on the shoals of 
racism? Leading scholars such as David Sears, John McConahay, Joseph 
Hough, and Donald Kinder seek to offer intellectual support for these 
sentiments by advancing a theory of "symbolic racism."45 Sears and his 
colleagues take as their premise the view the "racism continues to per
vade white America" and that it is "deeply ingrained throughout Western 
culture."46 At the same time, they argue, whites recognize that openly 
racist views are now disreputable. Therefore, Sears and McConahay 
argue, whites hypocritically claim to support equality in principle but op
pose all measures like busing and racial preferences which seek to imple
ment equality. Advocates of "symbolic racism" argue that contemporary 
racism comes disguised in the rhetoric of support for quintessential 
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American principles such as individualism and merit. McConahay and 
Joseph Hough find racist attitudes to be correlated with, and concealed 
within, support for political and religious conservatism. 47 If racism is not 
the culprit, these scholars sarcastically ask, why do whites say they sup
port desegregation but then fight school busing; proclaim they are for 
equal housing, but practice "white flight" when too many African Ameri
cans move into the neighborhood; say they want blacks to enjoy opportu
nity, but then criticize federal funding and affirmative action programs 
designed to provide that opportunity? Is it not reasonable to assume that 
whites who continue stereotypically to associate blacks with welfare and 
express other prejudiced views have not really changed their spots but 
are only using color-blind principles to cover up a racism that dares not 
speak its name? As Donald Kinder sums up the exasperated demand of 
the symbolic racism school: "Why do so many white Americans continue 
to resist efforts designed to bring about racial equality?"48 

These scholars concede one important measure of progress since the 
civil rights era: openly racist attitudes are thoroughly stigmatized. Not only 
do Americans not wish to reveal such sentiments to others, they do not like 
to think of themselves as racist. Precisely for this reason, even in confiden
tial surveys, whites decline to endorse openly racist views even when en
ticed to do so. Thus, the good news is that most Americans now firmly 
espouse a moral code that is explicitly antiracist. For Sears and McCona
hay, however, this is no solace since whites hypocritically persist in frustrat
ing black aspirations to full equality, thus revealing a deeply rooted racism. 

Sears and McConahay are certainly right that large numbers of whites 
continue to resist crucial aspects of the new civil rights activist agenda. Re
cently the Anti-Defamation League of B'nai B'rith released a poll on 
racial attitudes which reinforces other studies from the past few years. 
The results showed that although more than 60 percent of whites support 
the principle of affirmative action, an overwhelming 79 percent said mi
norities should not receive "special consideration in college admissions" 
and 84 percent opposed "hiring preferences to make up for past discrimi
nation."49 And some studies have shown that whites act on their apparent 
fears and suspicions about blacks: for example, although few whites seem 
to mind a black family moving into their neighborhood, many acknowl
edge that they fear declining property values and higher crime rates, and 
about 50 percent of whites say they would consider moving if the black 
population in their area reached a critical mass or majority. 5° 
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Scholars of the "symbolic racism" school also have good reason to sus
pect the motives of those who publicly deny espousing bigotry. For much 
of the twentieth century, now that racism has ceased to be respectable, 
bigots have presented other explanations for their views and conduct. 
Segregationists, for example, usually made their case not in terms of 
black inferiority but in the more neutral vocabulary of states' rights and 
the prerogative of individuals to choose their own associates. Clearly 
whites now mask their racial sentiments in the way that blacks once did. 
Yet have Sears and McConahay really proven their case? Although bigots 
may fairly be suspected of trying to conceal their racism today behind 
banners of equal opportunity and individual rights, can the opposite be 
automatically inferred: that those who believe in equal opportunity and 
individual rights, and resist the agenda of the civil rights establishment 
on those grounds, are all bigots? Is the philosophical position that the 
ends don't always justify the means inherently racist? 

The main reason that Sears, McConahay, and others who share their 
general view seem to readily answer yes is that they are operating entirely 
within the framework of a cultural relativism they show no signs of recog
nizing. Since relativism in this context implies a commitment to group 
equality, then any white refusal to endorse not simply equal rights but 
those measures that would produce equality of group outcomes, is impa
tiently branded as racist. White recalcitrance is presumed to emanate not 
from the authentic American principle of equal opportunity but from the 
equally long-standing American practice of white supremacy. The argu
ment of the "symbolic racism" school would be convincing if no legiti
mate reasons could be given other than bigotry for white opposition to 
preferential treatment, busing, and other racial remedies. Yet as Seymour 
Martin Lipset points out, "White opposition to various forms of special 
governmental assistance for blacks and other minorities may be a func
tion of a general antagonism to statism and a preference for personal 
freedom in the American value system."51 'fraditionally this commitment, 
sincerely held, has been considered liberal. Is it now redefined as big
otry? The "symbolic racism" theorists seem to be saying that whites who 
agree with Martin Luther King that laws should be based not on skin 
color but on the content of our character are racists. Yet historically 
King's view has been associated with resistance to racism. Only in a very 
strained analysis can it now be declared proof of it. 

Similarly many whites who oppose busing may be concerned about 
the quality of schools, about inconvenience to their children, about levels 
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of parental involvement in schools outside the neighborhood, about safe
ty, and about the waste of money and time. These reasons are also cited 
by a majority of black parents, who oppose busing. 52 As critics of "sym
bolic racism" have pointed out, it is not reasonable to assume without in
dependent proof that these parents are therefore bigoted against black 
children.53 

Is RACISM HERE TO STAY? 

In the last several years, the symbolic racism school has come under em
pirical challenge. In 1980, Stephen Johnson devised an experiment in 
which white students were asked to solve a puzzle. They were told that 
their responses would be judged against that of a competitor, who in fact 
was nonexistent. Half of the subjects were told that they lost to the com
petitor because the other person's solution was better. The other half 
were told that they lost because the competitor received bonus points on 
account of racial victimization. In each of these groups, half of the sub
jects were informed that their competitor was black; the other half were 
told that the competitor was white. Johnson found that whites responded 
with far less hostility when their losses were due to competitive failure, 
and far more aggressively when they suffered on account of perceived ar
bitrary disadvantage. Despite its small sample size and laboratory setting, 
Johnson's test raises doubts about the symbolic racism view because it 
seems to show white hostility rooted in a sense of fair play, not simple 
anti-black sentiment.54 

Two social scientists, Paul Sniderman and Thomas Piazza, recently de
vised a set of experiments to test the symbolic racism thesis more system
atically.55 Taking up the issue of government programs that predomin
antly benefit blacks, they began with the assumption that "there is some
thing unacceptable in insisting that a conservative must be as enthusiastic 
as a liberal about government spending for social programs or else be a 
racist. "56 The authors sought to discover whether the reasons for white 
opposition were rooted in a philosophical commitment to limited gov
ernment or whether they were a mask for bigotry. Sniderman and his col
leagues devised a "laid-off worker" experiment in which people were 
asked whether the government should provide economic support for a 
worker who has lost his job. Since some people might be expected to lie, 
even on an anonymous survey, the researchers performed multiple exper
iments, varying the race of the potential beneficiary of government assis-
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tance. They reasoned: if beneficiaries are alike in all other respects, and if 
there is less support for government help for blacks, the reason must be 
racism. Sniderman and his colleagues found that whites who classify 
themselves as liberals showed no difference in the way they responded to 
government assistance for whites and blacks. Whites who described 
themselves as conservatives showed a slight racial preference-for 
blacks .57 

In another experiment, Sniderman and his colleagues tested the re
sponses of whites to the proposition, ''While equal opportunity for blacks 
and minorities to succeed is important, it is not the government's job to 
guarantee it." In another version, they changed "blacks and minorities" 
to "women." Here the researchers found that liberals and conservatives 
were equally likely to give a slight preference to women. Sniderman and 
his colleagues interpret the preference for women over blacks as proof 
that racism persists. This is perhaps questionable: there are chivalric rea
sons why some people may extend preferences to women but not to 
racial minorities. Sniderman and his colleagues do show, however, that 
documented antiblack sentiments seem to vary inversely with education. 
Poorly educated people are about three times more likely to discriminate 
in favor of women and against blacks than well educated people. Snider
man and colleagues contend that it is not the ideology of equal opportu
nity and individualism, but rather income and social class, which best 
correlate with residual racism. 58 

The basic problem with any explanation which seeks to infer bad mo
tives such as symbolic racism is that motives are notoriously difficult to fer
ret out. To say that racism is no longer overt, but is now largely invisible, 
seems to be just another way of saying that racism has dramatically de
clined-it is no longer easy to find direct evidence for it. Yet the continued 
popularity of the "symbolic racism" school shows the deep commitment of 
relativist ideology to "finding racism under every bed," as Paul Sniderman 
puts it. Sniderman and Piazza assert that racism "no longer has the power 
to dominate the political thinking of ordinary Americans. "59 

Yet we cannot conclude that racism is no longer a serious problem in 
America without investigating the evidence of several opinion surveys 
which show that whites continue to entertain many hostile prejudices 
and stereotypes toward blacks, whom they consider to be lazy, parasitic 
on government, sexually promiscuous, and violent. One survey showed 
that while the vast majority of whites said they admired blacks for their 
strong religious faith, warm and friendly nature, and honesty and perse-
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verance, about one-third of whites also acknowledged that they thought 
blacks are loud and pushy, less ambitious than whites, prefer welfare over 
work, and are more prone to crime. 6o Other recent surveys have pro
duced similar evidence of derogatory attitudes. 61 Before concluding that 
these views constitute prima facie evidence of racism, however, it is nec
essary to investigate what may be termed the cabdriver's rebuttal. In 
other words, we must inquire whether stereotypes are accurate and 
whether prejudice has a rational basis. 

THE BLACK MALE STERE01YPE 

Michelle Joo, an Asian American shopkeeper in Washington D.C., un
derstands the logic of affirmative action. When deciding whether to let 
people into her jewelry and cosmetics store, "I look at the face," she tells 
the Washington Post. She won't release the glass door "if he looks ugly, if 
he's holding a bottle in a paper bag, if he's dirty. ... If some guy looks 
kind, I let him in." Young black men are kept out if they seem rowdy, J oo 
says. Usually they react by banging on her glass windows.62 One may say 
that Michelle J oo has no fixed policy of keeping blacks out. Nor does she 
have a quota about the number she will admit. Rather, she seems to be a 
prudent statistician. She employs race as one factor, but not the only fac
tor, in her decisionmaking. She seeks to discriminate among blacks, 
choosing those who pose the least risk. As a means to ensure her security 
and business survival, Michelle Joo is practicing what may be termed ra
tional discrimination. 

Thousands of store owners in major cities make similar decisions every 
day. So do countless young women-black, white, Hispanic, and Asian
who come across black males in circumstances they consider not entirely 
safe. Regardless of their general attitudes about civil rights, they do what 
they feel is necessary in each particular case. Shopkeepers scurry to the 
front of the store where they can monitor the exit. They follow the shop
per with a suspicious eye. Female pedestrians walking the street in the 
evening may clutch their hangbag more tightly, or cross the street if ap
proached by one or more young black men. Sometimes people snap the 
locks on their car doors as African American youths walk by. 

The psychological toll of such reactions is high. If you are black, 
columnist William Raspberry says, it is unusual to find yourself treated as 
an individual, and to receive the kind of personal treatment that whites 
have come to expect. 63 In The Rage of a Privileged Class, Ellis Cose de-
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scribes a typical justification for black rage: "Why am I constantly treated 
as if I were a drug addict, a thief or a thug?"64 It is hard not to sympa
thize with the sentiments of a young Mrican American who wrote to a 
national newspaper: 

If I'm walking in certain places, I'll notice the lady next to me, and she'll 

switch her purse to the other side of her. That just shows her ignorance. It 

hurts, but it's her ignorance. Personally I'm academically inclined. I don't 

steal car stereos or pick people's pockets, and I don't carry a weapon.65 

Many who echo these sentiments also question the basis for group judg
ments about blacks. 

• A columnist for the Los Angeles Sentinel protests, "The stereotype of 
young black males as a criminal menace has become a mainstay. The fact 
is: three out of four young black males are not involved in criminal be
havior."66 

• Legal scholar Charles Ogletree goes further. "Ninety-nine percent 
of black people don't commit crimes."67 

• Mrican American scholar Martin Kilson agrees: "The implication 
that the criminality of a minority of black males can be construed as rep
resenting Mro-American behavior generally is outright defamation .... 
It's open season on black folks."68 

Blacks make up approximately 12 percent of the national population. 
Yet according to Uniform Crime Reports, which are data published annu
ally by the FBI, blacks comprise 39 percent of those arrested for aggra
vated assault, 42 percent of those arrested for weapons possession, 43 
percent of those arrested for rape, 55 percent of those arrested for mur
der, and 61 percent of those arrested for robbery.69 Even discounting for 
the possibility of some racial bias in criminal arrests, it seems clear that 
the average black person is between three and six times more likely to be 
arrested for a crime than the average white person. To use the logic of 
proportional representation, blacks are vastly overrepresented among 
criminals in America today. 

But in evaluating black crime, it is necessary to consider not just aver
age rates but also the distribution. One has to factor in variables such as 
gender and age. The overwhelming majority of crimes of robbery, mug
ging, sexual assault, and murder are perpetrated by men. 7° There are very 
few elderly people arrested for committing those offenses.71 The data 
show that young males between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five make 
up the segment within the Mrican American community that is largely re-
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sponsible for the black crime rate. "This group," political scientist James 
Q. Wtlson says, "commits a larger fraction of violent crimes than any seg
ment of the national population." 

Yet it is not enough to know that a large fraction of crimes are perpe
trated by young black males. It is equally important to know what per
centage of young black males have been arrested and convicted of 
committing crimes. Newsweek recently estimated that about one-fifth of 
black males between the ages of fifteen and thirty-four have criminal 
records. 72 But this figure errs on the conservative side. According to the 
Sentencing Project, a liberal advocacy group, about 25 percent of young 
black men in America are in prison, on probation, or on parole on any 
given day. For whites, the figure is about 6 percent. 73 In major cities, the 
figures for young black men are even higher. 

• In California, 33 percent of black males between the ages of twenty 
and twenty-nine are either in jail, on probation, or on parole in any given 
year, compared with 5 percent of whites and 9 percent of Hispanics, ac
cording to a study by the National Center on Institutions and Alterna
tives, a group which promotes alternatives to imprisonment. 74 

• In Washington, D.C., another study shows, some 42 percent of 
black males between eighteen and thirty-five are either in prison or in 
trouble with the criminal justice system. The study estimated that the 
likelihood of a young black man being arrested by the time he turns thir
ty-five is 70-75 percent.75 

• A recent study in Baltimore found that, on any given day, more than 
50 percent of black males between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five 
are in prison or under criminal justice supervision. More than 80 percent 
of young people arrested in the city in 1991 were black. Among drug ar
rests, more than 1,300 involved black males, compared with 13 arrests of 
white males. 76 

Most people on the street cannot be expected to be familiar with offi
cial data on crime rates. No one goes around with a pocket calculator 
computing the probabilities of criminal attack. Yet everyone knows that 
young blacks are convicted of a high percentage of violent crimes, and 
since most Americans are highly risk-averse to crime, they have good rea
son to take precautions and exercise prudence. Compounding these 
alarming statistics is the intimidating ethnic style of many underclass 
black males, which everyone observes but few writers acknowledge in 
public. Yet in a candid autobiography, former gang member Sanyika 
Shakur describes the "attitude" of Mrican American gang members. "It's 
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not how you stare at someone but what you've been through that others 
can see in your eyes and that tells them you're the wrong one to fuck 
with. "77 Black anthropologist Elijah Anderson writes in his book Street
wise that "black males exercise a peculiar hegemony over the public 
spaces, particularly at night or when two or more are together." Wearing 
what Anderson terms their "urban uniform," consisting of sneakers, gold 
chains, sunglasses, and portable radios, these young men can often be 
seen laughing loudly, singing, cursing, or discussing their fights, rob
beries, and sex lives. Not only do they show little concern for others, An
derson notes, but their behavior seems designed to intimidate and 
terrorize. Anderson observes that law-abiding blacks develop special skill 
at recognizing and avoiding the dominant criminal element. Whites who 
are unaccustomed to coping with this "street etiquette," Anderson con
cludes, are right to feel endangered, because they may well be.78 

MEDIA BIAS? 

Despite the statistics on crime rates, many black activists argue that the 
media exaggerate the threat posed by young blacks. When they are not 
"maligning black character in print," Mrican American novelist Ishmael 
Reed writes, "they do the job with pictures and Willie Horton-style lay
outs." Some 1V media, in Reed's view, "cover blacks ... the way the Nazi 
press of pre-holocaust Germany covered the Jews."79 Richard Majors and 
Jacob Gordon blame the media for racist characterizations of blacks as 
"punks, troublemakers, dope addicts, gang-bangers, lazy and hostile."80 

Jesse Jackson has announced a Commission on Fairness in the Media 
which seeks to use "research, education, negotiations and boycotts" to en
force a more positive image of blacks, especially black males.81 

But the function of the media is to cover the news, not to serve as a 
public relations agency for blacks or anyone else. It is true that television 
places a nightly spotlight on violent crime, which is hardly surprising 
given the degree of public concern. It is understandable but implausible 
for Reed, Jackson, and others to insist upon prominent media accounts 
about law-abiding citizens and quotidian virtue; this is a bit like the air
line industry complaining that the press does not write stories about air
planes that land safely. Media sensationalism cuts both ways: as Paul 
Sniderman points out, scholarly studies that find racial discrimination to 
be prevalent often receive extensive publicity, while studies which find 
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little or no discrimination are ignored. In addition, many newspapers 
seem to tread extremely cautiously when reporting incidents in which 
blacks and other minorities are placed in an unfavorable light. 82 Even 
while reporting such gruesome crimes as rape, the New York Times some
times provides a description of the suspect but omits the crucial detail of 
race, apparently to avoid reinforcing public suspicions of Mrican Ameri
cans. 83 A classic instance of how even trivial episodes become the occa
sion for liberal soul-searching is a recent item in the Sacramento Bee 
which ran under the headline, ''An Apology to Our Readers." 

On page A-1, we ran what was initially seen as a cute, innocent picture of two 

children dressing up for Halloween. But what was not caught in the editing 

process was the stereotype enforced in the picture of an Mrican American 

child dressed in a maid's uniform putting lipstick on a white child dressed in 

a party outfit. The implication of the images in the picture and the words in 

the headline should have been recognized and they should not have run. We 

were wrong, and our sincere apologies are offered. A hard lesson in the area 

of sensitivity has been learned. 84 

The real question is whether the media, in non-news coverage, portray 
Mrican Americans as potentially dangerous. Two liberal social scientists, 
John Dovidio and Samuel Gaertner, found that while blacks were once 
portrayed as servants or entertainers, since the late 1960s they are in
creasingly "presented as regulators of society in positions such as teach
ers and law enforcers." Today television series and films self-consciously 
depict blacks in counterstereotypical roles: as physicians, scientists, su
pervisors, purveyors of wisdom, and solvers of impossible movie dilem
mas. Dovidio and Gaertner conclude, "Mass media portrayals of blacks 
have become more frequent and increasingly positive."85 Similarly when 
Robert Lichter and Stanley Rothman surveyed more than six hundred 
programs aired over three decades of prime time, they found that "nine 
out of 10 murders on TV were committed by whites. Only 3 in 100 mur
ders on TV were committed by blacks. Blacks are about 18 times less 
likely to commit homicide on TV than in reallife."86 

Perhaps on account of the paucity of evidence, critics who allege 
media racism typically resort to vagueness or hyperb~le. "I would never 
say that all movies are racist," argues Serita Coffee, author of a report on 
media bias for the Los Angeles chapter of the NAACP. "However, I have 
yet to find one that isn't." Among Coffee's examples is the film The Si-
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lence of the Lambs, which is charged with racism because Hannibal the 
Cannibal "is historically linked with the legendary African general who 
rode elephants to Europe across the Alps."87 

If there was one television series that seemed to portray blacks in an 
unfailingly flattering light, it was the Cosby Show. One of the most popu
lar sitcoms of the 1980s, it depicted the Huxtables as a successful, law
abiding, well-adjusted family headed by an eminent and likable 
physician. The Huxtables did not seem ashamed of their blackness; 
rather, they found a way to integrate their ethnic and American identi
ties. The show did not portray pimps, drug dealers, and drive-by shoot
ings. Precisely for this reason, Sut Jhally and Justin Lewis argue in 
Enlightened Racism, the Cosby Show catered to white racism. 

The Cosby Show strikes a deal with its white audience. It asks for an attitude 

that welcomes the black family onto 1V screens in white homes, and in re

turn it provides a picture of a comfortable, ordered world in which white peo

ple and the nation as a whole are absolved of any responsibility for the 

position of black people. The Huxtables' achievement of the American 

dream leads them to a world where race no longer matters. This attitude en

ables white viewers to combine an impeccably liberal attitude toward race 

with a deep-rooted suspicion of black people.ss 

Faulting the Cosby Show for offering "no acknowledgement of the se
verely constricted social life opportunities that most black people face," 
Henry Louis Gates, Jr. proceeds to criticize other TV shows for encour
aging white stereotypes of African Americans as antisocial. 89 So if Hill 
Street Blues was racist because it portrayed black criminals, and the Cosby 
Show was racist because it did not, is it possible to arrive at agreement on 
what constitutes nonracist television? None of this is to deny the prob
lems that are characteristic of contemporary media, such as sensational
ism and the inundation of the American public with numbingly simplified 
images. These problems, however, are not specific to race. Frequently the 
press, when it has the discretion to do so, seems to go out of its way to 
euphemize disagreeable empirical realities and to present blacks in a be
nign, socially responsible light. 

WHY DID TilE WOMAN CROSS TilE STREET? 

The subject of whether Americans are discriminating rationally in treating 
young blacks as potential criminals is beginning to surface in general dis-
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cussion. Among those taking it up in their own ways are liberal cartoonist 
Garry Tiudeau and New York's former Democratic mayor Ed Koch. 90 

This question was energetically debated recently in the Journal of Social 
Philosophy, an exchange that participants recognized as a violation of the 
unspoken academic taboo against discussing such matters in public. 

"A black male is ten times more likely than his white counterpart to be 
a criminal." Thus the first grenade was launched by Michael Levin, a 
white philosophy professor. Levin, who has also alleged that blacks are 
on average less intelligent than whites, has been heatedly denounced at 
his university, City College of New York, as a racist. A racist he may be, 
yet we still have to account for the statistics on black crime and figure out 
what constitutes a rational and ethical response. The need for candid de
bate on a genuine social problem undoubtedly explains why Levin's 
provocation was taken seriously by his academic colleagues. 

Levin argues that the remarkably high crime rate among young black 
males legitimizes rational avoidance of blacks in a world where people 
have limited information. If statistics show that one-fourth of young 
blacks in urban areas have criminal records, Levin argues, then as far as 
pedestrians are concerned, the young black they encounter on the street 
or in a store or on the jogging track poses a genuine risk. 

Ideally you would base your expectations about him on ... complete knowledge 

of ... characteristics. But you do not know. Relative to your state of knowledge, 

he is a typical member of a class one fourth of whose members are felons. 9! 

Levin's controversial article naturally invited criticism. Sociologist J. 
Angelo Corlett scornfully asked, "Does it not matter how the young man 
walks, is dressed, looks at me as I approach him, or whether or not it is 
nightfall?"92 Corlett's point is that Levin seems unwilling to make dis
tinctions between young Mrican American men: all blacks don't look 
alike, and it cannot be assumed that they all act alike. Yet although useful 
as a general caution to people not to arrive at hasty judgments, Corlett's 
refutation fails to consider Levin's premise that, in his hypothetical sce
nario, other information is scarce and people must base their actions on 
probability. Levin concedes that all available personal criteria should be 
considered, but the kernel of his argument is that "race is an information 
bearing trait" and should be one factor, sometimes a determining factor, 
in private and public choices. 

Corlett is on his strongest ground when he moves from actuarial logic 
to moral reasoning. Young black males cannot change their physical char-
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acteristics and have a moral and legal right to be treated as individuals 
and "not to be singled out as a member of a certain group and treated 
adversely. "93 This is simply a restatement of Martin Luther King's doc
trine that race should be ignored and we should be judged on our merits 
as persons. Levin concedes the moral seriousness of an appeal to individ
ual rights, but such an appeal, he insists, cannot be made by those who 
support the group rights logic of affirmative action. After all, Levin ar
gues, racial preferences in college admissions and job hiring are rational
ized on the grounds that the collective interests of African Americans 
have been injured by whites as a group. Affirmative action subordinates 
individual rights to group claims and institutional interests such as histor
ical compensation or ethnic diversity. Fair enough, Levin maintains, but 
advocates of rational discrimination in favor of blacks to promote those 
goals have no grounds for objecting to identical reasoning aimed at se
curing the highest goal of citizens and the state: ensuring security for life 
and property. Just as affirmative action makes race a proxy for disadvan
tage or victimization, Levin concludes that as far as young African Ameri
can males are concerned, race is also a proxy for criminal potential. 

Philosopher Jonathan Adler, another critic of Levin, admits that dis
crimination may be rational, but argues that "black crime owes much to a 
history of discrimination and prejudice." This history, Adler contends, 
"we do not want to extend ... yet we may be extending it if we notice
ably avoid this young black male."94 Adler's point is that, as an issue of 
public policy, we should not blame African Americans-especially law
abiding ones-for historical patterns which they did not cause. However 
reasonable under the circumstances, discrimination against young blacks 
in Adler's view perpetuates the legacy of unjust oppression and insult. 
Levin responds that Americans walking the street cannot be expected to 
worry about the historical causes of crime. Their primary concern, he ar
gues, is properly aimed at their own security. Levin contends that the 
right of African Americans not to be insulted is outweighed by the right 
of Caucasians not to be assaulted. Moreover, Levin concludes that "re
sponsibility for harm to the innocent black is naturally assigned to other 
black criminals." 

What can we make of this grim but unavoidable argument? First, it 
suggests that some stereotyping is inevitable in a world where citizens do 
not have full knowledge and must act on probability. Yet, as Judith Licht
enberg writes, generalizations may be necessary and yet morally flawed 
because they are bound to hurt some of the wrong people: "To generalize 
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is to overgeneralize." Lichtenberg concedes: "The probability of black 
teenagers being muggers surely is greater than the probability of gray
haired ladies being muggers. The crucial question is: how much more?"95 

Ishmael Reed writes, "Do the 0.1 percent ofltalian-Americans engaged in 
organized crime represent the Italian-American community?"96 

The answer to these questions is obvious. The percentage of Italian
Americans involved in organized crime is infinitesimal, but as we have 
seen the percentage of young black males involved in crime is subs tan
tial. A young black male is literally thousands of times more likely to be a 
mugger than a gray-haired lady. Moreover, it is not a matter of whether 
these felons represent the black community-they are not being invited 
to serve in Congress-but rather whether the probability of their crimi
nal behavior should be taken into account in situations where people 
cannot get to know them personally. 

Thus whatever our other reservations about Levin, we must concede 
as plausible his conclusion that when people say "blacks are dangerous" 
or "blacks are criminals," they don't necessarily mean all blacks. As a so
cial scientist would put it, they are drawing rational conclusions based on 
probabilistic judgments taking into account their own degree of aversion 
to risk. In layman's terms, better safe than sorry. Jesse Jackson recently 
affirmed this view when he said, "There is nothing more painful for me 
than to walk down the street and hear footsteps and start to think about 
robbery, and then see it's somebody white and feel relieved."97 Jackson's 
statement was, of course, the classic gaffe, which Michael Kinsley defines 
as a situation when a politician accidentally tells the truth. Jackson hur
ried to "clarify" his views and deny that he meant what he said. 

But several African American scholars have made the same point. 
Johnnetta Cole writes that among black women "one of the most painful 
admissions I hear is: I am afraid of my own people."98 William Oliver re
marks in The Violent Social World of Black Men that "in response to the 
prevalence of violence in their communities, many blacks manifest an 
overt fear of other blacks."99 Tens of thousands of African Americans 
have moved out of cities like Washington, D.C., into the suburbs in part 
to escape high rates of crime in their old neighborhoods. 100 Given the 
crime rates of young black males, "the stereotype is not a stereotype any 
more," says Howard University education professor Kenneth Tollett. ''A 
stereotype is an overgeneralization. The statements we have called 
stereotypes in the past have become true." 101 

There is another side that should not be overlooked. The moral dilem-
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rna, which Levin does not really confront, is that the behavior of those 
who rationally discriminate against blacks is indistinguishable from that 
of actual racists. Thus whatever the motive, the objective result is the 
same. Racial screens are forms of dehumanization-a collectivism of 
mind that imposes real and undeserved suffering. Understandably young 
black males who do not conform to the statistical pattern are going to 
blame such discriminatory treatment on racism, and to link it with histor
ical patterns in which their ancestors were treated as subhuman and dan
gerous predators. Personally I would be angry and upset if, as a 
law-abiding person, I could not get a taxi. Yet, equally predictably, 
taxidrivers, storekeepers, and women who clutch their purse or cross the 
street will attach little significance to such personal and historical sensi
tivities. They are not historians but amateur statisticians acting on im
pressionistic but not unreasonable generalizations of the sort that we all 
make in other contexts every day. Such people are unlikely to be intimi
dated by accusations of prejudice. For them, the charges are meaning
less, because the prejudice is warranted. In this context, a bigot is simply 
a sociologist without credentials. 

PREJUDICES AND CONCLUSIONS 

Prejudice engages the mind in a steady course of wisdom and 

virtue, and does not leave the man hesitating in the moment of 

decision .... Prejudice renders a man's virtue his habit. 

-Edmund Burke102 

It may now be useful to reconsider the meaning of familiar terms such as 
prejudice and stereotype, and examine the conventional liberal under
standing of racism. This understanding is expressed by Henry Louis 
Gates, Jr., who writes: "Racism exists when one generalizes about attrib
utes of an individual, and treats him or her accordingly." Gates offers 
some specific examples: "Skip, sing me one of those old Negro spiritu
als," "You people sure can dance," and "Black people play basketball so 
remarkably well." He concludes, "These are racist statements."103 Why 
are they viewed as racist? Because contemporary liberalism is construct
ed on the scaffolding of cultural relativism, which posits that all groups 
are inherently equal. Since all groups are equal, adverse group judgments 
are presumed to constitute "prejudices" and "stereotypes" that are al
most always regarded as wrongheaded and ignorant. The civil rights laws 
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of the 1950s and 1960s were based on the assumption that as whites and 
blacks came into closer contact and learned more about each other, the 
similarity of all groups would become evident and white prejudices and 
stereotypes would dissipate. 

Consider some definitions. The Encyclopedia Britannica identifies 
prejudice as "an attitude, usually emotional, acquired without or prior to 
adequate evidence or experience."104 For Thomas Pettigrew, a psycholo
gist who studies race relations, prejudice is "irrationally based ... an an
tipathy accompanied by a faulty generalization."105 Christine Bennett in 
Comprehensive Multicultural Education argues that "prejudice is an erro
neous judgment, usually negative, which is based on incomplete or faulty 
information." Bennett adds that "a prejudice becomes a sterotype when 
it is used to label all or most members of a group."106 Another leading 
textbook defines a stereotype as "an overgeneralization associated with a 
racial or ethnic category that goes beyond existing evidence."107 Webster's 
New World Dictionary defines a stereotype as "a fixed or conventional 
notion or conception, as of a person or group ... allowing no individuali
ty and critical judgment."I08 

In The Nature of Prejudice, Gordon Allport draws on modern social 
science theories to explicate the paradigm of liberal antiracism. Allport 
argues that prejudices and stereotypes reveal less about their objects than 
their subjects. Applying such concepts as displacement and frustration
aggression theory, Allport maintains that when whites feel hostility and 
anger which they have difficulty coping with or explaining, they project it 
onto others, who thus become sacrificial victims or "scapegoats." Allport 
conveys the assumption of many social scientists today: prejudices and 
stereotypes endure because of the principle of self-selection. From the 
distorted perspective of the racist, blacks who do not conform to precon
ceived notions simply do not exist; they are, in Ralph Ellison's term, in
visible men. Thus prejudices and stereotypes are presumed to be 
impervious to correction. I09 

For the better part of a generation, this liberal understanding of 
racism worked fairly well. The reason was that both whites and blacks 
had indeed developed many erroneous views about each other as a con
sequence of Southern segregation. During slavery the races stayed in reg
ular, even intimate, contact, but after emancipation the forced separation 
of the races created a divided society in which dubious and even absurd 
generalizations could endure, unchecked by contrary experience. Thus 
the intellectual assault on prejudice and stereotypes, as well as the expe-
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rience of desegregation, both helped to topple many preconceived group 
generalizations that could not withstand empirical examination. In 1920, 
George Jean Nathan and H. L. Mencken listed a number of such popu
lar prejudices and stereotypes about blacks. 

• Negroes who are intelligent are always part white 
• Negro parties always end up in bloody brawls 
• Negroes who have money head straight for the dentist to have their 

front teeth filled with gold 
• illiterate Negroes labor hard but educated Negroes lose all interest in 

work 
• Negro prize fighters marry white women and then beat them 
• Negroes will sell their votes for a dollar110 

As the widespread popularity of Mrican Americans such as Colin Pow
ell, Bill Cosby, and Michael Jordan illustrates, none of these beliefs 
seems to be held today by any measurable segment of the population. We 
can speculate about the roots of some of these stereotypes. Undoubtedly 
the white prejudice about black intelligence did not begin with, but was 
strengthened by, the observed preponderance of light-skinned mulattoes 
in the black middle class. Perhaps the suspicion of vote-peddling among 
blacks was a legacy from the Reconstruction era, when many blacks 
voted and many Southern whites were disenfranchised. The reputation 
of black boxers probably began with the flamboyant experience of Jack 
Johnson, who raised controversy in the early part of the century when he 
married a white woman. 

These prejudices, loosely anchored in popular experience, proved easy 
to refute through the liberal remedy of increased education and expo
sure. Not only were whites in a more informed position to see what 
blacks were like, but the black community itself was changing, rendering 
crude generalizations from the past increasingly obsolete. The positive 
effect of the assault on prejudices and sterotypes, based on the liberal 
paradigm, has been a vastly more sophisticated perception of blacks on 
the part of whites. The problem with the paradigm is its premise that all 
group perceptions are misperceptions: that every negative generaliza
tions about blacks is automatically false and the product of distorted pro
jections. Paradoxically it is desegregation and integration which have 
now called the liberal paradigm into question. One of the risks of in
creased exposure to blacks is that it has also placed whites in a position 
to discover which of their preconceived views about blacks are true. Ed-



Is America a Racz"st Society? 271 

ucation and integration can help to dispel erroneous judgments about 
groups but they are only likely to reinforce accurate ones. 

In fact ethnic groups that have had little history of oppressing each 
other and in some cases very limited previous contact now seem to be 
formulating clear and often critical images of other groups. In one of the 
more remarkable surveys of recent years, the National Conference of 
Christians and Jews reports that many minority groups harbor much 
more hostile attitudes toward each other than do whites. For example, 49 
percent of blacks and 68 percent of Asians said that Hispanics "tend to 
have bigger families than they can support." Forty-six percent of Hispan
ics and 42 percent of blacks agreed that Asian Americans are "unscrupu
lous, crafty and devious in business." And 53 percent of Asians and 51 
percent of Hispanics affirmed that blacks "are more likely to commit 
crimes and violence."m 

It is, of course, possible that these minority perceptions reveal that, by 
a kind of social osmosis, everyone is learning their racism from whites. 
But if so why would minority perceptions be stronger than those of 
whites who are the alleged racists par excellence? More likely, these inter
group minority perceptions are the product of experience. Most people 
today have fairly regular contact with others of different races, and have 
many opportunities to verify their collective judgments about other 
groups.l 12 It is the possibility of accurate generalizations about blacks 
and other groups that gives rise to the problem of rational discrimination. 

ARE STERE01YPES GENERALLY ACCURATE? 

Do blacks as a group have certain distinct characteristics? We read in An
drew Hacker's Two Nations that "the erotic abandon displayed in black 
dancing has no white counterpart." 113 Thomas Kochman in Black and 
White: Styles in Conflict cites an Mrican American source describing the 
black walk: "Rather than simply walk, we move . . . a strong rhythmic 
mode of walking ... Where the young black male is going is not as impor
tant as how he gets there." Kochman proceeds with some pretty strong 
generalizations: 

Where whites use the relatively detached and unemotional discussion mode to 

engage an issue, blacks use the emotionally intense and involving mode of ar
gument. Where whites tend to understate their exceptional talents and a bill

ties, blacks tend to boast about theirs. Where white men, meeting women for 
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the first time, defuse the potency of their sexual messages ... black men make 

their sexual interest explicit and hope to infuse their presentations with sexual 

potency.114 

Although both Hacker and Kochman are white, neither can be accused 
of racism; indeed, their views are extremely popular in the black commu
nity. "My black students," Hacker says, "love what I have to say." During 
my speaking trips to college campuses, I decided, as a journalistic exer
cise, to test people's perception of group traits by raising the question of 
whether stereotypes may be true and prejudices based on them therefore 
legitimate. Inevitably I encounter strong emotional opposition. As a result 
of the deeply rooted assumptions of cultural relativism, educated people 
today have been taught to despise group generalizations. In a sense, we 
are all Boasians. We have been raised to be prejudiced against prejudice. 

Recently on a West Coast campus, I raised the question of whether, as 
a group, "blacks have rhythm." A professor of Afro-American Studies in
sisted, ''Absolutely not," and a number of white students readily agreed. 
Instinctively, they raised the familiar defenses, "I know a black man who 
can't dance," "How can you generalize about a group that is so diverse?" 
"What about Elvis? He had rhythm, and he wasn't black," and so on. I 
pointed out that these were poor refutations of a proposition that was 
being offered as true on average, or compared with the experience of 
other groups. One cannot rebut the statistically irrefutable statement that 
men are taller than women by producing a six-foot woman and a four-foot 
man. Those individuals would merely constitute exceptions to a general 
pattern that has persisted across cultures for most of recorded history. 

Incidentally, the view that blacks tend to be more rhythmic than 
whites is no whimsical recent invention but is supported by observation 
and experience in several societies over two millennia. In ancient Greece 
and Rome, which held no negative view of black skin color, Ethiopians 
and other blacks were celebrated for a perceived natural inclination to 
music and dance. This is a central theme of that segment of Greek and 
Roman art which focuses on blacksJ15 Moreover, the same perception of 
blacks is evident in many Arab descriptions of African blacks, written in 
the late Middle Ages. Ibn Butlan, for example, writes that if a black man 
was dropped from heaven "he would beat time as he goes down." 116 In a 
ninth century Muslim travel account, blacks are praised for their rhythm 
and for being able to play music without instruction. 117 As we saw earlier, 
Ibn Khaldun, the greatest Arab historian of the Middle Ages, speculates 



Is America a Racist Society? 27 3 

that the black propensity for music and rhythmic dancing derives from 
the relaxing influence of the warm climate. 118 

In a recent book on cultural diversity, Taylor Cox compiled the results 
of several surveys that sought to identify negative generalizations that 
many Americans believe about various groups. Here are some stereo
types about males from different backgrounds. 

• Japanese: Studious, meticulous, workaholics, business-oriented, na
tionalistic, unemotional, sexist, productive, good at math and science, 
defer to authority, carry cameras. 

• Jews: Rich, miserly, support Israel, well-educated, complainers, good 
at business, take care of their own, not rhythmic or coordinated, sensi
tive to criticism. 

• Blacks: Athletes, good dancers, expressive in communication, poor, 
too concerned about what they wear, uneducated, oversexed, on wel
fare, funny. 

• French: Romantic, unfaithful, egotistical, enjoy a drink of wine, dry
humored, do not shower often, dislike Americans, proud of their 
country. 

• Whites: Insecure, domineering, wear Dockers, enjoy privileges handed 
to them, manipulative, insensitive, competitive, opportunistic, enjoy 
drinking beer. 119 

The liberal paradigm holds that, since racial and ethnic generalizations 
are irrational, none of them can accurately reflect group differences. On 
one point the theory is sound: people's perceptions of others are always 
filtered through the lens of their own prior experience. But the liberal 
understanding cannot explain how particular traits come to be identified 
with particular groups. Only because group traits have an empirical basis 
in shared experience can we invoke them without fear of contradiction. 
Think of how people would react if someone said that "Koreans are lazy" 
or that "Hispanics are constantly trying to find ways to make money." 
Despite the prevalence of anti-Semitism, Jews are rarely accused of stu
pidity. Blacks are never accused of being tight with a dollar, or of conspir
ing to take over the world. By reversing stereotypes we can see how their 
persistence relies, not simply on the assumptions of the viewer, but also 
on the characteristics of the group being described. 

This is no case for group traits having a biological foundation. Proba
bly the vast majority of group traits are entirely cultural, the distilled 
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product of many years of shared experience. Yet prejudices and stereo
types are not intended to explain the origins of group traits, only to take 
into account their undisputed existence. Nor is this an argument to em
phasize negative traits. Stereotypes can be negative or positive. Indeed 
the same stereotype can be interpreted favorably or unfavorably. One 
can deplore Roman machismo or admire Roman manliness; deride tradi
tional Spanish superstition or exalt Spanish piety; scorn Jewish avarice or 
praise Jewish entrepreneurship; ridicule English severity or cherish Eng
lish self-control. In each of these interpretations, we see a single set of 
facts, a different set of values. 

Not surprisingly, ethnic activists frequently offer a positive interpreta
tion of their group's distinctive characteristics. Richard Gambino's Blood 
of My Blood is almost embarrassing in its corroboration of "Godfather" 
stereotypes about Italian Americans. Gambino elaborates the code of la 
/amiglia, and proceeds to give a rich and sympathetic account of how it 
shapes something resembling an Italian American worldview. 120 Thomas 
Sowell's Ethnic America and Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moyni
han's Beyond the Melting Pot also acknowledge ethnic differences andre
late them to group performance in America. 121 Black stereotypes are 
frequently given a positive spin and celebrated by members of the 
African American community. 

• Paul Robeson identified the "characteristic qualities" of blacks as in
cluding "a deep simplicity, a sense of mystery ... great emotional depth 
and spiritual intuition."122 

• In Shadow and Act Ralph Ellison exulted in the fact that "Negro 
music and dances are frenzied and erotic, Negro religious ceremonies vi
olently ecstatic, Negro speech strongly rhythmical and weighted with 
image and gesture."l23 

• More recently, Ralph Wiley notes that "Creativity is at the root of all 
forms of music, which is why black people are so adept at it. Creativity is 
black people's middle name."124 

• A contemporary book on African culture remarks, "This culture is 
identified by jazz, blues, gospel and soul music, by modern dance and 
tap dance, by hip talking, pimp walking, and high-five passing."125 

William Helmreich in his book The Things They Say Behind Your Back 
takes up the controversial issue of whether there is a rational basis for 
group stereotypes. Helmreich finds some stereotypes that are clearly false. 
During the Middle Ages, for example, apparently many Christians took re
ligious polemic literally and came to believe that Jews have horns.l26 Clear-
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ly this was not a perception destined to last: one only has to encounter a 
few Jews to discover that they do not, in fact, possess horns. Hehnreich 
takes up other stereotypes, however, such as the view that many Nobel lau
reates are Jewish, or that the Mafia is largely made up of Italians, or that 
the Japanese tend to be xenophobic and nationalistic, or that Latin Ameri
cans are typically macho and sexist, or that many Irishmen and American 
Indians drink enormous quantities of alcohol. Basically Hehnreich finds 
that these perceptions are confirmed by the data. Of all the stereotypes he 
considers-many of them now outdated and not widely held-Hehnreich 
concludes that "almost half the stereotypes have a strong factual basis."127 

This is a remarkable refutation of the a priori assumption that group gener
alizations are always erroneous and unwarranted. 

It is obvious to most people that groups do differ. Therefore it is possi
ble to make accurate generalizations. As the term suggests, generaliza
tions hold true in general: they work best when, circumstances permitting, 
they take into account individual exceptions to the rule and overlapping 
traits between groups. Stated in this form, it is not clear that group gener
alizations constitute prejudice or stereotypes at all. They do not satisfy 
one crucial criterion, what Gordon Allport terms making critical judg
ments "without sufficient warrant." Allport offers as an exception to his 
theory of prejudice what he calls the "well-deserved reputation theory." 128 

It is no prejudice or stereotype to say that Indians eat curry or that Mexi
cans eat enchiladas: Indians and Mexicans really do these things. 

Since groups do possess distinguishing traits, the liberal assumption 
that greater contact between groups can be expected to eliminate preju
dices and stereotypes turns out to be illusory. It is possible to tell a young 
boy or girl who has never met Puerto Ricans that they have no recogniz
able group traits, but after that child has lived in New York for a few 
months, such an argument from a sensitivity counselor will come to 
sound comical. In fact, studies confirm that greater exposure often has 
the effect of reinforcing negative perceptions of distinguishing group 
traits: familiarity sometimes does breed contempt. One study showed 
that "teachers, nurses and physicians working in Alaska had much more 
negative stereotypes of Eskimos than those having little contact" and 
concluded, "Contact does generate prejudice."129 Another survey found 
that whites who live in areas with high concentrations of blacks exhibit 
greater hostility to them and oppose government race-based programs 
far more strongly than whites who live in areas with few if any blacks.l3° 
Thus the relativist assumption that groups do not differ and that group 
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generalizations are irrational turns out to be wrong. Indeed it generates a 
liberal antiracist paradigm which is at variance with most people's direct 
observation of the real world. 131 Prejudices and stereotypes merely re
flect a human tendency to generalize from experience; they can only be 
refuted by showing that the group in question does not empirically pos
sess the quality attributed to it. Since this is often difficult to show, we 
would do better to acknowledge the reality of group traits and ask how 
we should act on them. 

DISCRIMINATION IN HIRING 

It is impossible to answer the question of how much racism exists in the 
United States because nobody knows how to measure racism and no unit 
exists for calibrating such measurements. If we assume that racists are 
likely to conceal or misrepresent their true beliefs, we are better off not 
trying to read people's minds but focusing instead on the consequences 
of their actions. Many African American scholars agree. "We're not look
ing for white approval," Alvin Poussaint says. "We're looking for protec
tion for our rights." What follows is a critical examination of three 
studies which seek to prove racial discrimination against blacks in the 
areas of job hiring, mortgage lending, and criminal justice. 

"Racial discrimination in the workplace is as vicious, if less obvious, 
than it was when employers posted signs: No Nigras Need Apply." Typi
cally, Derrick Bell issues the above proclamation without offering any ev
idence.132 Indeed such evidence is not readily available; after an 
extensive review of job discrimination studies, a distinguished panel of 
scholars, in their report A Common Destiny: Blacks and American Society, 
concluded, "Direct evidence of systematic discriminatory behavior by 
whites is difficult to obtain."133 

But in 1991, the Urban Institute, a group concerned with civil rights is
sues, attempted such a demonstration. The Institute recruited twenty 
male college students, ten white and ten black, and matched them in 
black-white pairs so that each had virtually identical appearances, depart
ments, and credentials. They then applied for a range of private sector 
entry level jobs in Chicago and Washington, D.C. The Institute monitored 
their progress at each stage of the application process, and entered more 
than four hundred separate application results into its computer. 132 The 
results were as follows: in 67 percent of cases, neither candidate received 
a job offer; in 13 percent of cases, both did; in 15 percent of cases, only 
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the white tester received an offer; in 5 percent of cases, only the black 
tester did. In its report, the Institute publicized these findings as proof 
that reverse discrimination is negligible and that discrimination against 
blacks in the American work force is "widespread and entrenched." Ac
cording to an article on the study in the Washington Post, ''Young white 
men seeking entry level jobs receive ... job offers three times more often 
than their equally qualified black counterparts."135 

Upon more careful review, however, these results raise some unan
swered questions. The study is not a survey of the job market as a whole, 
but only a small part of it. The Institute excluded all public sector jobs, 
where a large number of blacks are employed, as well as a disproportion
ate number of private sector firms with affirmative action programs. This 
could be mere oversight, or it could reflect the organization's desire to 
minimize the possibility of recording preferential treatment for blacks, a 
result easily achieved through a biased selection of potential employers. 
Our suspicions are heightened when we recognize that the purpose of 
the Urban Institute's study was to prove the pervasiveness of discrimina
tion. Indeed it seems unlikely that the Institute would have released the 
study had it shown that discrimination against blacks was negligible. Al
though the Institute is a credible organization which no doubt attempted 
to minimize scholarly bias, its expectations for the result could have been 
known or communicated to the testers, who might then act toward po
tential employers in a way that would confirm the Institute's objectives. 
It would be going too far to compare the results of the study to that of 
companies seeking to prove the popularity of their products, but un
doubtedly the study would be more reliable if there were no political 
stake in the outcome. 

Even when its limitations are taken into account, however, a fair read
ing of the Institute study shows that racial discrimination does occur. The 
study does not, however, ask the question of why. One of its crucial find
ings-that white and black interviewers were equally likely to discrimi
nate-offers a clue. Perhaps such discrimination persists in part because 
it is rational. It is efficient. It makes economic sense. As Randall Kennedy 
correctly observes, "The market cannot be counted on to drive out all 
forms of discrimination." Conventional economic theory holds that arbi
trary racial discrimination is economically costly. The reason is pointed 
out by Nobel laureate Gary Becker: employers who won't hire the best 
person for the job are going to suffer relative to their competition.136 

Even discrimination based on arbitrary features can be profitable, how-
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ever, when the cost of discrimination is lower than the transaction cost of 
evaluating candidates on an individual basis. In such cases, the result is 
what economists sometimes call "statistical discrimination" or what I 
have termed rational discrimination. 

Consider the case of a chain of stores seeking to hire entry-level work
ers recruited mainly from high school graduates in the local population. 
Let us assume, further, that African Americans as a group have a sub
stantially higher crime rates than whites, Hispanics, or Asians. Employers 
could disregard this fact and carefully scrutinize the individual history 
and character of each applicant. This would certainly be the ideal course 
of action. But employers, who are in business to make a profit, may rea
son that entry-level jobs do not warrant the expenditure of time and ef
fort to investigate personal case histories of each applicant. The employer 
may save search costs by simply refusing to hire blacks, or keeping the 
number of blacks hired to a minimum. This may entail some losses in job 
performance, if particular black applicants would actually to be better at 
the job and yet are refused. But these losses may be outweighed by the 
savings in transaction costs_137 

That the discrimination unearthed by the Urban Institute study was 
probably rational is suggested by its finding that the race of the interview
er showed no correlation with the likelihood of discriminating. The rea
son that rational discrimination is likely to be practiced by white and 
black employers alike is that it does not depend on racist intentions. 
Rather, it applies the logic of predictive evaluation to racial groups, dis
criminating against people in high-risk categories. Race is not being sin
gled out here: employers may have similar rational reasons for their 
reluctance to hire women, who may get pregnant and leave, or the elder
ly, who are more likely to fall ill, or young people, who may prove less re
liable as employees. In Chicago, one of the sites of the Urban Institute 
study, Joleen Kirschenman and Kathryn Neckerman interviewed employ
ers about their motives for hiring and found support for the rational dis
crimination hypothesis. Here are some of the candid reasons given by 
employers to explain their reluctance to hire inner-city black males. 

• In general, one construction company owner said, for urban blacks 
"the quality of education is not as great as white folk from the sub
urbs, and it shows." 

• Another commented, "The minority worker is not as punctual. 
They're not as wired to the clock in keeping time." 
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• A third employer remarked, "The Polish immigrants that I know are 
more highly motivated than the Hispanics." 

• Asked whether whites have the best work ethic one employer said, 
"Not in every case, but as a group, I guess, yes." 

• Several employers told the authors that blacks "don't want to work" 
and that "they've got an attitude problem." 

• One manufacturer said, "We are not shutting out any black specifical
ly, but I will say that our experience has been bad." 

The authors conclude that blacks are victims of rational discrimina
tion. Employers, they say, use race as a proxy for "aspects of productivity 
that are relatively expensive or impossible to measure." Many employers 
do seem to recognize diversity among blacks, often describing a particu
lar individual as a good prospect, "the exception to the rule." Neverthe
less, employers do use group generalizations so that in Kirschenman and 
Neckerman's view, "black job applicants, unlike their white counterparts, 
must indicate to employers that the stereotypes do not apply to them."138 

DISCRIMINATION IN MORTGAGE LENDING 

"Federal Data Detail Pervasive Racial Gap in Mortgage Lending," pro
claimed the Wall Street Journal in March 1992.139 "The Cost of Bank 
Bias," ran the headline in Black Enterprise in July that year. 140 "There's No 
Whites Only Sign, But ... " fretted Business Week in October 1992.141 In 
the last several years, hundreds of such articles alleging lending bias have 
appeared in the national media. It is now an article of conventional wis
dom among many, especially African Americans, that minorities have a 
more difficult time getting loans than whites. 142 Energized by charges of 
bias from activist groups such as the Association of Community Organiza
tions for Reform Now (ACORN), the Clinton administration has 
launched a campaign to force banks and lending institutions to increase 
their loans, sometimes at below-market rates, to blacks and to poorer 
communities in which minorities are disproportionately concentrated. "To 
shun an entire community because of its racial makeup," declared Attor
ney General Janet Reno, "is just as wrong as to reject an applicant because 
they are African American." Reluctant to be perceived as racist or to incur 
federal sanctions, many banks have agreed to invest millions of dollars in 
loans that they would not otherwise have made. 143 

Although charges of lending discrimination have been around for 
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years, going back to the redlining controversy of the 1960s, discrimina
tion studies until recently have tended to be amateurish and inadequate, 
propelled to public attention by uncritical news reports. The problem 
with most of the studies was that they focused mainly on differences in 
rejection rates between black and white applicants, taking into account 
their levels of income but without considering other factors such as net 
worth, existing level of debt, credit history, job stability, and size of down 
payment. Lenders consider all these factors, not just earnings, in approv
ing credit applications. 144 Consider this startling fact: white households 
have a median net worth of around $45,000 while black households have 
a median net worth of only $4,200, less than one tenth that of whites. 
Since black incomes have risen dramatically only during the last few 
decades, even blacks and whites who earn roughly the same amount 
often have vastly different levels of net worth. 145 These gaps in accumu
lated wealth would obviously influence mortgage lending decisions. 

Undoubtedly the most systematic evidence for racial discrimination in 
mortgage lending was presented in 1993, when the Boston Federal Re
serve Board released a detailed study of more than six million 1991 home 
mortgage applications which showed that, holding constant for income 
levels, 38 percent of blacks and 27 percent of Hispanics were refused 
loans, compared with only 17 percent of whites. Directed by Alicia 
Munnell of the Boston Federal Reserve, analysts then corrected for stan
dard credit criteria, such as net worth, age, education, probability of un
employment, and credit history. These criteria substantially closed the 
loan gaps among racial groups, but they did not eliminate them. Taking 
into account all conceivable factors, blacks were still rejected for loans 17 
percent of the time, compared with 11 percent for whites. Obviously, con
cluded Richard Syron, president of the Boston Fed, discrimination was re
sponsible for the balance. Syron was so confident of his conclusion that he 
pronounced the study definitive, so that "no more studies are needed."146 

Although the Boston Fed study uncovered a relatively small 6 percent dif
ferential between whites and blacks, for her success in proving discrimina
tion, research director Alicia Munnell was vaulted to the position of 
Assistant Secretary of the Tieasury in the Clinton administration. 

Although critics pointed out some glaring statistical errors by 
Munnell's team, these were not large enough to entirely discredit the 
study. 147 The Boston Fed statistics do show a small but significant racial 
bias against blacks. The question is whether such discrimination is ratio
nal or irrational. Two enterprising reporters for Forbes, Peter Brimelow 
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and Leslie Spencer, asked Munnell whether she had compared default 
rates of blacks and whites who were granted loans. Munnell confidently 
said yes, and those turned out to be the same. But Brimelow and 
Spencer pointed out that this result entirely undercut her thesis, because 
if it was harder for blacks to get loans than for whites due to irrational 
discrimination, then one would expect blacks to have a lower default rate 
on average. Equal default rates meant that the market was working well 
and that blacks and whites who received loans posed an equal credit risk 
to the lenders. Obviously if Mrican Americans failed to make their loan 
payments at a higher rate than whites, then banks could be expected to 
be more selective in offering loans to blacks or to charge a higher rate to 
offset default risks. 148 This would constitute rational discrimination. 
Lenders could lower the information costs of considering the complex 
circumstances of borderline applicants. Instead of judging such appli
cants on their own merits, and giving credit where credit is due, bankers 
could predict their eligibility for loans by judging the economic circum
stances of the racial group to which these applicants belong. This would 
save them the cost of determining whether and to what degree individu
als vary from their group average in the likelihood of full repayment. 
Thus even identically situated individuals could be treated differently for 
legitimate economic reasons. 

Rational discrimination may be difficult to understand in loan practices 
to racial groups, yet its economic justification is obvious in other areas. In
surance companies, for example, have no special dislike for teenage boys, 
but they charge them higher rates than female and older drivers. This is 
very unfair to an individual teenage boy who is a skilled and cautious dri
ver, because he is penalized on account of the statistical habits of his 
group, a group he did not voluntarily join. Yet even with reasonably thor
ough personal information, companies are not in a good position to pre
dict individual behavior. By contrast, group judgments, even when they 
are based on arbitrary characteristics such as age, can result in relatively 
accurate statistical predictions of group behavior, in this case accidents, 
and thus constitute a sound business rationale for decision making. Simi
larly, there is a sound economic rationale for companies to charge lower 
automobile and life insurance rates for women, who have a lower risk of 
accidents on average than men, and who tend to live longer. By the same 
logic, if there are differences in accident rates and life expectancy be
tween whites and blacks, as there are, that would constitute a valid busi
ness criterion for insurance companies to take into account. 
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In a detailed analysis of Home Mortgage Disclosure Act data, pub
lished in the Federal Reserve Bulletin, a team of government statisticians 
provide evidence that supports the existence of rational discrimination. 
Focusing on a little-discussed aspect of the data, the authors point out 
that "the rate of denial for home purchase loans generally increases as 
the proportion of minority residents in a neighborhood increases." The 
authors bluntly observe that predominantly black neighborhoods "typi
cally have high unemployment rates, lower owner-occupancy rates, high
er vacancy rates, more boarded-up properties, older homes."149 Consider 
the situation in inner-city Detroit. As outlined in a report in the black 
magazine Emerge, the median home value of a single-family residence in 
that city fell in constant dollars from $50,000 in 1970 to $36,000 in 1980 
to $27,000 in 1990, virtually a 50 percent decline during a period when 
property values nationwide rose substantially.15° Many factors conspired 
to produce this dismal outcome: white flight, black flight, crime, business 
closures, unemployment, terrible public schools. Can lenders be expect
ed to ignore these economic patterns which are highly correlated with 
race? Are whites and blacks who can afford to move duty-bound to en
dure such urban decay? Granted that white flight as well as black flight 
are likely to accelerate neighborhood deterioration, nevertheless these 
patterns of behavior can be explained as a largely rational response to the 
economic and social disadvantages of maintaining a stake in predomi
nantly black neighborhoods. 

DISCRIMINATION IN CRIMINAL JUSTICE 

Although blacks make up 12 percent of the national population, they com
prise almost 50 percent of the prison population.151 This overrepresenta
tion, read against the background of a history of unequal justice for blacks 
and recent incidents like the Rodney King beating, convinces many that 
African Americans are systematically mistreated by policemen and the 
courts.l52 Bruce Wright, a black judge on the New York State Supreme 
Court, alleged the presence of a "killer instinct seemingly aroused in so 
many white police officers by the sight of black skin," and warned that 
African Americans were living in a virtual "police state."153 And writing in 
the Fordham Urban Law Journal, one scholar concluded, "The majority of 
white Americans, deep in their psyches, want the police to act just the way 
they did in the Rodney King videotape."154 

Is it true, as African American Congressman John Conyers says, that 
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"government-sanctioned violence against its citizens is still in order"?155 

There have been literally hundreds of studies of judicial bias, and they 
have probed every aspect of the system. Frustratingly, the studies have 
left most scholars in the field bitterly divided, not because they are incon
clusive, but because they seem to arrive at different conclusions depend
ing on the technique and assumptions of the researcher.156 How can we 
make sense of competing scholarly claims? Fortunately, there are some 
direct means to verify broad assertions of bias. For the past two decades, 
the Department of Justice has maintained an annual victimization survey 
in which those who have been robbed, mugged, and raped are asked to 
provide information about the circumstances surrounding their misfor
tune. Since victims are unlikely to lie about the race of their offenders, 
whom they want found and arrested, these victimization surveys can be 
usefully compared with FBI arrest statistics to see if there are large dis
crepancies between the racial proportion of victim identifications and the 
racial proportion of actual arrests. In fact, victimization surveys tend to 
confirm that blacks commit violent crimes at a much higher rate than 
whites. This finding is based on reports by victims of all races, including 
African American victims.157 

If racism were pervasive in the criminal justice system, we might ex
pect to find the racial gaps between blacks and whites increasing at every 
stage of the process from arrest to conviction to parole. This turns out 
not to be the case. Black overrepresentation is overwhelmingly concen
trated at the arrest stage, and does not change very much throughout the 
criminal justice system. 158 A second reasonable expectation is that racial 
discrepancies between blacks and whites would have decreased over 
time, since no one argues that the criminal justice system is more racist 
now than twenty or fifty years ago. In fact, a larger proportion of blacks 
are in prison today than at virtually any time in the twentieth century.159 

A third plausible forecast is that Southern states where blacks are 
thought to be at the mercy of bigoted sheriffs and juries would have larg
er black-white differences in arrests and convictions than Eastern, Mid
western, and West Coast states. In fact no such pattern is evident, and 
many Southern states show gaps smaller than the national average.160 

As Alfred Blumstein writes in the Journal of Criminal Law and Crimi
nology, whatever discrimination exists in the criminal justice system is 
most likely concentrated at the front end, and reflected in the differential 
of arrest rates between whites and blacks.161 Quite possibly many police
men in high-risk jobs use intuitive criteria such as dress and demeanor in 
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deciding whether someone should be carefully scrutinized. Since police
men know from experience that blacks-especially young Mrican Ameri
can males-are more likely to commit street crimes than whites, they too 
may practice a kind of rational discrimination. This would not mean, of 
course, that they arrest young blacks simply for being black, but rather 
that they are more disposed to see young blacks as potential criminals and 
thus show some bias in the way that they pursue some criminals and not 
others. 

Perhaps the strongest evidence for arbitrary racial bias in the justice 
system lies in the area of death penalty convictions. According to a fa
mous study by David Baldus, Charles Pulanski, Jr., and George Wood
worth, which examined more than two thousand murder cases in 
Georgia in the 1970s, defendants charged with killing whites received 
the death penalty 11 percent of the time, while defendants charged with 
killing blacks were sentenced to capital punishment in only 1 percent of 
cases. Taking 230 variables into account that could account for the dis
parity on nonracial grounds, the so-called Baldus study concludes that 
defendants who kill white victims are 4.3 times as likely to get a death 
sentence as defendants who kill blacks.162 

The Baldus study was offered to the Supreme Court as the basis for a 
death penalty appeal in McCleskey v. Kemp, decided in 1987. Writing for a 
majority of the court, Justice Lewis Powell rejected the argument that sta
tistical disparities prove very much on the grounds that the circumstances 
of each death penalty case are unique. He pointed out that juries consider 
an enormous range of witnesses and circumstances in making their deci
sion, and "discretion is essential to the criminal justice process."163 Powell 
noted that the Supreme Court has insisted upon numerous procedural 
safeguards to ensure fairness in death penalty cases, and withm these con
stitutional parameters discretion is permitted. Some states allow the death 
penalty and others do not: this is discrimination not by race but by geogra
phy, and it is constitutional. Since the 1970s more than two hundred men 
and only one woman have been sentenced to death; this disproportion is 
not considered proof of sex discrimination.164 Powell also pointed to flaws 
in the Baldus study that were uncovered by the District Court at the lower 
level. The study relied on questionnaires that did not take into account all 
the aggravating and mitigating circumstances in the crimes under review. 
It lacked information on cases involving multiple victims, on whether plea 
bargain arrangements were considered, and on whether witnesses were 
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credible or not. Taking into account additional variables that Baldus over
looked, the district court found a substantial drop in the racial gap. Finally 
the court placed the predictive value of the Baldus study at less than 50 
percent: in other words, in fewer than half the cases could its statistical 
model predict the outcome of actual verdicts.165 

It is true that there are no precise duplicates in death penalty cases. 
Moreover, death penalty cases are relatively infrequent, so that the statis
tical sample is necessarily limited. Even taking all of this into account, 
the Baldus conclusions are striking because they show such a notable 
racial disparity. In a pungent dissent, Justice Brennan placed the statistics 
into the context of Georgia's documented history of judicial bigotry to 
conclude that there was an unacceptable likelihood of racial bias. The 
findings of the Baldus study, which focuses on Georgia, are replicated in 
other studies that examine the nation as a whole. 166 The work of Baldus 
and others goes back to the 1970s, however, and is contradicted by more 
recent studies by Stephen Klein and others at the Rand Corporation 
which show no racial discrepancy in death penalty sentences when a full 
range of variables are considered.167 Interestingly, even the studies that 
do find bias allege that the likelihood of a death sentence correlates not 
with the race of the defendant, but with the race of the victim. What this 
seems to suggest is not that predominantly white juries are biased against 
black offenders, but that they are more likely to identify with victims of 
their own race. Ironically this racial rapport benefits black offenders, be
cause most murderers choose victims of their own race. Discrimination 
against black victims results in discrimination in favor of black defen
dants. Thus white killers are more likely, on average, to receive a death 
penalty sentence than black killers. Whites who kill whites are more like
ly to get the death sentence than blacks who kill blacks.168 

My conclusion is that racial discrimination does exist in the criminal 
justice system and that most-though not all-of it is rational discrimi
nation. Since justice is not a matter of groups but of individuals, howev
er, strong efforts must be made by legislators, judges, and juries to ensure 
that accused citizens are treated as persons and examined for what they 
did, not how their group as a whole behaves. Even if bias were to be 
wholly eliminated, however, Alfred Blumstein is right to caution, in his 
study of racial disproportionality in prison populations: "It must be rec
ognized that accomplishing that will not result in dramatic changes in the 
racial composition of prisons."169 
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THE FUTURE OF RACISM 

In 1993, Senator Carol Moseley-Braun waged a histrionic campaign for 
the government to refuse to renew a design patent for the United 
Daughters of the Confederacy. Although the group mainly conducts phil
anthropic and social work, Moseley-Braun rallied a bitterly divided Sen
ate with tearful references to slavery, her ancestors, and the symbolism of 
bigotry. 170 Similar campaigns to delegitimize Southern symbols like the 
confederate flag routinely erupt on campuses and in cities. 171 Despite the 
drama surrounding these confrontations, the evidence suggests, as Paul 
Sniderman puts it, that "the world has changed over the last half-century. 
It is very hard for people to recognize that America is a different place 
now. Yet we continue to fight old battles." This is not to say that the old 
racism has been completely obliterated from American life, only that dis
crimination is vastly less prevalent today than in the recent past, although 
there is evidence for the persistence of rational discrimination. 

This rational discrimination is then identified as racism. But such an 
identification is wrong, because rational discrimination is based on group 
conduct, not biology. Rational discrimination is not premised upon as
sumptions of biological inferiority. Its existence compels us to revise the 
liberal paradigm which holds that racism is the theory and discrimination 
is the practice. It is possible to be a racist and not discriminate: this 
would be true of many poor and marginalized whites who might hate 
blacks and consider them inferior, but not be in a position to enforce 
their convictions. So too it is possible to discriminate and not be a racist: 
this would constitute rational discrimination. 172 Rational discrimination 
explodes the myth that differential group judgments are always based on 
erroneous prejudices and stereotypes and forces us to accept the reality 
of group differences which are real. 

Just because discrimination is rational, however, does not mean that it 
is moral. As Christopher Jencks points out, rational discrimination is 
wrong because it penalizes minorities for physical characteristics that 
they cannot change,l73 This is also the case with gender and age. In this 
sense, rational discrimination based on unalterable characteristics is 
problematic in a way that discrimination against high school dropouts 
and convicted felons, who are in a position to reform their circum
stances, is not. Thus the question of whether rational discrimination 
should be legal is a real one. The public policy dilemma is that such dis
crimination forces a choice in which the claims of morality are on one 
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side, and the claims of productivity are on the other. Ideally, perhaps, ra
tional discrimination should be illegal in situations where it is reasonable 
to impose the information cost of securing individual information on the 
potential discriminator, rather than allowing the use of race as a proxy. In 
the case of mortgage companies, such an expense can be spread or so
cialized over a large number of people, thus minimizing the burden 
borne by any single party. But obviously these are options not open to the 
cabdriver, whose security is at stake and who can neither gain personal 
information nor share the risk with society. 

Mrican Americans who suspect that discrimination today is more sub
tle and elusive are right: they might add that it is also based more on real
ity than on illusion. Blacks are also correct in their frequent assertion that 
it is a disadvantage to be a young black male in America today, and that 
even innocent blacks (especially males) are harmed by the decisions peo
ple make based on group characteristics. Rational discrimination against 
young black men can be fully eradicated only by getting rid of destructive 
conduct by the group that forms that basis for statistically valid group 
distinctions. It is difficult to compel people to admire groups many of 
whose members do not act admirably. 

Thus the puzzle of whites and blacks witnessing the same racial land
scape and coming up with radically different interpretations of it is finally 
resolved: whites are correct in their observation that they do not general
ly engage in irrational discrimination against blacks, and blacks are war
ranted in their conviction that discrimination against innocent members 
of their group, whether rational or not, is often painful, dehumanizing, 
and immoral. Whites are making a rational appeal to group traits, where
as blacks are making an ethical appeal to personal rights. Perhaps the 
most sensible appraisal of the new and complex face of contemporary 
racism and discrimination comes from Mrican American historian John 
Hope Franklin. "There's still racism manifested everywhere in this coun
try," Franklin said in a recent interview. "Not all of it is in our heads. A lot 
of it is in our heads. But blacks ought to help themselves more and stop 
crying about what they don't get. There are enormous opportunities that 
they ought to grasp."l74 





8 
INSTITUTIONAL RACISM AND 

DOUBLE STANDARDS 

Racial Preferences and Their Consequences 

Would you fly in an airplane from a company whose motto is, "We Put Diversity First"? 

-Arthur Hu, Asian Wt>ek 

With overt forms of racism being relatively scarce, and rational dis
crimination being attributable to accurate perception of group traits 
rather than a belief in black inferiority, civil rights activists have radical
ized the definition of racism to locate it in the very structures of the 
American workplace. "Institutional racism" refers to merit standards of 
hiring and promotion that fail to produce proportional outcomes for mi

norities. It is a view based on an assumption of concealed or disguised 
racism. "The nature of discrimination today is such that there is not 
going to be a lot of documentation of what happened," remarks Franklin 
Lee of the Minority Business Legal Defense Fund. "There's not going to 
be a corpse where you can see the crime has been committed."1 Here are 
some definitions of institutional racism. 

Institutional racism refers to the complex of institutional arrangements and 

choices that restrict the life chances and choices of a socially defined racial 

group in comparison with those of the dominant group. 

-Thomas Pettigrew2 

289 
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Institutional racism can be defined as those established laws, customs and 

practices which systematically reflect and produce racial inequalities in Amer

ican society. 

-JamesJones3 

Racism can mean culturally sanctioned beliefs which, regardless of the inten

tions involved . . . justify policies and institutional priorities that perpetuate 

racial inequality. 

-David Wellman 4 

Traditionally, racism refers to an ideology of biological superiority. The 
concept of institutional racism abandons this conventional view, divorc
ing racism from the concept of intentions or even individuals who areal
leged to hold racist views. For the first time, racism is regarded as an 
impersonal force, an invisible hand, which operates through the struc
tures of society to thwart black aspirations. One may say that the accusa
tion of institutional racism infers the presence of racism from the failure 
of existing rules and standards to produce equality of results between 
racial groups. The persistence of inequality generates a conviction of im
posed inferiority. 

The criterion that civil rights activists use to measure the degree of in
stitutional racism is proportional representation.5 Both the charge of in
stitutional racism and the expectation of proportional representation 
arise directly out of cultural relativism. Since all groups are presumed 
equal, many scholars and activists expect that a non-racist work force will 
automatically result in each group fanning out into the work force in a 
manner roughly approximating its ratio in the relevant population. 6 Since 
contemporary liberalism has a long-standing prejudice against American 
companies as amoral and rapacious, many liberals have found themselves 
acquiescing in the charge that corporate standards are inherently racist. 
Thus, many activists argue in favor of laws and policies that combat insti
tutional racism by imposing race-based hiring and promotion on Ameri
can industry. As legal scholar David Strauss writes, "The employment 
discrimination laws should be designed to give employers incentives to 
hire and promote members of minority groups in proportion to their rep
resentation in the general population. "7 

Consequently, a new form of discrimination has become widespread 
in today' s workplace. Like discrimination of the old sort, it employs 
racial classification to prefer less qualified members of some groups over 
more qualified members of other groups. The new discrimination is legal, 
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as the old used to be. What differentiates the new discrimination is that 
it targets whites, specifically white males, and sometimes Asians. Another 
novel feature of this discrimination is that it is clad not in the robes of a 
racism that dares not speak its name, but in the full regalia of moral in
dignation and social justice. The new discrimination is justified as an in
dispensable instrument for fighting racism. As former EEOC chairman 
Evan Kemp puts it, "Our government is in the business of stopping racial 
discrimination, and of promoting racial discrimination." 

Racial preferences are now widespread in private sector job hiring. 
Pressured by the government as well as by internal minority constituen
cies, the vast majority of companies now give preference to black and 
Hispanic applicants both in hiring and promotion in order to meet affir
mative action goals and targets. More than 70 percent of chief executives 
of Fortune 500 companies said that they engage in race-based hiring, ac
cording to a recent survey; only 14 percent said they recruit strictly on 
merit. 8 Companies such as IBM, Xerox, American Express, and Price 
Waterhouse have set up aggressive preferential hiring systems for minori
ties.9 Marc Pacala, general manager for the Walt Disney Company, 
pledged that in order to achieve a "diverse team," Disney would establish 
minority hiring targets "at every level" of the theme park's operations.l0 

Kentucky Fried Chicken established a policy of asking head-hunting 
firms to produce separate lists of white and black candidates, as well as 
men and women, to facilitate race- and gender-based hiring for its senior 
executive positions. 11 Theodore Payne, manager of corporate employ
ment at Xerox, explains how racial preferences work. "We have a process 
that we call Balanced Workforce at Xerox, everybody understands that, 
and it's measurable, it's goals. Relative numbers. That's the hard busi
ness, but we do that all the time."12 

Thousands of companies are pressured into racial concessions each year 
as a result of class-action lawsuits or intervention by government antidis
crimination agencies. 13 Northwest Airlines agreed to a settlement that 
could cost as much as $40 million to end a discrimination suit that was 
based not on proof of intentional bias but on statistical imbalances in the 
airline's work force. Northwest consented to accelerated hiring and pro
motion of black workers, special scholarships for black mechanics and 
pilot trainees, as well as back pay and possible promotions for existing 
minority employees.14 In a blunt instance of racial preferences in action, 
Los Angeles Times Washington bureau chief Jack Nelson announced at a 
1993 staff meeting that he would limit his future hiring to women and 
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minorities. He was challenged, "Do you mean it's a rule that no more 
white males will be in the bureau?" 

"That's right," Nelson said. 
"Isn't that discrimination?" he was asked. 
"No," he replied. "It's affirmative action." 
Nelson justified the increasing flagrancy with which private compa

nies, including the media, discriminate based on race. "Everybody knows 
it's true. I'm just being honest with people."15 

Racial preferences have multiplied not only in the private sector but 
also in virtually every government department. As a result of internal 
pressure from a group called Black Agents Don't Get Equality 
(BADGE), the FBI recently agreed to establish race-based guidelines 
not just for hiring but also for merit awards, discipline, and coveted as
signments. FBI agent Christopher Kerr terms these programs inexplica
ble in view of the fact that neither BADGE nor anyone else has 
presented any evidence that the FBI discriminates on the basis of race. 
For years the FBI has been rigging the results of its hiring tests, adding 
bonus points to the scores of minority applicants. Even after that, reports 
Hugo Rodriguez, who worked as an FBI minority recruiter until 1987, 
"They would decide they want so many blacks or so many Hispanics. 
Then they would go down the list until they got that number." 16 

Similarly the State Department, upon discovering that few African 
Americans speak foreign languages, routinely discards foreign language 
ability in its efforts to increase minority representation. Not only does it 
practice racial preferences in hiring, but since 1979 the department has 
also created a "near pass" category so that blacks who fail the entrance 
examination can be considered for jobs. Recently several white officials 
wrote to the Foreign Service Journal to protest what they insisted were 
promotion quotas throughout the department. "Instead of being consid
ered as assets after our long, step-by-step rise through the ranks of a 
highly competitive Foreign Service," one officer wrote, "we suddenly 
seem an embarrassment to the department: too male or too white." Offi
cers reported that they had been told not to bother applying for senior 
positions that were being reserved for a woman or a minority. Yet the 
State Department's legal adviser Conrad Harper, an African American, 
defends current hiring practices on the grounds that "it just doesn't do to 
walk into a bureau and see no one who looks like me."17 

Public investment and pension funds, which invest the lifetime and re
tirement savings of millions of government workers, have increasingly 
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gotten into the business of reserving a certain percentage of their capital 
for black- and minority-owned businesses. For example, the Resolution 
Trust Corporation and the Government National Mortgage Association 
both specify that a percentage of their business of issuing mortgage
backed securities must be assigned to minority-owned firms. Cities such 
as Atlanta allocate fixed ratios of their municipal bond issues to minority 
and female enterprises. Municipal pension funds such as the California 
Public Employees Retirement System and the lliinois Investment Board 
have set-aside programs for managing pension fund assets. "In the past, 
if you said you tried to do some things with black-owned firms, the pen
sion funds would let you slide," William Cunningham, president of Cre
ative Investment Research, a consulting firm, told the Wall Street Journal. 
"But now they've become inflexible. Now for some funds a certain per
centage of investing has to go through minority-owned firms." According 
to J. D. Nelson, who runs an investment firm in Boston, the new pro
gram "clearly offers me an opportunity to get business that I wouldn't get 
if I wasn't a minority." 18 

Among those who are hardest hit by racial preferences in the work 
force are the thousands of whites who are denied jobs and promotions as 
fire fighters and policemen because of affirmative action goals and quotas. 
Unlike many jobs where hiring is based on fairly subjective and discre
tionary criteria, positions on the fire-fighting and police forces are typically 
awarded based on the results of a standardized test that seeks to measure 
job skills. 'Whites frequently discover that performance is no guarantee of 
reward, as positions they earn on merit are denied to them and offered on 
the basis of skin color to minority candidates who did not perform as well 
on the test. In 1994 the Chicago police department announced the results 
of its police sergeant test: out of five hundred officers who scored high 
enough to win promotion, only forty were Mrican American and twenty
two were Hispanic. Immediately black congressman Bobby Rush de
clared, "Structurally the test was biased. It wasn't meant to promote 
Mrican Americans." John Steele, a Chicago alderman, insisted that pro
motions "are done on who you know and not what you know." But in fact 
neither Rush nor any of the other activists claiming bias had seen the test, 
whose questions were not made public. A few years earlier, Chicago had 
paid more than $5 million to several consulting firms to devise multiple
choice tests that were free of bias. The 1994 test was the product of such 
a collaboration. Moreover, Asians who took the test scored higher than 
whites, undermining charges that the test simply measured familiarity 
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with white middle-class amenities. The real problem, it seemed, was that 
very few minorities were meeting the police sergeant standards in a city 
that is more than 50 percent black and Hispanic.19 

"We hire 60 percent Hispanics here, regardless of qualifications," says 
Freddie Hernandez, a lieutenant in the Miami fire department. Hernan
dez is an exceptional minority fireman in that he turned down three mi
nority preferences and waited until he had the seniority and test scores to 
qualify under merit criteria for a promotion himsel£.2° In 1992, in what 
fire chief Robert Osby termed a "national model," San Jose, California, 
announced the hiring of twenty-two fire fighters, including Hispanics, 
blacks, Filipinos-the most ethnically diverse mix in the department's 
history. But when Arthur Hu, a columnist for Asian Week, looked closely, 
he noticed that out of nearly two thousand white male applicants, only 
one was hired, and many had as good or better qualifications as minority 
candidates who were accepted. Asked about his hiring policy by the San 
Jose Mercury News, Osby explained, "Mathematically if you're going to 
include more people of color . . . then it will be at the expense of those 
people who had been included over the last 200 years."21 

In a case where racial preferences seem to have come full circle, a 
county board of supervisors in Jackson, Mississippi, came under criticism 
in 1994 because since its membership became majority black in 1992, no 
whites had been hired to head any department. "I think we ought to pro
mote a person from within, and I think that person should be a white," 
argued Ronnie Chappell, a white supervisor who previously supported 
the board's minority recruitment program. "We've got good qualified 
white people too." But Mary Coleman, a Jackson State University politi
cal science professor, denounced Chappell's recommendation. "If we 
have reached a point where race is the determining factor," she explod
ed, "then we need to renew our own integrity and morals."22 

MERIT AS A RACIST CONCEPT 

As these examples indicate, the enforcement of a norm of proportional 
representation conflicts with the classical liberal principle of individual 
merit. Merit poses an obstacle because, like the old racism, it too pro
duces group inequality. As the results of any Olympic sprint quickly 
demonstrate, a race in which everyone starts at the same line inevitably 
ends with people hitting the finishing tape at different times. Moreover, 
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as black domination of track events clearly shows, such contests produce 
not just individual but also group differences. As Daniel Patrick Moyni
han wrote in the 1960s, "To the extent that winners imply losers, equality 
of opportunity almost insures inequality of results. "23 Consequently, 
many activists blame qualifications and standards of achievement for 
generating unequal outcomes between racial groups. 

• "Though blatant racial discrimination is no longer the means of 
choice," Derrick Bell writes, "other seemingly race-neutral selection cri
teria, such as merit hiring, lead to similar results."24 

• "Institutional arrangements such as efficiency and standards," 
writes David Wellman in Portraits of White Racism, "justify arrangements 
that in effect, if not in intent, maintain the status quo and thereby keep 
blacks in subordinate positions."25 

• Legal scholar Paul Gewirtz argues, "Where an employment practice 
has a disparate impact on minorities or women, the practical effect is just 
as harmful whether or not it is caused by intentional discrimination."26 

• ''At the present time," asserts Joel Kovel in White Racism, "the main 
force of racist oppression is being administered impersonally, through the 
cold savagery of the economy. ... Racist oppression occurs today through 
the seemingly automatic laws of the economic system."27 

• Race-neutral selection procedures, Alfred Blumrosen writes, "pre
serve the status quo of white male supremacy, while using the rhetoric of 
equal opportunity."28 

• Legal scholar Richard Delgado argues that "merit standards ... re
flect what the dominant group does well." Although neutral on their face, 
Delgado argues, standards of achievement "conceal the operation of 
racial favoritism." Thus merit, in Delgado's view, "has a special affinity 
for procedural racism. "29 

• In Racism and Justice, Gertrude Ezorsky offers a specific illustration 
of institutional racism. "To obtain a position, a worker often needs spe
cific training or experience. If blacks tend to lack such qualifications, 
they are excluded disproportionately from employment. That impact is 
appropriately called racist."30 

It should be clear from these remarks that the scholars and activists 
who allege institutional racism reject as fundamentally unsatisfactory the 
concept of equality of rights. Equality of rights seeks to mediate the con
flict between merit and equality. It is egalitarian, in that it offers all a 
chance to compete, but it is also meritocratic, in that it permits those 
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who excel to prevail. In a sense, equality of rights morally legitimizes in
equality of result. We can endure losing the race because at least we had 
a chance to compete on the same basis as the other competitors. But 
equality of rights is only a meaningful concept when applied to individu
als. Charges of institutional racism arise out of the conflict between merit 
and group equality. Most Americans can live with the idea of individual 
inequality as an outcome dictated by differences of natural ability or 
competitive effort. But, on relativist grounds, many scholars and civil 
rights activists reject as unacceptable and racist the idea of group in
equality, specifically inequality between racial groups. 

Few scholars or civil rights activists are against the idea of merit per se. 
There is no organized political or intellectual lobby on behalf of incom
petence. But many who are committed to a doctrine of the natural equal
ity of groups find it incomprehensible that fair procedures would not 
produce what they view as the necessary outcome of proportional repre
sentation. When this result does not occur, they insist that institutional 
racism is responsible for the discrepancy, and that traditional standards 
should be changed or set aside to enable an equitable ration of social re
wards between racial groups. Some critics have charged that those schol
ars and activists who seek to fight racism by implementing a doctrine of 
proportional representation are enemies of the merit principle. This is 
only partly true. These scholars and activists seek to preserve merit, but 
within racial groups. Each group runs, in a sense, within its own racial 
lane. There is no direct competition between racial groups. Whites can 
compete with other whites for their racial share, blacks can compete with 
other blacks, Hispanics can compete with other Hispanics, and so on. 
Through such a multiple-track system of racial allocation, the civil rights 
establishment seeks to reconcile the principle of merit with the principle 
of group equality. 

This chapter is an investigation of the charge that merit is a racist con
cept. It examines the assumptions of proportional representation to see 
if they make sense. It discusses the debate over whether standardized 
tests are racially biased against African Americans. It explores the conse
quences of our civil rights laws which seek to fight discrimination by 
practicing it. Finally, it analyzes the new concept of "managing diversity," 
a business technique for improving American competitiveness by trans
forming the corporate environment to harness the untapped resources of 

minorities. 
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THE PROPORTIONAL FALLACY 

Let us examine the logic of proportional representation that underlies 
America's civil rights laws. The assumption is that if blacks or Hispanics 
are 10 percent of a particular population, the government may reason
ably expect that each employer should hire at least 10 percent of blacks 
or Hispanics. If employers fail to approximate these proportions, then 
they are presumed guilty of illegal racial discrimination. Upon settling the 
case or being found guilty, they typically must pay expensive damage 
awards or establish preferential hiring programs to remedy their statisti
cal imbalances. 

A sophisticated advocate of proportional representation, David Strauss, 
argues that it is a necessary remedy for rational discrimination. At first 
glance this seems problematic. After all, rational discrimination is morally 
objectionable because it treats competent individuals as incompetent on 
account of their involuntary membership in a disfavored group. This is 
hardly remedied by racial preferences which treat incompetent individuals 
as competent on account of their membership in a favored group. Far from 
canceling out the effects of wrongful discrimination, racial preferences ap
pear to exacerbate them. Strauss argues, however, that preferences are 
justified because rational discrimination "cumulatively disadvantages" 
blacks who would "not be less qualified as a group were it not for past 
wrongs."31 In the similar vein, Michael Perry attributes the contemporary 
economic shortfall of blacks to "prior government misdeeds. "32 Michael 
Rosenfeld writes that proportional representation seeks to make victims 
of past discrimination whole by "increasing their prospects for obtaining 
competitive positions to the point where their prospects would have 
been, absent any past discrimination."33 These scholars are relying on the 
"stolen goods" argument: 

It is not unreasonable that sons sometimes be deprived of certain benefits 

that derive from injustices done by their ancestors. A son who has mherited 

stolen property ... has no right to the goods and may reasonably be expected 

to give them up. It seems entirely appropriate that they be transferred to the 

daughter or son of the thief's deceased victim.34 

But this argument begs the question: what would be the natural distrib
ution between groups absent historical discrimination? The mathematical 
logic of proportional representation requires that, absent discrimination, 
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group outcomes be equally distributed. 1bis assumption can be tested 
with the simple experiment of tossing a coin. On a single toss, it is true 
that the probability of getting "heads" is 50 percent, and the probability of 
getting "tails" is also 50 percent. But it is not true that in tossing a coin re
peatedly, say 100 times, the guaranteed result is 50 heads and 50 tails. In 
fact, the statistical likelihood of getting precisely that result is very low-
7.958924 percent, to be exact. 

Thomas Sowell performed the coin experiment of a hundred tosses, 
and came up with 41 heads and 59 tails. He also noticed that when he 
tabulated his results in increments of ten, he found large disparities. 
Sometimes he got 3 heads and 7 tails, at other times 6 heads and 4 tails, 
at still other times 2 heads and 8 tails. In short, he observed what statisti
cians call variance. The implication of this experiment is that even if in 
the aggregate we might expect workers of a particular racial group to par
ticipate in a sector of the work force in roughly their proportion in the rel
evant population, it does not follow that every company will be able to 
produce the expected racial ratio. Instead of being guilty of racial dis
crimination, companies could simply be guilty of statistical variance. The 
charge of institutional racism, in this analysis, is nothing more than a 
mathematical fallacy: blacks are being oppressed by the law of averages.35 

The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission uses an 80 percent 
rule to enforce proportional representation: companies whose minority 
recruits are less than four-fifths of the ratio of each group in the popula
tion are automatically presumed to be discriminating based on race.36 

Using this rule, economists Robert Follett and Finis Welch calculate that 
"if the 0.05 rule were applied to 14 independent practices, the chance is 
about 50-50 that one or more would fail, even with neutral treatment."37 

In other words, companies entirely innocent of discrimination have a 
one-in-two chance of being wrongly accused by the government and 
forced to pay enormous fines and forced to engage in preferential hiring. 

Legal scholar Richard Epstein writes that in formulating rules, the 
government should not merely consider the chance that illegal standards 
such as tests designed to screen out minorities will go undetected. The 
government, he argues, should also consider the likelihood that employ
ers will be faulted for discrimination when they have engaged in entirely 
legal conduct.38 There seems to be no historical warrant for expecting 
that absent discrimination, ethnic groups disperse into the various sec
tors of the work force in roughly their population ratios. In fact it is im-
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possible to know what society would look like "but for" historical injus
tices such as slavery and segregation. Thomas Sowell writes: 

What would the average Englishman be like today but for the Norman con

quest? What would the average Japanese be like but for the enforced isola

tion of Japan and two and a half centuries under the Tokugawa shoguns? 

What would the Middle East be like but for the emergence of Islam? In any 

other context, the presumption of knowing the answers would be regarded as 

ridiculous. 39 

In a comparative survey called Preferential Policies: An International 
Perspective, Sowell cites numerous studies which conclude that nowhere 
in the world, regardless of the presence or absence of particular forms of 
discrimination, do the assumptions of proportional representation hold 
true. One survey of ethnic groups by Donald Horowitz considered the 
markedly different characteristics of such groups as the Chinese, Indians, 
and Malays in Malaysia; the Gujaratis, Parsees, and Jains in India; the 
Ibos and other groups in Nigeria; the Lebanese, East Indians, West Indi
ans, and Chinese in the Caribbean. Horowitz concluded that "few if any 
societies" have ever approximated a proportional distribution of jobs and 
social rewards between groups. Similarly, a study by Myron Weiner found 
"the universality of ethnic inequality. ... All multiethnic societies exhibit 
a tendency for groups to engage in different occupations, have different 
levels and often types of education, receive different incomes, and occu
py a different place in the social hierarchy. "4° 

In A Piece of the Pie, Stanley Lieberson shows that the Italians, the 
Irish, the Swedish, the Greeks, and the Jews all entered "ethnic niches" 
where they built on skills that they brought with them to the New World, 
and took advantage of distinct market opportunities available at the 
time. The Irish, for example, were three times more likely than other 
whites to become policemen or firemen; the Italians were eight times 
more likely to become barbers; Russian immigrants were seventeen times 
more likely to become tailors or furriers.4 1 Such patterns persist today. In 
a recent study of foreign-born professionals in the United States, the 
Center for Immigration Studies found that "whites are predominantly in 
the teaching field ... while foreign-born blacks concentrate more in 
nursing and other health assessment occupations. Asians are more likely 
to be found in the sciences. Hispanic professionals are found more in 
teaching as well as among writers, artists and entertainers." Even within 
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these fields, the study found differences in levels of skill, rank, prestige, 
and income: for the most prestigious occupations, Asians ranked at the 
top, whites in the middle, and Hispanics and blacks were last.42 

Christopher Jencks calculates that the top earners in today's work 
force are the Jews, the Japanese, the Chinese, the Irish, Asian Indians, 
and Italians. The incomes of white Anglo-Saxon Protestants (WASPs) 
fall squarely in the middle. Hispanics, American Indians, and blacks are 
at the bottom.43 Obviously there is no direct correlation between histori
cal discrimination and success for all groups. Proportional representation 
fails to consider differences in talents, culture, interests, and preferences 
that partly explain the current dispersion of groups in the work force. 
Moreover, the enforcement of a proportional norm generates a paradoxi
cal outcome. It ends up punishing groups, such as Asians, who are them
selves in this country a minority, who have themselves suffered legal 
discrimination, and who have played no part in the historical crimes for 
which racial preferences are said to be a needed remedy. The reason that 
Asians and Jews suffer under current policies is that there is no algebraic 
way to increase the proportion of underrepresented groups without si
multaneously reducing the proportion of overrepresented groups. Thus 
even groups whose success is manifestly due to talent and effort, rather 
than racism, find their prospects sacrificed at the altar of a questionable 
vision of social justice. 

WHY BLACKS EARN LESS 

Let us examine specifically the argument that if Mrican Americans earn 
less than whites, the income differential can be presumed to be the result 
of discrimination. Such logic is very familiar: in a similar vein, we hear that 
women earn fifty-nine cents for every dollar earned by a man, the insinua
tion being that sexism is responsible for the differential. Andrew Hacker 
presumes the existence of discrimination because "while black Americans 
made up 12.1 percent of the tabulated population, they ended up with 
only 7.8 percent of the monetary pie."44 Yet as is the case with gender 
gaps, racial gaps in family earnings between groups cannot be understood 
without considering relevant variables such as gender, age, geography, 
family structure, and most important, credentials, experience, and levels 
of skill. It proves nothing to point out that black college graduates as a 
group earn less than white college graduates. Only if black students at
tend the same colleges, take the same courses, and attain the same grade 
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point average, would a group comparison of this sort make sense. Why is 
it reasonable to expect that black students majoring in education with a C 
average at a community college should command incomes comparable 
with white students majoring in business with a B average at the Universi
ty of Wisconsin or Cornell? Christopher Jencks writes: 

When black and white students take tests that measure vocabulary, reading 

comprehension, mathematical skill, or scientific information, blacks do much 

worse than whites. If employers valued educated workers mainly for their 

skills, whites would almost inevitably earn more than blacks with the same 

amount of schooling.45 

Consider that while black men on average earn substantially less than 
white men, black women at all levels of education earn about the same as 
white women with comparable credentials. Remarkably, black women 
with college degrees earn more than white women with college degrees. 46 

This result directly contradicts to the theory of discrimination which 
holds that black women are subject to the "double jeopardy" of both 
racism and sexism. 47 Moreover, since black women are no less black than 
black men, their relative earnings parity with white women suggests the 
possibility that factors other than race might account for the black male 
earnings deficit. 

Consider also that Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and African Americans 
are a relatively young population. Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans 
have a median age in the United States of under twenty-five, American 
Indians have a median age of twenty-six, African Americans have a medi
an age of just over twenty-eight, while the American median is thirty
three, the median for many white ethnic groups is around thirty-five, and 
for American Jews is over forty.48 Since most people's earnings go up as 
their careers mature, age differences are clearly part of the reason for av
erage race differences in earnings. 

So too wage scales are higher on the East and West Coasts than in 
other parts of the country, especially the rural South. Asians tend to be 
concentrated on the West and East Coasts, as do American Jews. Hispan
ics are concentrated in the American Southwest, and American Indians in 
a few states: Oklahoma, California, Arizona, Alaska, and New Mexico. 
Since 50 percent of blacks still live in the South, this regional distribution 
probably has the effect of depressing mean earnings of the group.49 

Additionally, statistics that measure family income must take into ac
count the fact that Mexicans have larger families, diminishing the 
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group's per capita income which is distributed over a larger number of 
children, and many Mrican Americans live in single-parent families 
which are likely to have much lower average earnings than two-earner 
families. Asian Americans have a higher rate of intact families than other 
minority groups, as well as the highest percentage of working members 
per family. 50 

When these factors are considered, racial gaps in earnings narrow but 
do not disappear. The remaining gap can be largely accounted for when 
economists and labor market analysts factor in relevant variables such as 
level of education, quality of education, field of concentration, skills pos
sessed, regional location, specific character of the labor market, time of 
entry into that market, amount of work experience, and so on. Correct
ing for the whole range of criteria that influence earnings, economist 
June O'Neill, head of the General Accounting Office, concludes: 

Overall black men earned 82.9 percent of the white wage. Adjusting for 

black-white differences in geographic region, schooling and age raises the 

ratio to 87.7 percent; adding differences in [standardized] test scores to this 

list of characteristics raises the ratio to 95.5 percent, and adding differences 

in years of work experience raises the ratio to 99.1 percent. 51 

THE MERIT GAP 

Undoubtedly the main obstacle to the implementation of proportional 
representation in the work force is the fact of large differences of devel
oped ability and demonstrated performance among various ethnic and 
racial groups. These merit gaps are significant because companies do not 
hire people randomly or based on lottery, but generally based upon some 
test of qualifications or achievement. Consequently, courts, government 
officials, and civil rights activists who seek racial proportionalism have 
found themselves compelled to sidestep or confront the reality that on 
virtually every measure of achievement, some racial groups do better 
than others. 

Scholastic Aptitude Test: According to data from the College Board, which 
administers the SAT as a measure of verbal and mathematical prepara
tion for entering college students, large racial gaps between the perfor
mance of whites and Asians on the one hand, and Hispanics and blacks 
on the other, are apparent every single year on both sections of the test. 
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Both the verbal and math sections of the SAT are scored on a scale of 
200 to 800. 

Consider an SAT cutoff of 700 out of 800, a high score, but one that is 
close to the mean score of students admitted to the most selective col
leges and universities in the country. In 1994, only 493 African Ameri
cans in the United States scored above 700 on the math section of the 
test, and only 148 African Americans scored that high on the verbal sec
tion. These figures compare with 11,000 Asians who exceeded 700 on 
the math section and 1,800 who did so on the verbal section. These fig
ures are especially astonishing considering that only 80,000 Asians com
pared with more than 100,000 blacks took the test. 

Now consider an SAT cutoff of 500 out of 800, which is not a high 
score, one that falls at or below the average of many private and state col
leges. In 1994, 56 percent of whites scored over 500 in math and 30 per
cent of whites did so on the verbal section. Sixty-one percent of Asians 
made the grade in math and 28 percent in verbal. For Mexicans, the per
centage who made the cutoff was 26 percent math, 11 percent verbal. 
And for African Americans, only 15 percent and 8 percent surpassed the 
500 mark in math and verbal scores respectively. 

For the years 1990-1994, whites and Asians averaged around 945 out 
of 1600 on the SAT, Mexicans averaged 800, and African Americans av
eraged around 740. These are average gaps of almost 150 and 200 points 
separating whites and Asians from Hispanics and blacks respectively. 52 

National Assessment of Educational Progress: In 1992, the NAEP routinely 
administered tests of basic reading skill and mathematical competence to 
some 250,000 students in the fourth, eighth, and twelfth grades in 
schools across the country. Although black scores have risen over the 
years, they continue to lag substantially behind white scores. Here are 
some results for the math section in which students were asked to give 
"constructed response" answers to questions in the areas of numbers, 
measurement, geometry, basic statistics, and simple algebra. At the 
fourth grade level, whites answered 47 percent of the questions correctly, 
Hispanics answered 31 percent correctly, and blacks 24 percent correctly. 
At the eighth grade level, whites got 59 percent correct, Hispanics 42 
percent, blacks 36 percent. At the twelfth grade level, whites scored 44 
percent correct, compared with a Hispanic score of 32 percent and a 
black score of 26 percent. Similar patterns persisted for other "extended 
response" and "multiple-choice" tests.53 
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These NAEP ethnic gaps have persisted. On the 1987-1988 NAEP 
test administered to seventeen-year-olds, on the reading section, only 24 
percent of blacks compared with 40 percent of whites performed compe
tently; only 2 percent of blacks compared with 6 percent of whites read 
at an advanced level. For math, 21 percent of blacks compared with 51 
percent of whites could demonstrate "moderately complex procedures 
and reasoning." Only 0.3 percent of blacks compared with 8 percent of 
whites could do "multi-step problem solving and algebra."54 Relying on 
this data, one 1989 report concluded that in reading, mathematics and 
science "the average proficiency levels of black and Hispanic 17 -year
olds are closer to those of white 13-year-olds."55 

Doctoral Degrees Earned: Each year the National Research Council pub
lishes data on Americans who earn doctoral degrees. While doctoral de
grees reflect a serious educational commitment, they are an essential 
prerequisite for teaching jobs at most colleges and universities, for senior
level research and policy positions in many areas requiring specialized 
knowledge. In virtually every field they are considered a professional asset. 

Yet consider the number of doctorates earned by particular groups in 
selected fields in 1992. Mathematics: whites 423, Asians 51, Hispanics 12, 
blacks 4, native Americans 2. Computer Science: whites 376, Asians 86, 
Hispanics 8, blacks 5, native Americans 2. Physics and Astronomy: whites 
733, Asians 92, Hispanics 30, blacks 7, native Americans 6. Chemistry: 
whites 1,211, Asians 132, Hispanics 42, blacks 17, native Americans 6. 
Engineering: whites 1,874, Asians 447, Hispanics 72, blacks 48, native 
Americans 11. Biological Sciences: whites 3,043, Asians 262, Hispanics 
101, blacks 61, native Americans 13. 

Altogether, whites earned more than 23,000 doctorates in 1992, com
pared with 1,700 for Asians, nearly 900 for Hispanics, and just under 
1,100 for blacks. Remarkably, nearly one-half of all black doctorates were 
in a single field, education, with most of the rest in fields like social work 
and sociology. In a long list of specialized areas, such as algebra, geome
try, logic, astronomy, atomic physics, geophysics, paleontology, oceanog
raphy, biomedical engineering, nuclear engineering, cell biology, 
endocrinology, genetics, microbiology, geography, statistics, classics, com
parative literature, archeology, German language, Italian, Spanish, Russ
ian, accounting, and business economics, in 1992 there were no blacks 
who earned doctorates in the United States.56 
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National Adult Literacy Survey: In 1993, the U.S. Department of Educa
tion reported the results of a national test of what it termed basic adult 
literacy. The test measured not merely ability to read simple sentences, 
but also capacity to perform real-world tasks, such as understanding the 
point of a particular newspaper article, figuring out percentages from a 
tax table, filling out applications, writing a letter, reading a pay stub, bal
ancing a checkbook, following directions on a map, and using a bus 
schedule. Tests were scored on a scale of 0 to 500. 

On all three sections-Prose, Documents, and Quantitative-approx
imately 25 percent of whites, compared with less than 5 percent of 
blacks, scored above 325. Blacks were more than twice as likely as whites 
to score at the lowest level (below 225). Even when differing levels of ed
ucation were taken into account, the Education Department found a 40-
point gap separating blacks from whites in each testing category.57 

Armed Forces Qualification Test: Each year the army administers a battery 
of tests designed to determine enlistment eligibility and qualifications for 
various military occupations. The AFQT, which is part of a more general 
test called the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery, measures 
skills and training in such areas as arithmetic reasoning, mathematical 
ability, vocabulary and word usage, and comprehension of ideas. AFQT 
scores, listed on a percentile scale, reflect the applicant's standing rela
tive to the national population of men and women between the ages of 
eighteen and twenty-three. Based on five levels of achievement, each re
flecting a percentile cutoff score, some 45 percent of whites compared 
with 26 percent of Hispanics and 16 percent of blacks scored in the top 
two levels. By contrast, only 8 percent of whites compared with 20 per
cent of Hispanics and 29 percent of blacks scored in the bottom two lev
els. Seventy percent of whites compared with 50 percent of Hispanics 
and 37 percent of blacks scored above the level of the 50th percentile.58 

Teacher Competency Tests: More than thirty-five states have some form of 
testing for aspiring teachers to try to ensure that they have reasonably 
good reading and comprehension skills to qualify them to teach in a 
classroom. Yet on a typical teacher certification test, psychologist Rogers 
Elliot reports, ''About 90 percent of whites pass, and 3 5 percent of 
blacks .... The disparity in passing rates is universal."59 Reviewing there
sults of teacher competency tests administered in ten states in 
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1982-1983 to determine the basic level of knowledge of reading, writing, 
and mathematics brought by teachers to the public school classroom, 
once again we see large racial gaps. 

• In California, 76 percent of whites, 50 percent of Asians, 38 percent 
of Hispanics, and 26 percent of blacks passed the test. 

• In Florida, 90 percent of whites, 63 percent of Asians, 51 percent of 
Hispanics, and 35 percent of blacks passed. 

• In Arizona, 73 percent of whites, 50 percent of Asians, 42 percent of 
Hispanics, and 24 percent of blacks passed. 

• In Texas, 62 percent of whites, 4 7 percent of Asians, 19 percent of 
Hispanics, and 10 percent of blacks passed. 

• Similar white-black gaps were found in Georgia, Virginia, Oklahoma, 
and elsewhere. 60 

THE ATTACK ON TESTING 

Aware of the merit gap, starting around 1980, civil rights agencies within 
the government carried out a largely covert agenda called "race norm
ing." With the support of outside activist groups, the Labor Department 
used an "ethnic conversion table" to adjust minority scores on the Gen
eral Aptitude Test Battery, a standardized test administered by the U.S. 
Employment Service and used as the basis for employment referrals. 
More than thirty-eight states relied on the data computed in this way by 
the U.S. government. As Mark Kelman candidly states, "Race norming 
simply reflects a substantive commitment to interpreting raw test scores 
in a fashion that facilitates the hiring of workers from groups that do 
poorly on the test. "61 An African American who scored in the 15th per
centile, or at the very bottom rung of those taking the test, might have his 
scores raised to the 40th or 50th percentile, if that is how he fared com
pared to the performance of other African Americans. Ironically a white, 
an Asian, a Hispanic, a black, and an American Indian who took the test 
and received identical raw scores would end up with radically different 
percentile scores, since the results were adjusted to reflect how each per
son scored against competitors from that particular racial group. The 
worse the group performance, the more bonus points awarded to indi
viduals from that group.62 

Race norming reflected an ingenious technique promoted by civil 
rights activists to achieve proportional representation. By manipulating 
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the scores released to employers, race nanning circumvented the incon
venient reality of large differences in the performance distribution 
among racial groups. Obviously, secrecy was crucial if the system was to 
work, so employers typically were not clearly told that the percentile 
scores they received from the government described different levels of 
performance for each racial group. Yet the deception proved risky: when 
sociologist Linda Gottfredson publicized the practice of race norming in 
1990, she provoked a national scandal. 63 Public officials expressed out
rage that racial rigging of test results had been going on for years, without 
public scrutiny or accountability. Civil rights activists who had long been 
promoting what they euphemistically termed "within group scoring" now 
expressed shock at the revelation that the numbers were being rigged in 
their political casino. Faced with the challenge of defending race norm
ing, these activists fell silent. Virtually without public supporters, race 
norming was outlawed by Congress in the Civil Rights Act of 1991, 
which was signed into law by President Bush. 64 

Paradoxically, the civil rights community's abandonment of race 
norming, as required by law, forced its activists into a more radical pos
ture with respect to performance differences between racial groups as 
demonstrated in various tests. Previously civil rights activists could ig
nore the question of group differences because race norming made them 
irrelevant in terms of reaching the goal of proportional representation. 
Race norming, in a sense, permitted "separate but equal" race-based se
lection. But without race norming, scholars and activists committed to 
the goal of racial proportionalism found themselves compelled to launch 
a frontal attack on the very idea of merit, and the very possibility that it 
could be measured without racial bias. Thus the civil rights establish
ment's original attack on race-based selection has now developed into an 
attack on competence-based selection.65 

• Programs to establish national standards of testing for American 
students are routinely denounced by coalitions including the NAACP, the 
Mexican-American Legal Defense and Educational Fund, and the Na
tional Center for Fair and Open Testing, known as FairTest. "We don't 
believe there is any evidence that national testing will lead to better edu
cation," Monty Neill of FairTest complained in opposition to one such 
initiative.66 

• ''Any tests that emphasize logical, analytic methods of problem-solv
ing will be biased against minorities," charges Nancy Amuleru-Marshall, 
the director of research for Atlanta's public schools.67 
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• Standardized tests, according to Richard Seymour of the Lawyers' 
Committee for Civil Rights, are an "engine for the exclusion of minori
ties."68 

• Teacher competency tests, according to Mrican American educator 
Faustine Jones-Wilson, are "still one more way of reducing the number of 
minority teachers under the guises of excellence and accountability. "69 

• Diversity consultant Ann Morrison argues that "the weight placed on 
math, science and engineering credentials may be considerably biased. "70 

• In her book Affirming Diversity, Sonia Nieto argues that tests should 
either be challenged for bias or opposed altogether; in their places, 
teachers should consider such alternatives as "creating class rules with 
students" so that outcomes can be "stated in positive rather than nega
tive terms."71 

• Denouncing what she calls "the misconception of sameness of treat
ment for all students," Geneva Gay alleges in a widely used textbook that 
"standardized achievement tests, minimum competency tests, teacher
made tests . . . by their nature contribute to the social stratification of 
students. "72 

• Derrick Bell argues that "Terms like mer£! and best quahfied are infi
nitely manipulable" and serve as a mere excuse for "whites to treat one 
another like family. "73 

• Black scholar Michael Eric Dyson refers derisively to "the myth of 
meritocracy" which he defines as "the dominant belief that legitimates 
the central place of achievement in U.S. culture."74 Civil rights activists 
are so skeptical of the basic concept of merit that they almost always use 
the term in quotation marks. 75 

• Yolanda Moses, president of the City College of New York, complains 
that in American colleges "masculine values like an orientation toward 
achievement and objectivity are valued over cooperation, connectedness 
and subjectivity. "76 

• Andrew Hacker expresses a thoroughgoing skepticism that any test 
measures performance. "I have never seen why a Ph.D. should be a req
uisite for college-level teaching .... There are no known correlations be
tween good grades or high scores and subsequent success with a 
scalpel. ... Tests cannot show who has a flair for diagnosing illnesses, sal
vaging burning buildings, or inspiring youthful minds."77 

Scholars and civil rights activists propose a range of new approaches. 
One is to set a relatively low cutoff of "basically qualified applicants" and 
then treat scores above that merit floor as essentially comparable.78 A 
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second is to use "diversity-based sliding bands," in which employers do 
not select the most qualified applicants but establish fairly broad parame
ters within which test scores would be considered identical. 79 A third is to 
abolish tests altogether. 80 Other proposals involve forcing companies to 
provide remedial training to minorities, compelling firms to change their 
job descriptions so that more blacks can meet the new requirements, as 
well as pressuring companies to set different goals or sell other kinds of 
products, once again with a view to producing proportional parity. 81 

PREDICTIVE V ALIDTIY 

Is it true that standardized tests discriminate unfairly against blacks and 
other minorities? Numerous such tests are in use. The U.S. Employment 
Service administers the General Aptitude Test Battery to make employ
ment referrals. The military uses the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude 
Battery. In addition to the Scholastic Aptitude Test (now called the 
Scholastic Assessment Test), used for undergraduate admission, colleges 
and universities select students for graduate programs in part based on 
scores earned on the Law School Admissions Test, Graduate Manage
ment Admission Test, and the Graduate Record Exams. The Foreign Ser
vice administers the Foreign Service Entrance Exam. Standardized tests 
are frequently used to license or hire postal clerks, commercial truck
drivers, auto mechanics, real estate agents, travel agents, teachers, police 
sergeants, fire fighters, civil service personnel, office managers, archi
tects, emergency dispatchers, air traffic controllers, certified public ac
countants, and practical nurses. 

Two essential questions arise: how well do such tests predict perfor
mance in school or on the job, and are the tests racially biased against 
blacks and other minorities? Consider the case of the SAT, used for col
lege entrance, and the GATB, used for job referral. The predictive value 
of the SAT has been extensively studied both by the College Board, which 
administers the test, and by outside analysts. Critics have expressed great 
skepticism that a multiple choice exam which measures vocabulary and 
basic math skills can provide anything more than a very impressionistic 
survey of student intellectual capacity. Stanley Fish argues that the SAT 
tests little more than "accidents of birth, social position, access to li
braries, the opportunities to take vacations or tennis lessons."82 

Yet the general conclusion of psychologists and psychometricians is 
that the SAT predicts college performance reasonably well. 83 In technical 
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terms, the predictive validity of the SAT is approximately 0.50. (A score 
of 1 would indicate a perfect correlation between SAT scores and college 
grades.) Taken in conjunction with high school grades, the SAT is an 
even better predictor of academic success at the university level. In virtu
ally all studies, the SAT turns out to be a better predictor than any alter
nate measure: high school grades, interviews, and recommendations. 
The reason is not difficult to surmise. High school grades depend on 
where the student went to high school, not only the relative academic 
strength of students there but also whether grades are assigned leniently 
or stringently. Interviews and recommendations are both highly subjec
tive, and since references are often hyperbolic and list strengths but not 
weaknesses, it is not easy to know how to use them as a basis to compare 
candidates, or even whether they can be trusted. 

Some critics have minimized the importance of the SAT's predictive 
value by insisting that it does not predict the grade point averages of indi
viduals at a particular selective academic institution, say Princeton. But 
this is because Princeton students have for the most part been drawn 
from a relatively narrow range of SAT scores. It is possible for a student 
with 1,250 on the SAT to do better at Princeton than a student with 
1,300, just as it is possible for a basketball player who is six feet, six inches 
tall to shoot better than a player who is six feet, eight inches. But it does 
not follow that the score is irrelevant to performance, any more than it fol
lows that height is irrelevant to shooting. Like all statistically reliable pre
dictors, what the SAT assures is that the average college performance of 
students who do well on the test will be far better than that of students 
who do not do well. Midgets are unlikely to succeed at basketball. 

Some of its critics charge that the SAT does not predict success in 
later life, and this is largely true. But the test is not designed to do that. 
Indeed it is hard to imagine any test given to seventeen-year-olds that 
could fulfill that ambitious assignment. Success in life is difficult enough 
to define, let alone measure. Even if we are only calibrating material suc
cess, clearly that does not depend only on academic preparation or even 
cognitive ability generally, but also on other factors: ability to get along 
with people, willingness to take risk, good fortune, and so on. But there 
is no easy way to measure these personality traits and vicissitudes with 
any degree of comparative accuracy. Nor is there any reason to believe 
that people who do poorly on standardized tests possess these other 
qualities in greater measure than those who do well. What the SAT can 
measure is the ability to understand and use language, the skill to work 
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with numbers, the capacity to make logical deductions. These are not the 
only skills required for academic success, but they are all important ones. 

Like the SAT, the GATB turns out to be a strong predictor of subse
quent performance. Studies on the predictive value of the GATB for jobs 
have been extensively reviewed for the Labor Department by industrial 
psychologists John Hunter and Frank Schmidt. What the studies attempt 
to do is to correlate success on the test with success on the job as mea
sured by independent criteria, such as supervisor ratings or on-the-job 
evaluations. Using a technique known as meta-analysis, which combines 
the findings from many validation studies, Hunter and Schmidt conclude 
that the test is highly predictive for complex jobs and usefully predictive 
even for relatively unskilled jobs. While this may seem counterintuitive 
for a test that measures general rather than specific skills, Hunter and 
Schmidt argue that the verbal facility, reasoning ability, and mathematical 
cogency that the tests measure are all skills that can be applied to a vast 
array of job challenges. Hunter and Schmidt estimate the validity of stan
dardized tests as predictors of job performance in intellectually demand
ing jobs at about 0.53. They rate other predictors such as references and 
interviews at 0.25 and lower. Even comprehensive biographical records 
and previous educational experience do not predict job results as well as 
standardized tests such as the GATB taken by all applicants. 84 Hunter 
and Schmidt's appraisal of the GATE's predictive value is probably the 
most thorough in the literature, but there have been other authoritative 
studies. When John Hartigan and Alexandra Wigdor made their own as
sessment of the GATB for the National Research Council, they signifi
cantly lowered Hunter and Schmidt's high estimates. Yet they too found 
a significant correlation of about 0.3 between test scores and job perfor
mance. Their conclusion was that the GATB was a modest but reliable 
predictor of job performance, and that it predicted better for some jobs 
than for others. 85 

Those who devise and study tests are well aware of the difficulties of 
constructing infallible or even highly predictive tests. Andrew Hacker is 
right that no one can definitely establish that a degree from a law school 
or medical school is indispensible to successfully practice in those fields. 
There are eminent teachers at many academic institutions who do not 
have a Ph.D. But in a world where self-taught geniuses are few and not 
easily identified, doctoral degrees will probably continue to be valuable 
prerequisites for the vast majority of senior-level teaching appointments. 
Imagine the case of a fire-fighter test that asks candidates to perform a 
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series of basic verbal and reasoning tasks, and then to carry a heavy bag 
and run for 100 meters. The test is vulnerable to scornful challenge. Who 
is to say that those tasks precisely measure what fire fighters actually do? 
Certainly it is possible to imagine candidates who fail the test who could 
be competent fire fighters, and other candidates who pass the test who 
may not perform so well on the job. But if this criticism is valid, it simply 
means that critics and the fire department should work together to come 
up with a test that is more predictive of fire-fighting skills. Perhaps in
stead of carrying a heavy bag, applicants should be required to maneuver 
the fire hose while suspended from heights in awkward positions. Per
haps instead of doing basic algebra, candidates should be tested for their 
ability to read a map. These seem entirely relevant skills to measure: fire 
fighters, after all, do have to find the fire. 

This is the point at which the civil rights critique breaks down. Exist
ing tests are modest and fallible predictors of performance but they are 
the best that we have. Activists have shown no interest in coming up with 
tests that have a higher predictive value than the tests now used. The ex
clusive concern of the activists seems to be with tests that produce higher 
ratios of minority success. They seem perfectly satisfied with tests that 
predict little or nothing so long as they produce proportional minority 
hiring and promotion rates. 86 ''Although they fault the tests for not being 
very good at prediction," concludes Barbara Lerner, a psychologist and 
test consultant, "it is the most predictive tests that make them unhappi
est of all." Albert Shanker, who is head of the American Federation of 
Teachers, argues that "the better the standards measure performance, 
the more these activists will oppose them. If groups do not succeed in 
equal proportion, these ideologues will try and discredit all standards no 
matter how accurate they prove to be." 

RACIAL BIAS 

Even predictive tests, however, must survive the charge of being racially 
biased, which is to say, they must be equally predictive for whites, blacks, 
and other minorities. There is an intuitive appeal to the accusation that 
tests like the SAT and the GATB are unfair in this sense. Critics such as 
David Owen have scoured years of test questions to produce a handful 
of items which seem manifestly one-sided. Certainly it is hard to deny 
Owen's suggestion that blacks and those who live in the inner city are 
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less likely to be familiar with terms like "regatta" and "sonata" than 
whites who grow up in the suburbs. 87 In fact, in recent years the College 
Board, which administers the SAT, seems to have made strenuous efforts 
to avoid questions presuming middle-class and suburban experience, 
and to emphasize passages involving African American and minority au
thors or subjects. One senior at Georgetown Day School complained 
that SAT material "tries to reverse every stereotype" by emphasizing 
black boys who are unrivaled in academics, and Asian girls who win every 
athletic race. 88 

None of this seems to affect the result. H. D. Hoover, who is director 
of state testing in Iowa, says that "there is no evidence that on those pas
sages that include a poem by Gwendolyn Brooks that black kids do bet
ter than white students. There is no evidence that in passages with a 
woman as the main character that girls do better than boys. "89 But put 
aside the verbal section of the test. Concentrate only on the math sec
tion. Hardly anyone has seriously maintained that equations are racially 
biased, or that percentages are rigged against Hispanics. Yet strikingly 
the racial gaps that are evident on the verbal section of the test are, year 
after year, equaled and sometimes exceeded on the math section.90 

The issue of how well tests predict for different racial groups is one of 
the most extensively studied subjects in psychology. Scholars have per
formed literally thousands of studies on a wide assortment of tests, in
cluding the SAT and the GATB. And the conclusion, hardly contested by 
a single reputable psychologist in the country, is that the tests are not bi
ased against blacks. Even critics of standardized testing such as James 
Crouse and Dale Trusheim in The Case Against the SAT admit that the 
tests are slightly biased-in favor of blacks.91 What this finding means is 
that tests are about equally valid in predicting the college and job perfor
mance of whites and blacks. African Americans do no better, in fact they 
do marginally worse, than their test scores predict. Moreover, the same 
test items that show the greatest differences between blacks and whites 
also discriminate most between high-scoring and low-scoring candidates 
within each racial group. These results were confirmed for the SAT in 
1982 in an exhaustive review of studies by the National Academy of Sci
ences. The study found that, compared to their predictive value for 
whites, tests were slightly more likely to overpredict black success. ''Abili
ty tests have not been proved to be biased against blacks," the study con
cluded. 92 In an independent study, African American scholar Jacqueline 
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Fleming found that for students who attend historically black colleges, 
standardized tests such as the SAT "predict college grade point average 
exceptionally well. "93 

Similarly the GATB does not test esoteric knowledge about sonatas 
and regattas. The main sections of the test include numerical aptitude, 
spatial aptitude, motor coordination, and manual dexterity. And the 
GATB has survived extensive scrutiny seeking to prove racial bias. In 
1989 John Hartigan and Alexandra Wigdor in their exhaustive study Fair
ness in Employment Testing reviewed seventy-eight studies of the predic
tive value of the GATB for different ethnic groups. Hartigan and Wigdor 
found no evidence of bias against blacks and some evidence of bias in 
favor of blacks "particularly in the higher score ranges."94 

Tests do not create differences of individual and group ability; they 
merely measure such differences. "Tests should not be required to do 
things they cannot do," remarks psychologist Lyle Jones, "such as guar
antee that distributions of scores will not differ for different racial or eth
nic groups."95 The tests are, for the most part, pointing to other social 
problems that should be confronted: problems of poverty, broken fami
lies, terrible neighborhoods, and so on. It is simply an evasion to seek to 
dispense with the test. Such a gesture would not eliminate, only conceal, 
differences in skill and ability. Precisely such concealment, for the pur
pose of facilitating race-based selections, seems to be the objective of the 
activists at the EEOC and the civil rights establishment. 

THE REVIVAL OF NEPOTISM 

It is now possible to reassess the accusation that merit is racist because 
achievement standards are merely a cover for the old nepotism. This 
charge does not contest the existence of valid criteria of measurement 
but expresses suspicion that they are being justly or neutrally applied. In 
an article, "The Myth of Meritocracy," Ellis Case questions whether elab
orate requirements imposed on applicants for seemingly straightforward 
jobs are really necessary; he implies that they may be a kind of racial 
screen, aimed at discouraging and eliminating minority candidates.96 A 
sharper version of this critique, articulated by Stanley Fish, poses a more 
fundamental question: Whose standards? The logic is that of cultural rel
ativism: standards are in the eye of the observer, neutral standards do not 
exist, all admissions and hiring criteria reflect power relations, those who 
are in charge are merely imposing their white male standards on the rest 
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of us, merit is basically a political concept, and therefore society may as 
well recognize this reality, abandon pretensions to objectivity, and ration 
power and rewards according to race or some other political criterion. 97 

Undoubtedly some of the concerns expressed about merit and stan
dards are well founded. Many jobs do not have any clear or neutral hiring 
criteria, and whether you get the job may very much depend upon whom 
you know. As Case points out, selective colleges consider nonacademic 
criteria, such as athletic prowess, in shaping their freshman class, and it 
doesn't hurt if you are Ted Kennedy's son or the offspring of an alumnus 
or alumna. Even professional hiring always runs the risk of credentialism: 
the assumption, sometimes unwarranted, that if candidates have the 
proper background and resume they are guaranteed to perform well on 
the job. Argues William Coleman, an African American who was trans
portation secretary in the Ford administration, "There are a lot of dumb 
white people who get breaks, and nobody seems too upset about that. "98 

Credentialism is only a problem when credentials are misused. When 
credentials become a substitute for demonstrated ability, or when the 
wrong credentials are demanded, inefficiencies can result. But the solu
tion to this would seem to be a more careful use of qualifications in order 
to assure that they are relevant to the job at hand. Alumni preferences 
have no meritocratic justification and can be defended only by crass but 
realistic appeals to financial expediency. Athletic prowess is a different 
matter: colleges do not simply measure qualifications through grades and 
test scores, but also through extracurricular talents. If playing the violin 
or doing community service counts toward an all-round definition of 
merit, there is no reason why being a good quarterback should not. With
out condoning the excesses of quasi-gladiatorial recruitment of student 
athletes by some universities that seek to make money through TV con
tracts, there is nothing wrong in principle with considering athletic ability 
as part of the comprehensive mix of skills that define merit. What makes 
being a quarterback different from being Hispanic is that the former is a 
talent, while the latter is a matter of chance. 

To the degree that the civil rights critiques of merit have forced col
leges and employers to reconsider the relevance of their recruiting stan
dards to educational performance and business efficiency, they may be, 
as Randall Kennedy argues, "a salutary antidote to complacency."99 The 
irony, however, is that activists who expose examples of the old nepotism 
at work never seem to want to stop those abuses. William Coleman is not 
demanding an immediate end to breaks for alumni children and athletes, 
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but an expansion of preferences for minonnes. Martin Kilson un
abashedly justifies racial preferences under what he calls the "modified 
merit paradigm."10° Far from seeking to defeat the nepotists, Coleman 
and Kilson seem eager to join them. 

Nepotism, which literally means nephew-favoritism, is of course noth
ing new. Indeed it is common in traditional societies for status, identity, 
and social obligations to be determined on the basis of membership in 
tribe, caste, or clan. Modern industrial societies such as America seek to 
uproot the stratified order of the ancien regime by replacing inherited sta
tus with talent or achievement. This was the rationale for Thomas Jeffer
son's "aristocracy of virtue and talent" which he intended to replace the 
old "aristocracy of wealth." Similarly, John Adams supported a regime 
based on "capacity, spirit and zeal" to supply the place of "fortune, family 
and every other consideration which used to have weight with 
mankind."101 As Jefferson recognized, talent does not eliminate inequali
ty but rather gives it a more justified or defensible foundation. 

Of course merit standards only operate within accepted social parame
ters; they cannot entirely eliminate nepotism. All societies have elements 
of ascription and meritocracy. Modern industrial societies, however, seek 
to move as far as possible in the direction of merit-based selection, so that 
social rewards are assigned on the basis of achievement, and not simply 
based on arbitrary criteria such as birth, family, and skin color. At the 
same time, practices such as union-enforced seniority systems and col
lege-administered tenure persist as the residues of the ascriptive world, as 
refuges from pure meritocracy. Standardized tests were introduced in the 
early part of this century for the purpose of separating the competent 
from the incompetent. As John Gardner writes, "Tests introduced an ob
jectivity into the measurement of human abilities that never before exist
ed."102 Yet some scholars are appalled by the social consequences of 
standardized tests, not because they fail to sort people based on achieve
ment, but because they do. Sociologist Jerome Karabel writes: 

A meritocracy is more competitive than an overtly class-based society, and 

this unrelenting competition exacts a toll both from the losers, whose self-es

teem is damaged, and from the winners, who may be more self-righteous 

about their elite status than is a more traditional ruling group .... It is doubt

ful whether a frenetically competitive inegalitarian society is much of an im

provement over an ascriptive society which, at least, does not compel its poor 

people to internalize their failure. 103 
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The civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s mobilized opposi
tion to the old racial nepotism. Martin Luther King and other black ac
tivists appealed to merit-based hiring, conducted without regard to race, 
as an effective means to ensure that able and deserving candidates got 
the job. But today's civil rights establishment has discovered that merit
based selection, like the old nepotism, produces inequality of result, be
cause some groups perform better than others. Thus many civil rights 
activists are mobilized to fight what Nathan Glazer terms "discrimination 
against the less competent."l04 

This project is so embarrassing that activists find it necessary to con
ceal what they are doing. Thus college administrators who admit minority 
students with weaker credentials than white or Asian applicants who are 
turned away typically justify their actions as based on "other factors," yet 
they never supply a list of those factors. Apparendy no whites or Asians 
possess them, because whites and Asians virtually never secure admission 
with the low scores that prove entirely adequate for the selection of 
blacks and Hispanics. Now, as before, favoritism disguises the unfairness 
of its transactions by hiding behind the curtain of subjectivity. 

Although it is not easy to measure potential for achievement, which is 
what tests do, we need some measure, however imperfect, or else we 
cannot use achievement as a criterion for selection. The only alternative 
to a society based on achievement is a society based on ascription. This is 
what the race activists seem to want. In other words, they seek a revival 
of the nepotistic society. Racial preferences are no longer a cure for nepo
tism but a form of nepotism. The civil rights establishment today simply 
seeks to rearrange the old system so that there are new "ins" and new 
"outs." Ironically this campaign of self-promotion and expediency is 
waged under the moral banners of racial justice. 

THE PATRONAGE INDUSTRY 

Relativist attacks on merit selection, however dubious, serve an impor
tant political purpose: they legitimize a campaign advanced in the courts 
and in the legislature to allocate social rewards based not on achievement 
but on race. This campaign is irrelevant to the concept of civil rights as 
Martin Luther King understood it. Indeed it has little to do with proven 
cases of unwarranted discrimination. Rather, it is best understood as a 
patronage system for the civil rights establishment. Such patronage 
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works through dual pressure from outside groups like the Leadership 
Conference on Civil Rights and the Lawyers' Committee on Civil Rights, 
and inside groups such as the Equal Employment Opportunity Commis
sion and the Civil Rights Division of the Department of Justice. Instead 
of identifying and combating discrimination, these organizations are now 
in the business of manipulating the issue of discrimination in order to se
cure handsome reparations, payoffs, and jobs for its constituencies. This 
modus operandi, developed in the early 1970s, has now been perfected. 

Starting in the late 1960s, civil rights activists in the Office of Federal 
Contract Compliance Programs (OFCCP) used their leverage over gov
ernment contractors to force them to adopt "goals and timetables" for 
minority hiring. These early forms of racial preference had nothing to do 
with proven cases of discrimination. Rather, they were simply a condition 
for doing business with the federal government. Since most large compa
nies, universities, hospitals, and many nonprofit groups are government 
contractors, they were in no position to refuse. Thus the tentacles of gov
ernment became an instrument for the enforcement of racial discrimina
tion against whites. 

In 1972, when it gained legal power to sue private employers, the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) began its aggres
sive campaign of threats and lawsuits aimed at coercing companies to hire 
minorities on a merit basis if possible, preferentially if necessary. The 
EEOC targeted virtually every major company-including AT&T, Gener
al Motors, and General Electric-and, using the threat of lawsuits alleg
ing racial discrimination, negotiated consent decrees typically mandating 
millions of dollars in back pay, settlement costs, as well as the implemen
tation of minority hiring programs.105 "Once we get the big boys," de
clared EEOC chairman John Powell, "the others will soon fall in line."106 

During the 1970s and 1980s, despite political vicissitudes, the civil rights 
bureaucracy in the federal government grew into a well-funded and pow
erful juggernaut, often operating in conjunction with courts, political 
committees, and interest groups, virtually unaccountable to the public at 
large. Former EEOC official Alfred Blumrosen boasts that by 1989 the 
commission had settled more than a quarter of a million complaints in 
favor of aggrieved minorities, and nearly 90,000 cases had been filed in 
federal courts. 107 

The EEOC's technique for enforcing racial preferences against whites 
and in favor of minorities typically begins with a filed grievance by an in
dividual alleging discrimination. But instead of simply seeking to resolve 
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the particular dispute with the employer, the EEOC uses the complaint 
to investigate the employer's overall minority hiring data. If it finds evi
dence of minority underrepresentation, the EEOC applies legal pres
sure, threatening a class action suit, and seeking to force the employer to 
agree to a package of compensatory payments as well as enforceable mi
nority hiring targets for the future. "Originally justified in remedial 
terms," Andrew Kull writes, "these preferences came increasingly to be 
defended in terms that imply a system of proportional economic entitle
ments for racial and ethnic groups."108 

The government's strategy is simple. If an employer has a racial com
position that is out of proportion with the ethnic breakdown of the rele
vant population, then the employer is presumed guilty of illegal 
discrimination. As Nathan Glazer puts it, the law "assumes that everyone 
is guilty of discrimination, and then imposes on every employer the reme
dies which in the Civil Rights Act of 1964 could only be imposed on those 
guilty of discrimination." 109 In other words, employers who do not engage 
in proportional hiring have the burden of proving that they are not guilty 
of illegal discrimination. ''We have vetoed the presumption of inno
cence," remarks Evan Kemp, former EEOC chairman. This is not unlike 
the criminal procedures in some countries, where defendants who are 
found in the vicinity of the crime are required to prove that they didn't 
commit the offense. Since the burden of proof is heavy, even defendants 
who are not guilty have an incentive to plead no contest or enter into a 
plea bargain to minimize their risk of severe and sometimes ruinous pun
ishment. As Stuart Taylor puts it, many employers are branded as discrim
inators "whose only sin is hiring the best employees they can find." 110 

Precisely the same result obtains with employers embroiled in antidis
crimination litigation with the government. The presumption of guilt un
doubtedly results in discriminators being penalized at a higher rate. But 
it also results in many nondiscriminators being coerced into pleading 
guilty. One may say that the charge of discrimination is so heinous that in 
many cases innocence itself is not a viable defense. The reason is that the 
government and the courts have imposed such stringent criteria for es
tablishing the absence of guilt, that rather than risk a damaging verdict, 
many companies find it less onerous to pay damages and change their 
hiring practices. As political philosopher Harvey Mansfield puts it, hiring 
by mutual consent has, to a surprising degree, been replaced with hiring 
by consent decree. 

Tama Starr, who is president of a small New York service company, 
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writes in a trade magazine that it is virtually impossible to avoid the ten
tacles of the litigious government personnel. "One complainant had been 
late for work or absent for 70 out of 249 consecutive workdays. When we 
fired him, I had to provide reams of data comparing lateness and absen
teeism by observed skin color for all apprentices within his particular 
trade over a 52-week period." Starr argues that rather than spend a great 
deal of money and waste time that could be productively spent, "Why 
don't we drop this outrageous game before it puts the United States out 
of business?"111 The EEOC is unmoved. In recent years, James Bovard 
reports, it has participated in discrimination lawsuits against a life insur
ance company which fired a black employee who committed expense ac
count fraud; against an oil company that fired a minority employee who 
stole company property and falsified expense reports; against a company 
that fired a secretary for refusing to answer the telephone; against the 
post office for refusing to hire a mail delivery man whose driver's license 
had been suspended four times; against a trucking company which de
clined to hire a job applicant who had served time in prison.112 

There is now in place a massive bureaucracy to enforce these policies 
which are mandated by the ideology of proportional representation. 
Since the early 1960s, the OFCCP has expanded from a small division 
within the Labor Department to a powerful fiefdom, with around eight 
hundred employees and an annual budget of approximately $50 million. 
All companies with more than fifty employees and $50,000 in federal 
contracts are subject to OFCCP's racial preference rules. The OFCCP 
monitors about 400,000 companies that do business with the federal 
government. Each year it conducts thousands of "compliance reviews" 
and extracts monetary concessions and hiring agreements. 113 Similarly, 
EEOC has gone from a staff of a few dozen to its current size of nearly 
three thousand full-time employees, including several hundred attorneys. 
Meanwhile, its budget has escalated to around $220 million per year. All 
firms with more than fifteen employees are under its domain. All compa
nies with one hundred employees or more must file annual reports delin
eating progress in minority recruitment. More than 85 percent of the 
private sector work force falls under EEOC regulations. Each year thou
sands of cases are filed in federal court with EEOC clearance, and an 
equal number are resolved through strong-arm negotiation. 114 Then 
there are the civil rights divisions in the departments of justice and edu
cation, as well as numerous affirmative action sections in virtually every 
government department and agency. 
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While the recent Adarand Constructors v. Pena decision imposes tougher 
conditions for their use, the Supreme Court has proved itself to be mal
leable to the logic of racial preferences. The Court has ruled that such 
preferences do not violate the seemingly explicit antidiscrimination lan
guage of the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution or the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964.115 In addition, the Court has approved criteria that 
make it very difficult for whites to prove that they are being discriminated 
against, and for companies to prove that they are not guilty of discriminat
ing against minorities. 116 Although this may change in the future, so far 
courts have shown themselves willing to impose on both the private and 
public sector an imaginative array of remedial regulations including nu
merical quotas, one-for-one promotion ratios, score adjustments on tests, 
abandonment of tests, and alternate hiring and promotion procedures. 

Ordinarily one might expect racial preferences to proliferate in gov
ernment, and to be resisted by profit-oriented companies which would 
pay a price for not hiring the best person for the job. Indeed federal and 
local governments, never known for imposing the highest competitive 
standards, have become notorious for engaging in blatant race-based hir
ing and promotion. Yet private companies too have proved generally in
vertebrate in resisting government pressures. One reason is that they do 
not wish to enter into expensive and long-lasting litigation, often with its 
attendant bad publicity. Moreover, while recognizing that racial prefer
ences impose a cost on doing business, many company officials are will
ing to bear that cost since they know that their competitors must also 
engage in minority hiring. Thus if preferences are enforced across the 
board, they hurt the economy but do not impair the relative competitive 
position of any particular American company. Finally, senior corporate 
officials are often willing to enter into racial hiring arrangements because 
they win plaudits for high conscience even though they do not jeopardize 
their own jobs; instead they prevent opportunities for other whites, fre
quently at the entry or junior level. Frederick Lynch, a social scientist 
who studies affirmative action, observes that no corporate CEO has of
fered to step down to hand over his job to a minority. 

Racial preferences are now a part of the daily routine of American 
business and government. Business Week reports that they are "deeply in
grained in American corporate culture." 117 Preferences are "so much a 
part of the way industry operates today," Alfred Blumrosen recently told 
the New York Times, that "to try to de-establish them would create enor
mous difficulties."118 Company officials too have become habituated to 
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race-based hiring because it is familiar, measurable, and may minimize 
the threat of both government and private lawsuits. In addition, they 
have now created restless affirmative action bureaucracies within their 
own companies which would strongly oppose any attempt to revise or 
scale back preferences. 119 

ADVERSE IMPACT OF PREFERENCES 

Although few scholars study the effects of racial preferences-possibly 
because, as William Beer alleges, they are reluctant to see their relativist 
premises exploded 120-it is not too early to make a preliminary assess
ment. Ironically one likely effect of racial preferences, which are suppos
edly in place to combat discrimination against minorities, is that as a legal 
requirement they provide companies with a rational ground to engage in 
such discrimination. The reason is that the institutionalization of racial 
preferences in college admissions, graduate school admissions, and job 
hiring virtually guarantees that, from a particular university or in a given 
field, the average black will not be as well qualified as the average white. 
Consequently, a law firm that treats, for example, white Harvard Law 
graduates as academically stronger on average than Mrican American 
Harvard Law graduates would be using the same logic as Harvard admis
sions officers. Also, as Christopher Jencks points out, companies may be 
cautious about hiring minorities and women because of the recognition 
that, when it comes to discrimination lawsuits, they have more legal 
rights than white males.l21 

Several observers have noticed that many new companies now choose 
to move to states with few black residents, or to the Southwest where 
most unskilled workers are Hispanic, or abroad. Japanese companies 
seem to have a special knack for finding American locations such as 
Marysville, Ohio, where blacks are scarce. 122 These moves are not moti
vated simply by irrational stereotypes but by the genuine higher costs 
that companies face when they are forced to set aside merit-based hiring 
and recruit sizable proportions of less qualified black employees.123 Con
sequently the American work force today is rife with cases of racial dis
crimination: the old discrimination, lessened but not eradicated; racial 
preferences seeking to combat the effects of such discrimination; and ra
tional discrimination legitimized by such preferences. Whites as well as 
minorities are vulnerable to the new cross-currents of discrimination. 

The vast majority of whites, survey data show, are strongly opposed to 
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racial preferences in favor of minorities. 124 About half of whites insist 
that such preferences have hurt them a fair amount or a great deal. 125 In 
the view of some scholars such as Martin Kilson, white opposition to 
preferences is nothing more than the latest expression of the old 
racism. 126 In the liberal lexicon, white backlash is routinely attributed to 
antiblack sentiment. Yet Paul Sniderman and Thomas Piazza found that 
racial preferences are resisted on principle by large numbers of Ameri
cans who are not otherwise hostile to African Americans. In particular, 
many whites express opposition to unearned privileges being extended to 
African Americans who are not economically disadvantaged, and to new 
immigrants to whom this country owes no moral or political debt. Sni
derman and Piazza discovered, however, that raising the issue of racial 
preferences with whites made them much more likely, in subsequent an
swers, to describe African Americans as lazy and irresponsible. "A num
ber of whites dislike the idea of affirmative action so much and perceive 
it to be so unfair," they write, "that they have come to dislike blacks as a 
consequence."127 A survey by the Anti-Defamation League of B'nai 
B'rith supports these findings: "Reverse discrimination victims are more 
apt to hold anti-black beliefs."128 William Raspberry finds white resis
tance to affirmative action understandable: "How could we expect them 
to buy a product we have spent 400 years trying to have recalled-race
based advantage enshrined in the law?"129 

Of course it is quite possible that white perceptions of the degree of 
benefits accruing to minorities as a result of racial preferences are some
what exaggerated. Reginald Wtlson, an African American scholar at the 
American Council on Education, points out that if one hundred people 
apply for a job and the one black candidate is chosen from somewhere 
on the list, ninety-nine whites insist that they were cheated. The African 
American did not take ninety-nine jobs, only one job. Yet he invites the 
hostility of all other candidates who see him as unfairly taking their job. 
Perhaps what is most legitimately frustrating to many whites is the per
ception that they do not have recourse to sympathetic or fair procedures 
for their grievances. White complaints of discrimination at the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission have risen sharply to around 
three thousand a year, but even those who file probably know that most 
EEOC officials do not treat such complaints very seriously. Not only is 
the EEOC bureaucracy openly hostile to what civil rights activists term 
"reverse discrimination," but the law itself offers limited protection to 
whites under the Constitution and the Civil Rights Act. "Some whites re-
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spend in the same way that blacks once responded to preferences," re
marks legal scholar Nelson Lund. "Racial disadvantage is accepted as a 
fact of life." A few whites have taken to the old black technique of "pass
ing" in order to win privileges by being counted as minorities. 130 As these 
grievances escalate, white political opposition to racial preferences is 
reaching hurricane levels. 

Many senior public and corporate executives are well aware of the 
morale problem of white workers. Many powerful and bitter accounts of 
injustice are chronicled in recent books such as Frederick Lynch's Invisi
ble Victims: White Males and the Crisis of Affirmative Action. 131 Racial pref
erence policies "are creating a new class of the downtrodden and that's 
us," Mike Callahan, a Chicago firefighter, told the Washington Post, which 
found few of his colleagues who disagreed with that assessment. 132 Testi
fying before Congress, John Velde protested that because of minority set
asides his company could not get contracts even though they submitted 
the lowest bids for government work. "We learned we could no longer 
compete equally. We had the best prices for reputable service. Yet we 
could not work." 133 John Apel, a white police officer repeatedly passed 
over for promotion to sergeant despite his strong evaluations and test 
scores, complains that affirmative action has destroyed his career. "Time 
has run out for me now," he says, "I'm ruined."134 

White disenchantment is strong, yet it seems to be exceeded by black 
frustration or, as Mrican American scholars term it, "black rage." Initially 
it seems puzzling that a group that is the unquestioned beneficiary of sys
tematized preferences should be doing anything other than celebrating its 
racial good fortune. And indeed most Mrican Americans do seem to sup
port preferences, which is hardly surprising. Few people have been known 
to tum down direct subsidies. Yet scholars who study the business world 
have reported their astonishment at the high volume of black anguish, 
even among workers making decent salaries. Writing in the Harvard Busi
ness Revi~ Edward Jones describes "expressions of disappointment, dis
may, frustration and anger" which are the consequence of "careers 
stymied . . . they feel at best tolerated, they often feel ignored." Mrican 
American managers feel treated as outsiders, as irrelevant to the success 
of the company, as inhabitants of a "velvet ghetto." Moreover, those who 
are hired in part on account of being black are subsequently treated as ex
perts on blackness and civil rights. Black managers are exasperated at 
being packed off to "The Relations": community relations, industrial rela-
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tions, public relations, personnel relations. Vtrtually all of them experience 
the stigma of being considered unqualified, and none of them like it.135 

As these remarks suggest, black angst appears to derive in part from 
the widespread perception of incompetence that racial preferences in
spire. "Mobility by means of affirmative action," admits Cornel West in 
Race Matters, "breeds tenuous self-respect and questionable peer accep
tance for middle-class blacks."136 Stephen Carter in Reflections of an Af 
firmative Action Baby poignantly describes the "best black syndrome," 
according to which black accomplishment is only evaluated on a race
normed scale.137 Many beneficiaries of affirmative action describe feel
ings of ambivalence about tangible benefits that seem to bring with them 
intangible costs. DB 

Mrican American rage comes not simply from white perceptions of 
black underachievement, but also from the real obstacles that employees 
hired on racial preferences experience in trying to rise within the corpo
rate structure. Many minority workers and managers are convinced that 
they are in dead-end jobs. Companies that are legally or politically com
pelled to hire minorities are unlikely to place them in positions of serious 
responsibility: consequently racial preferences have inspired countless 
shop-window positions such as assistant director for human relations, li
aison for minority development, coordinator for community affairs, con
sultant for interpersonal services, diversity officer, and so on. Sometimes 
these are well-paying jobs, but they rarely involve the substantial business 
of the company, and while they might lead to a position as vice president 
for diversity, they almost never lead to the job of chief executive. The 
reason is that, as a consequence of racial preferences, the Peter Principle, 
which says that people are promoted to their level of incompetence, 
sometimes applies to minorities at the time they are hired. 

While middle-class blacks are understandably frustrated at occupying 
such comfortable but usually unimportant perches in the private and 
public sector, they also recognize that this is part of the Faustian bargain 
of racial preferences which they have seized upon as a quick route to suc
cess. When companies reorganize or downsize, executives are under eco
nomic pressure to cut back on generally unproductive divisions which 
have been created to preserve and display affirmative action employ
ees.139 Thus black irrelevance in the American work force is in part self
imposed. And black rage is largely a response not to white racism but to 
black failure. 
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Finally, there are growing signs of Hispanic discontent. Recently Tirso 
Del Junco, a Latino who is vice chairman of the Postal Board, com
plained that African Americans are overrepresented in postal jobs while 
whites and Hispanics are underrepresented. "They think it is a right to 
have this overrepresentation," Del Junco said. In Los Angeles, for exam
ple, blacks make up 63 percent of postal workers while Hispanics make 
up only 15 percent. In Washington, D.C., blacks make up 86 percent of 
the postal work force; Hispanics account for just over 1 percent. While 
black activists defend the current system, Del Junco concluded, "The 
black leadership in the major cities who are driving the system must ac
cept responsibility for bringing equality into the system."140 

MANAGING DIVERSITY 

A new ideological movement called "managing diversity" has arisen to 
cope with the fallout from racial preferences. Promoted by academics 
and activists on the outside, and affirmative action bureaucracies on the 
inside, "managing diversity" builds on the logic of cultural relativism in 
an effort to transform the American workplace. "Managing diversity" is 
based on the recognition that companies that relativize hiring standards 
through racial preferences but then insist upon a shared set of standards 
for corporate performance are going to experience tensions. Thus advo
cates of "managing diversity" contend that blacks and other minorities 
experience difficulties on the job not because many of them are not fully 
qualified, but because corporations are patterned on a white male cul
ture. Consequently, advocates of managing diversity propose a simple so
lution: relativize standards throughout the work force. They urge a 
dismantling of the existing corporate culture and its replacement with a 
set of standards that grants equal legitimacy to all ethnic cultures. By 
treating "diversity" and "standards" as synonymous, activists argue that 
companies will be able to harness the equal potential of all ethnic cul
tures. Specifically, activists call for racial preferences to be made perma
nent under the rubric of diversity, for such preferences to apply not just 
to hiring but to all levels of management, and in some cases for compa
nies to go beyond proportional representation to give each ethnic group 
an equal share in decision making.141 

Given these remarkable proposals, it may seem odd that "managing di
versity" is finding a receptive audience in corporate America. One reason 
is the legitimate frustration of many executives over the lowered morale 
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produced by affirmative action, which the new program promises to re
store. Additionally, managing diversity advocates insist that theirs is not a 
formula for social justice but a hard-headed means to boost profits. In 
any event, many company executives seem impressed. 'We've got to get 
right with the future," asserts David Lawrence, publisher of the Miami 
Herald. "Diversity is the soul of what we are all about." 142 Adds Goodyear 
CEO Stanley Gault, "We must learn to manage diversity effectively."143 

And James Preston, head of Avon, warns that "companies that do not ad
just to cultural changes involving diversity are asking for trouble." 144 

According to Barbara Deane, publisher of the newsletter Cultural Di
versity at Work, there are currently between three thousand and five thou
sand consultants who are helping import managing diversity to American 
corporations. For fees typically ranging from $2,000 to $10,000 a day, 
these diversity experts conduct workshops, seminars, opinion surveys, cul
tural audits, and in general help to shape the ways companies deal with 
racial diversity on the job. "Long-term organizational makeovers," reports 
Frederick Lynch, a political scientist who is studying the movement, "can 
cost from $100,000 to a million bucks." One consulting company, Elsie 
Cross Associates, offers a five-year plan costing more than $2.5 million.145 

A 1990 survey of 645 organizations by the Hudson Institute showed that 
more than 50 percent of them either had in place or were setting up man
aging diversity type mentorship, training, and promotion programs. Tow
ers-Perrin, a consulting firm based in Atlanta, recently conducted a 
follow-up survey which shows that diversity-related initiatives have ex
panded in the past few years into a billion-dollar industry covering nearly 
75 percent of the American work force. "The demand curve," says Robert 
Lattimer of Towers-Perrin, "is very strong."146 Managing diversity pro
grams and techniques seem to have infiltrated many major companies, in
cluding Apple Computer, AT&T, Avon, Coca-Cola, Corning, Gannett, 
General Motors, Goodyear, IBM, Xerox, Digital Equipment Corporation, 
Dupont, Hughes, Motorola, and Procter & Gamble. As the following 
items suggest, companies seem willing to lend not only their ears but also 
the pocketbooks of their owners and shareholders. 

• Roberto Goizueta, chairman and CEO of Coca-Cola, recently pledged 
to buy over the next five years more than $1 billion worth of products and 
services from minority-owned and women-owned businesses, much of that 
specifically from Hispanic companies. 147 

• Kellogg, the world's largest cereal maker, not only conducts diversi
ty training courses for employees, but has announced that vice presidents 
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of the company will be evaluated in part on their progress in minority hir
ing and promotion. 148 Xerox too links manager compensation to achieve
ment of specified "diversity goals."149 

• The beer company Anheuser-Busch has a special minority purchas
ing program in which it purchases products and services from black and 
Hispanic business. The company has also commissioned several paint
ings of "the great kings and queens of Mrica," each of them, according to 
Anheuser-Bush, "the proud work of an accomplished Mrican-American 
artist."150 

• The Pfizer health care company is committed to hiring a sales force 
that, by the year 2000, mirrors the racial breakdown of society at that 
time. Thanks to a special minority recruiting effort, Pfizer recently an
nounced the recent addition of five hundred new salespersons out of 
which 20 percent were minorities and 40 percent were women.151 

• Prudential Insurance has in the past few years sent more than seven 
thousand of its middle and executive level managers to diversity training 
programs which teach them, among other things, "increased awareness 
of the negative effects of joke-telling."152 Similarly, at the New York law 
firm of Weil, Gotshal and Manges, diversity policy forbids attorneys from 
observing that minorities "are less qualified or only in the firm because of 
affirmative action."153 

"Managing diversity" is presented as a paradigm for the twenty-first 
century, an adaptation to "the realities of the 1990s and beyond," accord
ing to Roosevelt Thomas, founder of the Institute for Managing Diversity. 
Thomas, an Mrican American consultant whose expertise costs $10,000 a 
day, invokes the Hudson Institute's Workforce 20001 which predicts that 
women and minorities will make up approximately 75 percent of new en
trants to the work force by the turn of the century. Yet Thomas insists 
that companies are still operating by archaic rules and standards. Protest
ing that employers practice affirmative action and then expect minorities 
to survive in a predominantly white male corporate milieu, Thomas ar
gues that companies must undergo a basic transformation of their "core 
culture" in order to improve productivity and competitiveness.154 Man
aging diversity advocates maintain that implicit in the culture of Ameri
can corporations is a white male heterosexual norm which distorts the 
personality and stifles the creativity of minority workers. Roosevelt 
Thomas calls it the "melting pot mythology" which insists that minorities 
conform to a single standard. Taylor Cox contends that "minority group 
members ... feel a part of their identity is sacrificed in order to succeed 
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at their jobs."155 Diversity consultant John Fernandez asserts that "manu
facturirlg minority clones of white males is not the efficient, productive 
way to go. "156 

Existing work force standards, in the view of diversity consultants, 
merely reinforce racism. "Being a white male is like being born on third 
base and imagining you've hit a triple," argues author and consultant 
Anita Rowe. 157 Managing diversity activists emphasize that their sessions 
are designed to fight white hubris. Sometimes this is done in a heavy
handed way, through "shame and blame" sessions focused on white men. 
"White male is what I call the newest swear word in America," consultant 
Harris Sussman acknowledges. 158 ''White people do not see themselves 
as white," says Judith Katz, author of White Awareness. "That's a way of 
denying responsibility for perpetuating the racist system and being part 
of the problem." Katz's solution? "Whites need to be reeducated." 159 An
other consultant, Jacqueline Dickens, argues, "Whites have got to be 
willing to be uncomfortable until they learn what they may be doing 
that's offensive, and black people have got to be willing to take on the 
role of teacher. 160 

The main goal of managing diversity advocates, however, is not white 
enlightenment but a critique of existing corporate standards which are 
identified through so-called "culture audits." John Fernandez writes: 
''What signals are we getting when someone from a different culture 
moves their arms, hands or head? We must recognize that a culture may 
have a more laid-back style, but that doesn't necessarily mean that mem
bers of that culture are lazy."161 Taylor Cox remarks, "There are certain cul
tural ways of putting together a proposal. H you think in a Western linear 
fashion, you go a-b-c. When you're from another background, the argu
ments are made in a different way, following a different kind of logic."162 

Managing diversity activists seek to transform the American corporate cul
ture by giving equal importance to all ethnic cultures including, Roosevelt 
Thomas generously concedes, the culture of white males. In Diversity in the 
Workplace, Susan Jackson employs the language of cultural relativism: 
"Different is not equivalent to deficient. "163 Jackson and others argue that 
each culture has a unique way of thinking and acting, and thus a distinct 
contribution to make to the American work force. Consultant Charles 
Jamison maintains that "racial diversity generates a mix of voices, and 
helps you get the best overall product." Taylor Cox argues that ethnically 
homogeneous workers generate "groupthink" while the most successful 
companies use heterogenous teams to improve productivity. Cox writes: 
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Diverse groups have a broader and richer base of experience from which to 
approach a problem. If persons from different sociocultural identity groups 
tend to hold different attitudes and perspectives on issues, then cultural di
versity should increase team creativity and innovation.t64 

Diversity consultants propose a blizzard of solutions which go far be
yond a requirement that workers abstain from insensitive remarks, or 
that advertising departments exhibit black and Hispanic models, or that 
companies participate in Hispanic Heritage Week or the United Negro 
College Fund annual appeal. 

• Companies should work to establish and permanently retain a Bal
anced Work Force (BWF) which "means achieving and maintaining equi
table representation of all employee groups at all grade bands in all 
functions and in all organizations." 

• Managers should be given promotions in part based on their com
mitment to proportional representation. Sometimes they should be in
structed: "You will have a certain number of minority managers and a 
certain number of women managers by next year." 

• Companies should "require all employees to attend workshops that 
deal with all forms of isms," conduct courses "that teach about different 
cultures" and make attendance a "requirement for promotion," and 
sponsor "accent listening courses" to familiarize whites with ethnic pro
nunciation styles. 

• All hiring and operating techniques that reflect the norms of the 
"dominant culture" should be modified: for example, companies may 
give up performance evaluations, a European tradition, and abandon 
"brainstorming" which is said to be a white male way of making deci
sions. 

• Finally, companies should develop strategies for dealing with white 
male "resistance" which is characterized as "the normal reaction of peo
ple who are being displaced from a privileged power position"; one sug
gestion is that "companies must punish to the extent of firing those who 
do not appreciate, value and respect differences." 165 

DIVERSITY INC. 

In order to see for myself how these managing diversity concepts are 
communicated to companies, I attended a two-day seminar sponsored by 
Roosevelt Thomas's Institute for Managing Diversity in Atlanta in March 
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1994. The Institute sponsors several such seminars throughout the year, 
with titles such as "Diversity and Cultural Audits," "Launching Managing 
Diversity" and "A Simulation in Managing Diversity." Most of these cost 
between $1,000 and $1,500 to attend, and supplementary videos can be 
rented for $350 to $500 or purchased for around $1,500.166 Since I work 
for a nonprofit foundation and was attending the seminar for the pur
pose of research, the Institute permitted me to attend at the reduced 
price of $650, which is extended to scholars and students. 

Taught by Brad Wtlkinson and Kathy Lee, two self-described "change 
agents," our seminar was attended by a roomful of human resource man
agers, diversity officers, affirmative action directors, and other mid-level 
corporate personnel representing General Motors, AT&T, Travelers In
surance, and the Ohio Department of Transportation. The atmosphere 
was one of a revival meeting. Wtlkinson spoke of race neutrality and the 
melting pot as attractive temptations to be avoided. "It requires a mind
set change, a new corporate lifestyle, a long-term commitment." He 
added, "Today color blindness is an affront. It used to be a virtue. We 
need to move beyond cookie-cutter models." Kathy Lee moved her fin
gers animatedly to place in invisible quotation marks such concepts as 
"merit," "qualifications," and the "dominant culture." 

There was plenty of talk about how new standards would have to be 
devised to meet the changing needs of a diverse work force. "One size 
does not fit all," one diversity consultant insisted. Another participant 
added that "we have to learn that different does not mean inferior." 
Someone invoked the need to "move away from traditional either-or 
thinking" and replace it with "both-and thinking." An affirmative action 
officer stressed the importance of "mindset shifts within the dominant 
culture." Change agent Kathy Lee summed up the sentiment among 
those present. Under the new regime of managing diversity, she said, 
"Standards will not fall, but they will be different." 

Accompanied by groans of empathy, participants voiced their com
plaints. In the plaintive words of J ana Bass of the Travelers Companies: 
"Nobody cares about race anymore. But race is our source of strength 
now." Another complained that the senior executives at her company 
were unsympathetic to her demand for "diversity councils" which would 
set and enforce "diversity standards." A third insisted that she had re
ceived consistently poor evaluations at the various jobs she had held on 
account of "patterns of prejudice." The lone dissenter in the room was a 
sardonic white woman, who was sympathetic to some of the diversity is-
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sues raised, such as flexible hours and maternity leave for women, but 
skeptical of the commitment to race-based policies and multiple stan
dards. Minorities, she told me, have gone from accusing whites of treat
ing them differently when they are the same, to now accusing whites of 
treating them the same when they are different. 

Perhaps the challenge that the change agents and participants found 
most daunting was to supply a business rationale for transforming the 
company's standards, including hiring and promotion criteria, in the 
name of diversity. 'We have to be able to create an aura of business ne
cessity," Kathy Lee insisted. Brad Wtlkinson spoke of the need to build 
political alliances within companies to overcome opposition. There was 
plenty of discussion of how to use benign terms. "If the words managing 
diversity don't work, get rid of them," Kathy Lee recommended. "'fry the 
phrase: full utilization. Try to link that to total quality and see if that does 
the trick." 

One affirmative action officer said, "I don't like the term culture 
audit. It sounds too social science. We should use the term career devel
opment audit. I think the company might go for that." She emphasized 
the need to neutralize opposition from what she acknowledged would be 
"real change that would really hurt some people." Brad Wtlkinson cau
tioned, "When you talk to your superiors, don't appear to be on one side. 
'fry to sound neutral. The goal is to educate, to get results, not to come 
across like an angry person." Kathy Lee added, "If you are perceived to 
have a political agenda, you are dead in the water." 

DIVERSITY AND PRODUCTIVITY 

"Managing diversity" has become controversial in the last couple of years 
mainly in response to excesses and blunders by consultants. 167 Critics 
such as Heather MacDonald and Thomas Sowell have pointed to the 
whopping fees and outlandish rhetoric on the part of activists such as 
"the best I'll ever be is a recovering racist." 168 Sowell may be right that 
some consultants are "secular versions of Elmer Gantry ... great at lay
ing on guilt trips."169 In one serious incident, consultants holding a diver
sity workshop for the California-based Lucky Stores asked workers to 
write down lists of minority stereotypes. When some minority employees 
then proceeded to sue the company for discrimination, a judge allowed 
notes taken during the diversity workshop to be used in evidence. Lucky 
Stores was found guilty, and ordered to pay $90 million. The lawyer for 
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the plaintiffs called the workshop notes "direct evidence of discriminato
ry attitudes. This was the proverbial smoking gun."17° Yet these missteps 
and examples of chicanery do not invalidate legitimate new challenges to 
which the diversity movement is responding. 

Undoubtedly many companies do establish rules and codes, explicit 
and implicit, that run the risk of being ossified. To the extent that those 
norms are reconsidered to assess their current utility, companies may be 
better off. Arbitrary rules can be modified or suspended, and only those 
necessary to job performance can be kept. At the conference I attended, 
consultant Kathy Lee gave an example: suppose a company refuses to 
permit its male employees to dress casually or to wear an earring. "That's 
a Eurocentric dress code," she says. "What bearing does that have on 
performance?" The answer is: it depends on the job. For someone work
ing in the back of the office or in the mailroom, it might make no differ
ence. For someone who deals with clients or works in the reception area, 
appearance is part of the image that the company wishes to convey, and 
thus a dress code may be a job-related standard. 

Managing diversity activists are also probably right that in certain situ
ations an ethnically diverse team can be good for business. Large compa
nies and specialized firms are eager to take advantage of ethnic markets 
which are getting larger: blacks, Hispanics, and Asians reportedly spend 
$600 billion each year on products ranging from automobiles to perfume 
to designer jeans. 171 Companies that seek to market perfume, clothing, 
food, or cars to a black or Hispanic clientele may find it profitable to use 
minority staff within the company, or a minority advertising agency, in 
order to reach that specific audience. "We make sure companies like 
Budweiser don't use Spuds Mackenzie to sell beer to Koreans and Chi
nese," remarks Eliot Kang, who heads a Korean advertising agency. 172 

Charles Jamison remarks, "Many companies wrongly assume that blacks 
won't buy expensive products, but that's not the case. As a matter of 
pride, many blacks do engage in conspicuous consumption." Such choic
es are not crude stereotyping; rather, they reflect a simple and practical 
understanding that, whatever their origin, there are aesthetic, stylistic, 
and cultural differences between groups_173 

Yet the central assumption of "managing diversity" -that a variety of 
ethnic cultures automatically contributes to better productivity and bet
ter morale-remains questionable. Suppose that a company, in recogni
tion of its diverse work force, decides to pipe in rap music instead of 
classical music, or replace the traditional handshake with the more exu-
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berant "high five." Such changes may improve the morale of one group, 
but at the cost of lowering the morale of other groups. Michael Porter ar
gues in Competitive Advantage that when employee cultures conflict, in
stitutional performance is retarded. 174 Management expert Bradford 
Cornell argues that homogeneous groups organize more efficiently be
cause they can relate to each other better and minimize confused signals 
which are the product of different languages or cultures.175 Thus the po
tential tensions generated by diversity lead to a surprising conclusion: 
companies may realize important gains by maintaining an ethnically ho
mogeneous work force. In many cases, smaller companies may find di
versity to be undesirable, and large companies may have to pinpoint the 
optimum degree of diversity that produces the best morale and the 
higest productivity. Even Taylor Cox, a strong advocate of managing di
versity, admits that "highly cohesive groups have higher member morale 
and better communication than less cohesive groups," and "too much di
versity in problem-solving groups can be dysfunctional."176 

Moreover, advocates of "managing diversity" never seem to consider 
the possibility that many ethnic traits may be liabilities for the effective 
functioning of most organizations. Some diversity consultants have identi
fied some of the distinctive elements of black culture: Charles Jamison 
speaks of "masking," a concept of "elastic" or "colored people's time," an 
emphasis on emotion over detached logic, "playing" the white man, and 
exalting the trickster and "bad negro." Are there any companies whose 
performance in the market is sorely dependent on these qualities? Black 
cultural traits may well be the product of centuries of oppression. The ef
fect of this discrimination, civil rights activists have argued for a genera
tion, is to disadvantage blacks and entitle them to special programs of 
remediation. It seems peculiar for diversity consultants to maintain now 
that the heritage of past oppression has mysteriously transformed itself 
into a business asset. "Managing diversity" activists seem to want to give a 
positive spin to ethnic stereotypes, but without recognizing that some 
group traits may be harmful. 

Finally, since ethnic traits are broad generalizations which do not hold 
true in every case, most companies will probably find that the best way 
for them to succeed is to define a single set of standards, closely tailored 
to productivity, and a uniform (though adaptable) culture that will pro
vide the index of performance and the shared ground for employees of 
different background to relate to each other. A computer software com
pany, for example, has nothing to gain by recruiting programmers with 
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varied ethnic styles. The way for firms to maximize productivity is to 
specify the discrete skills that are required by the field, and to hire the 
workers who best meet those standards, regardless of background. If 
most of those employees turn out to be Asian, so be it. There is no "His
panic perspective" on computer programming. 

My conclusion is that "managing diversity" is an ideological move
ment masquerading as a booster of corporate performance. While its ad
vocates are right to point to the need for companies to adapt their rules 
to changing conditions, many of the recommendations of the diversity 
activists are illogical and counterproductive. Many companies which un
critically embrace these precepts are likely to experience more conflict 
between employees and weaker performance. Diversity should be pur
sued pragmatically, not dogmatically. 

FAIR RULES 

The American work force is being corrupted by the new ideology of 
racial preferences, which are imposing incalculable costs on productivity. 
These costs cannot be computed simply by reference to the $30 billion 
that companies spend annually on remedial training, or the additional 
billions that companies lose annually due to worker incapacity. 177 Nor 
can they be limited to the approximately $100 billion that Forbes maga
zine estimates that federal, state, and private race-based policies costY8 

Rather, the cost of diversity is the cost of lowered standards across the 
board, so that companies end up with less able employees, poor team
work, and reduced productivity. More diversity, of course, is usually rec
ommended as the solution to these grievances when in many cases 
foolish diversity policies are the cause of the problems in the first place. 
It is difficult to see how a work force oriented to the politics of employee 
diversity, rather than the economics of product quality, can perform suc
cessfully in the global market, which establishes an inflexible standard 
against which American companies have to competeY9 

Moreover, what standard of social justice is served by the notion that 
racism is institutional and that, in some sense, everyone is a racist? If 
everyone is a racist, then no one is a racist. The term "institutional 
racism" becomes so broad that it loses clear meaning. Logical extrapola
tions of racism become increasingly far-reaching to the point that they 
make perfect sense to activists yet are utterly remote from common 
sense. Since racism is an ideology of biological superiority, "institutional 

----- ---------
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racism" is a nonsense phrase that avoids the real problem, which is that 
even under the same rules, all groups do not compete equally well. Liber
als seem to be hopelessly divided between a commitment to procedural 
justice-which is the essence of liberalism-and a desire to rig the rules 
in order to foreordain the results. The consequence is to weaken the 
moral foundation of liberalism itself, which ceases to be a just arbiter of 
competing claims and becomes one redistributionist vision among many. 
It is time for genuine liberals to abandon the destructive ideology of "in
stitutional racism" and to rediscover the virtues of merit and standards 
evenly applied. 



9 
IS EUROCENTRISM A RACIST CONCEPT? 

The Search for an African Shakespeare 

'fravelers with closed minds can tell us little except about themselves. 

-Chinua Achebei 

Just as "institutional racism" is held responsible for the failure of African 
Americans to meet hiring standards, activists have come up with an equal
ly bold and ingenious theory to explain why blacks do not compete effec
tively in schools and colleges. This explanation is Eurocentrism, which is 
said to be an expression of racism. The curriculum in higher education is 
alleged to be Eurocentric because it conveys the predominance and supe
riority of a culture that Americans inherited directly from Western Eu
rope.2 Multiculturalism and Afrocentrism are two systems of antiracist 
education which are sweeping American schools and universities. 

The mission of American education is twofold: to produce good work
ers and good citizens who will live in a productive and self-governing so
ciety. Historically public schools have also served as instruments of 
egalitarianism and assimilation: for generations of immigrants, they were 
the "great equalizer" and the "melting pot." Yet since the 1960s, public 
school spending has risen dramatically but the overall quality of educa
tion has, by all reliable measures, declined dramatically.3 Both in the 
schools and in the universities, the racial gap in performance between 
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white and black students remains large and embarrassing. Afrocentrism 
and multiculturalism are championed by their advocates as solutions for 
these deficiencies. Together they promise what Edward Said terms "an 
almost Copernican change in the general intellectual consciousness."4 

Many observers have been frustrated and bewildered by the contro
versy generated by Afrocentrism and multiculturalism. Critics including 
myself have charged activists with sponsoring distortions and excesses. 
Advocates insist that they seek nothing more than to correct historical bi
ases and open doors and windows to the world beyond the West. For lib
erals, who recognize that more is at stake than a mere outbreak of global 
curiosity, multiculturalism and Afrocentrism have proved problematic yet 
impossible to completely jettison. The reason is that, whatever their 
abuses, multiculturalism and Afrocentrism are logical outgrowths of the 
Boasian ideology of relativism. Cultural relativism dictates that since all 
cultures are equal, the relatively poor performance of some groups must 
be due to the fact that they are being unfairly judged by another group's 
cultural standards. Relativism also requires that differences of wealth and 
civilizational achievement cannot be explained by cultural superiority; 
rather, such differences must be due to the fact that the more powerful 
culture is oppressing others. Eurocentrism, in this view, is the racist sys
tem which explains why whites score higher than blacks on tests, and why 
Western civilization is richer and more powerful than the Third World. 

How can the relatively poor academic performance of blacks be ac
counted for by the fact that they are asked to write papers about Shake
speare and the French Revolution? The reason was given by James Baldwin 
several decades ago. 'fraveling in a Swiss village, Baldwin was struck by the 
rusticity of the peasant population, yet he resentfully observed: 

The most illiterate among them is related, in a way that I am not, to Dante, 

Shakespeare, Michelangelo, Aeschylus, Da Vinci, Rembrandt and Racine; the 

cathedral at Chartres says something to them which it cannot say to me. Out 

of their hymns and dances come Beethoven and Bach. Go back a few cen

turies and they are in their full glory-but I am in Africa, watching the con

querors arrive.5 

As Baldwin's remarks suggest, Eurocentrism is held responsible for in
juring the self-esteem of minorities. Since in the liberal view self-esteem 
is an essential part of identity, a wounded self-esteem is blamed for pre
venting minority and particularly black students from reaching their full 
potential. 6 
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• "It's because of Eurocentric control of the public school curricu
lum," Ishmael Reed writes, "that the United States produces generation 
after generation of white bigots. "7 

• "As a black person," Alice Walker claims, "one cannot completely 
identify with a Jane Eyre or with her creator, no matter how much one 
admires them. "B 

• June Jordan concurs. "If you're not an American white man and you 
travel through the traditional twistings and distortions of the white West
ern canon, you stand an excellent chance of ending up nuts. "9 

• Andrew Hacker argues that one of the reasons for black academic 
failure is that "historically white" colleges use curricula that "are white 
... in logic and learning, in their conceptions of scholarly knowledge and 
demeanor." 10 

• Toni Morrison contends that what distinguishes Western civilization 
is oppression and therefore a Eurocentric curriculum perpetuates racism. 
"Canon building is empire building. "11 

• "The traditional monoethnic curriculum in most schools," Christine 
Bennett writes in Comprehensive Multicultural Education, "has presented 
one way of perceiving, behaving and evaluating: the Anglo-Western Eu
ropean way. . . . It is a classic example of institutional and cultural 
racism."12 

• As a result of Eurocentric education, Bell Hooks writes, "Masses of 
black people continue to be socialized to internalize white supremacist 
thoughts and values."13 

• Mrocentric scholar Molefi Kete Asante argues for the necessity of 
"dismantling the educational kingdom built to accompany the era of 
white supremacy. No longer can the structure of knowledge which sup
ported white hegemony be defended."14 

• Another leading Mrocentrist, Asa Hilliard, explains: 

Because the U.S. educational system is built on a monocultural Euro

American worldview, it tends to benefit white students, whose cultural pat

terns and styles are attuned to this worldview. . . . Students of color, by 

contrast, experience conceptual separation from their roots. They are com

pelled to examine their own experiences and history through the assump

tions, paradigms, constructs and language of other people. They lose their 
cultural identity.15 

Multiculturalism and Mrocentrism represent initiatives in liberal an
tiracist pedagogy. What unites them is a thoroughgoing rejection of West-
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ern cultural superiority. Thus they seek, as Martin Bernal puts it, to 
"lessen European cultural arrogance."16 Yet they differ in their intended 
audience and the positive remedies they propose. Multiculturalism is 
aimed at boosting the self-esteem and achievement of all students, while 
Afrocentrism caters mainly to inner-city African American students. Mul
ticulturalism is applied relativism: it seeks an equitable distribution of 
power and respect between cultures. Afrocentrism tactically draws on the 
relativist denial of Western standards to invert the racist hierarchy and 
assert black civilizational superiority. It is worth exploring the impact of 
these radical pedagogies on America's students. 

THE POLITICS OF SELF-ESTEEM 

The issue of minority self-esteem arises in the wake of the failure of 
school integration to substantially raise the academic performance of mi
nority students. In 1971, the Supreme Court justified busing on the 
grounds that as blacks were transported to predominantly white schools, 
they would benefit from superior facilities and lose the "feeling of inferi
ority" imposed by segregation, resulting in both enhanced self-image and 
improved educational achievement. A generation later, millions of blacks 
are attending schools with white students and yet-as longtime busing 
advocate Gary Orfield admits-a large gap continues to separate the 
academic performance of whites and blacksY Writes John Murphy, the 
current school superintendent of Mecklenburg County, South Carolina, 
the original site of the Supreme Court busing decision, "Two decades 
and millions of bus trips later, the promise of court-ordered busing has 
fallen short where it matters most, in improving learning for African 
American students."l8 

Moreover, studies show that the self-esteem of blacks attending pre
dominantly black schools is just as high, if not higher, as that of blacks at
tending integrated schools. 19 Jacqueline Fleming reports in Blacks in 
College that African American men on largely white campuses experience 
"feelings of competitive rejection that have consequences for their capac
ity to muster intellectual motivation."20 Neal Krause argues that one of 
the reasons for this is that "when blacks in white-dominated schools 
compare their academic performance with that of their white counter
parts, their relatively low academic standing results in a loss of self-es
teem."21 Consequently many black mayors oppose busing in their cities, 
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and in Prince George's County, Maryland, black and white legislators 
jointly announced a plan to end busing and replace it with a system of 
enhanced neighborhood schools. 22 

Now some African American activists contend that removing legal, ge
ographic, and even material obstacles to the education of young blacks 
obviously did not confront the real problem, and may have contributed 
to it. Asa Hilliard argues that integration "may actually result in cultural 
disintegration that is borne disproportionately by an oppressed group, 
with privileged cultural groups being permitted to maintain themselves 
more or less intact."23 Hilliard and others argue for the establishment of 
special public schools for black boys in order to enhance their self-image 
and thus their academic performance. 

Self-esteem is a very American concept and Americans, probably more 
than anyone else in the world, tend to believe that feeling good about 
yourself is an essential prerequisite to performing to the best of your abil
ity. Programs such as Outcomes Based Education seek to boost student 
self-esteem on the grounds that feeling good will help them to do well.24 

Self-esteem is also a democratic idea. In an ascriptive or hierarchical so
ciety, one's self-concept is provided by one's designated role: as brahmin, 
as elder, as patriarch, as peasant, and so on. Aristocratic societies do not 
speak of self-esteem but of honor. In a democratic society, self-esteem is 
claimed as an entitlement. Unlike honor, it does not have to be earned. 
"Feeling good is now an inalienable right," observes Steven Muller, for
mer president of Johns Hopkins University. "Negative characterizations 
such as stupid, lazy or dumb are offensive violations of the newly defined 
American right to individual self-esteem. "25 Self-esteem in the West is 
largely a product of the romantic movement, which exalts feelings above 
reason, the subjective over the objective, the original being within. Self
esteem is based on the wisdom that Polonius imparted to Laertes: to 
thine own self be true. The philosophical roots of self-esteem are in 
Rousseau, who reversed the hierarchical distinction between the civilized 
man and the savage in favor of the latter. For Rousseau, civil society, 
however necessary to fulfill modern needs, nevertheless stifles human 
personality. Self-esteem reflects a quest for authenticity, for the true self 
under the layers of social convention. Yet as Charles Taylor has written
and as Hegel realized much earlier, in his famous master-slave discus
sion-self-esteem is part of a broader politics of recognition. 26 Our 
self-regard as persons and as groups depends in part on others recogniz-
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ing and affirming us. If recognized as a right, self-esteem imposes on oth
ers the responsibility to make lis feel good about ourselves. A failure to 
oblige can be interpreted as a serious social deprivation. 

Actually, it is hardly proven that self-esteem promotes achievement. 
Long-standing organizations such as the Jesuits and the Marines have for 
generations produced impressive intellectual and motivational results by 
undermining the self-esteem of recruits. One of my Jesuit teachers said 
that "be yourself" is absolutely the worst advice you can give some peo
ple. Both the Jesuits and the Marines are famous for first degrading the 
pride and self-image of youngsters, then seeking to reconstruct it on a 
foundation of spiritual, mental, and physical performance. 

Undoubtedly unimpressed by these authoritarian examples, the state 
of California a few years ago set up a Task Force to Promote Self-Es
teem. Its mission was to boost the egos of students and thus enhance 
their educational skills. The state also asked a panel of educators from 
local universities to publish research on the relationship between self-es
teem and other variables such as academic performance, truancy, drug 
use, and delinquency. In 1989 the panel published The Social Importance 
of Self-Esteem. The title said it all. "One of the disappointing aspects" of 
the study, concluded sociologist Neil Smelser, "is how low the associa
tions between self-esteem and its consequences are in research to date." 
Several independent studies found correlations that were "mixed, in
significant or absent." The study found, to its own evident chagrin, that 
higher self-esteem does not produce better intellectual performance, 
lower teenage pregnancy, or reduced delinquency.27 

These findings have been corroborated by studies comparing the self
image and academic performance of American students with that of stu
dents from other industrialized countries. Consistently, American 
students test higher in self-esteem: confident that their own abilities are 
superior to those of other students, they place themselves first among the 
developed countries. Yet actual reading and mathematics results show 
that American students score near the bottom of the list, behind coun
tries such as the United Kingdom, Spain, Ireland, and Korea.28 Similarly 
within the United States, students from Washington, D.C., ranked first 
in the nation in their own estimation of their math ability, but in achieve
ment tests these same students ranked virtually last in the nation, ahead 
only of students from the Virgin Islands. By contrast, students from top
scoring states such as North Dakota proved more modest about their rei-
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ative mathematical abilities.29 American self-esteem, in other words, is 
unsubstantiated by intellectual achievement. 

In an article in the Review of Educational Research, Mary Ann Scheirer 
and Robert Kraut showed that there is a causal relationship between self
esteem and academic performance, but it proceeds in the opposite direc
tion. It is not self-esteem that boosts performance, it is performance that 
boosts self-esteem. In other words, as students see that they can find the 
amoeba in the microscope, that they are able to see their way through the 
logical dilemma, that they can find their way through the educational 
maze, then students feel empowered and more confident in their abili
ties. The authors conclude that educators should be cautious about as
suming "that enhancing a person's feelings about himself will lead to 
academic achievement."30 In layman's terms, it is possible to have a 
healthy ego and be ignorant at the same time. 

MULTICULTURALISM 101 

Multiculturalism is more than a self-esteem program. Its advocates pre
sent it as a broad alternative to "monoculturalism." Historian Peter 
Stearns insists that the multicultural debate "is between those who think 
there are special marvelous features about the Western tradition that stu
dents should be exposed to, and others who feel it's much more impor
tant for students to have a sense of the way the larger world has 
developed."31 This is the unmistakable appeal of multiculturalism: it is 
obviously better to study many cultures than a single culture, to employ 
diverse points of view rather than a uniform lens. Yet if multiculturalism 
represented nothing more than an upsurge of interest in other cultures, it 
would be uncontroversial. Who can possibly be against hundreds of 
thousands of American students studying the Analects of Confucius or 
the philosophical writings of Al-Farabi and Ibn Sinha? The debate about 
multiculturalism is not over whether to study other cultures but over how 
to study the West and other cultures. Multiculturalism is better under
stood as a civil conflict within the Western academy over contrasting ap
proaches to learning about the world. 

Critics of multiculturalism such as Allan Bloom, Arthur Schlesinger, 
Jr., and E. D. Hirsch have argued for an emphasis on Western civiliza
tion. Bloom asserted in The Closing of the Amerz·can Mind that American 
students are aliens in their own culture: they are abysmally ignorant of 
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the philosophical, historical, and economic foundations of the West.32 

Hirsch in Cultural Literacy listed numerous literary references, historical 
facts, and scientific concepts that American students should know but 
apparently don't.33 Schlesinger argues in The Disuniting of America that 
students should study Western civilization because it is their own. "We 
don't have to believe that our values are absolutely better than the next 
fellow's. People with a different history will have differing values. But we 
believe that our own are better for us."34 Schlesinger's relativist argu
ment for a Western canon is open to the following objection: what do 
you mean we, white man? Gerald Graff argues that in an ethnically di
verse society, "who gets to determine which values are common and 
which merely special?"35 Barbara Herrnstein-Smith contends that differ
ent groups share "different sets of beliefs, interests, assumptions, atti
tudes and practices .... There is no single comprehensive culture that 
transcends any or all other cultures."36 

At its deepest level, multiculturalism represents a denial of all Western 
claims to truth. Stanley Fish denies the very possibility of transcultural 
standards of evaluation. "What are these truths and by whom are they to 
be identified?" In Fish's view, "The truths any of us find compelling will 
all be partial, which is to say they will all be political."37 Barbara Johnson 
identifies the multicultural project with "the deconstruction of the foun
dational ideals of Western civilization."38 Renata Rosaldo urges the rejec
tion of "timeless universals" and Richard Rorty declares the following 
mission: "to abandon traditional notions of rationality, objectivity, 
method and truth. "39 The multicultural challenge is cogently summarized 
by philosopher John Searle: 

Religion, history, tradition, and morality have always been subjected to 

searching criticism in the name of rationality, truth, evidence, reason and 

logic. Now reason, truth, rationality and logic are themselves subject to these 

criticisms. The idea is that they're as much a part of the dogmatic, supersti

tious, mystical, power-laden tradition as anything that they were used to at

tack.40 

As these remarks suggest, multiculturalism is based on a rejection of 
Matthew Arnold's conception of culture and an embrace of the Boasian 
conception of culture. Arnold advocated education that focused on the 
deployment of universal standards of reason to identify "the best which 
has been thought and said in the world."41 By contrast, multiculturalism 
reflects the Boasian proposition that there are many cultures, Western 
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standards are invalid for understanding non-Western cultures, all truths 
are ideological, and cultures should be placed on a roughly equal plane. 
These assumptions emerge from the reaction to a remark attributed to 
Saul Bellow: "Show me the Proust of the Papuans and I'll read him." Re
flecting a widely held view, literary scholar Mary Louise Pratt termed that 
statement "astoundingly racist."42 Why? Not because Bellow said the 
Papuans do not have the capacity to produce their own Proust; he simply 
suggested that, as far as he was aware, they had not. Yet Bellow's re
marks, by hinting at the possibility of Western cultural superiority, deny 
to other cultures what Charles Taylor terms "the politics of equal recogni
tion."43 As Taylor correctly describes it, the multicultural paradigm holds 
that "true judgments of value of different works would place all cultures 
more or less on the same footing."44 Renata Rosaldo argues that minority 
students have a right not simply to "political citizenship" but also to "cul
tural citizenship. "45 

Yet in the world and in the traditional curriculum, all cultures are not 
on the same footing. Consequently multiculturalism in practice is distin
guished by an effort to establish cultural parity by attacking the historical 
and contemporary hegemony of Western civilization. To do it, activists 
draw heavily on leftist movements such as Marxism, deconstructionism, 
and anticolonial or Third World scholarship. Noting the spread of West
ern political and cultural institutions around the world, Gayatri Chakra
vorty Spivak deplores "the continuing success of the imperialist 
project."46 Edward Said blames Western imperialism for the sufferings of 
"ravaged colonial peoples who for centuries endured summary justice, 
unending economic oppression, distortion of their social and intimate 
lives, and a recourseless submission that was the function of unchanging 
European superiority."47 Expressing a widely held conviction, Michael 
Omi and Howard Wmant write: 

The broad sweep of U.S. history is characterized not by racial democracy but 

by racial despotism, not by trajectories of reform but by implacable denial of 

political rights, dehumanization, extreme exploitation and policies of minori

ty extirpation.48 

Multiculturalism is based on the relativist assumption that since all 
cultures are inherently equal, therefore differences of power, wealth, and 
achievement between cultures are most likely due to oppression. Robert 
Blauner argues that these global disparities are replicated within the 
United States, so that blacks, American Indians, and nonwhite immi-
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grants constitute a kind of Third World within the United States.49 Addi
tionally, Henry Louis Gates contends that a curriculum focused on the 
great works of Western civilization "represents the return of an order in 
which my people were the subjugated, the voiceless, the invisible, the un
represented. "5° In order to compensate for these historical and curricular 
injuries, and restore cultural parity between ethnic groups, advocates of 
multiculturalism seek to reinforce the self-esteem of minority students by 
presenting non-Western cultures in a favorable light. James Banks argues 
that multicultural education should fight racism and Western "cultural 
imperialism" by showing students "that other ethnic cultures are just as 
meaningful and valid as their own."51 Deborah Batiste and Pamela Har
ris urge in a multicultural manual for teachers, ''Avoid dwelling on the 
negatives which may be associated with a cultural or ethnic group. Every 
culture has positive characteristics which should be accentuated. "52 His
torian Ronald Takaki argues that blacks, Hispanics, and American Indi
ans were no less responsible than whites for shaping the ideas and 
institutions of the United States: 

What we need is a new conceptualization of American history, where there's 

no center, and there's no margin, but we have all these groups engaging in 
discourse ... unlearning much of what we have been told ... in the creation 

of a new society. 53 

As Takaki's remarks suggest, the multicultural goal is not simply intellec
tual but also practical: claims of victimization provide the basis for demands 
for economic and political redress. James Banks contends that multicultur
alism will promote power sharing by encouraging students to "participate in 
social change so that victimized and excluded ethnic and racial groups can 
become full participants in society. "54 Renata Rosaldo argues, "We are all 
equal partners in a shared project of renegotiating the sense of belonging, 
inclusion and full enfranchisement in our major institutions."55 

DID COLUMBUS Go Too FAR? 

In order to see the multicultural paradigm at work, we would do well to 
consider the passionate debate that has raged in the academy over the 
legacy of Christopher Columbus.56 Provoked by the five hundredth an
niversary of the Columbus landing, virtually every leading advocate of 
multiculturalism-Edward Said, Stephen Greenblatt, Kirkpatrick Sale, 
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Gary Nash, Ronald Takaki, Patricia Limerick, and Garry Wills-have 
lashed out against Columbus. Yet it is not Columbus the man who is 
being indicted but what he represents: the first tentative step toward the 
European settlement of the Americas. Consequently, the debate over 
Columbus and his successors is a debate over whether Western civiliza
tion was a good idea, and whether it should continue to shape the United 
States. Multiculturalists typically answer in the negative. 

• "Columbus makes Hitler look like a juvenile delinquent," asserts 
American Indian activist Russell Means.57 

• Wmona LaDuke deplores "the biological, technological, and ecologi
cal invasion that began with Columbus's ill-fated voyage 500 years ago."58 

• The National Council of Churches has declared the anniversary of 
Columbus "not a time for celebration" but for "reflection and repen
tance" in which whites must acknowledge a continuing history of "op
pression, degradation and genocide."59 

• Historian Glenn Morris accuses Columbus of being "a murderer, a 
rapist, the architect of a policy of genocide that continues today."60 

• Stephen Greenblatt alleges that Columbus "inaugurated the great
est experiment in political, economic and cultural cannibalism in the his
tory of the Western world. "61 

• "Could it be that the human calamity caused by the arrival of 
Columbus," Ishmael Reed asks, "was a sort of dress rehearsal of what is 
to come, as the ozone becomes more depleted, the earth warms, and the 
rain forests are destroyed?"62 

• ''All of us have been socialized to be racists and benefit from racism 
constantly," Christine Slater laments in the journal Multicultural Educa
tion. "The very locations on which our homes rest should rightfully be
long to Indian nations."63 

• Mrican American scholar Bell Hooks charges that "Columbus's 
legacy . . . has provided the cultural capital that underlies and sustains 
modern -day white supremacist capitalist patriarchy. "64 

Let us examine the consistent portrait that emerges in multicultural 
literature about the Columbian legacy. First, advocates of multicultural
ism are unanimous: Columbus did not discover America. As Francis Jen
nings writes in The Invasion of America, "The Europeans did not settle a 
virgin land. They invaded and displaced a native population. "65 American 
Indian activist Mike Anderson says, "There was a culture here and there 
were people here and there were governments here prior to the arrival of 
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Columbus."66 Kirkpatrick Sale contends, 'We can say with assurance 
that no such event as 'discovery' took place."67 Novelist Homer Aridjis 
contends that Europeans and native Indians "mutually discovered each 
other.68 Garry Wills, Gary Nash, Ronald Takaki, and other scholars typi
cally speak not of a "discovery" but of an "encounter."69 

As is well known, Columbus was not the first European to reach 
American shores. Several centuries earlier, Vtking boats without chart or 
compass landed at the northern tip of the Americas. Leif Erikson might 
have made the first Norse landing at Newfoundland in the eleventh cen
tury. Yet although the Vtkings were probably the first white settlers, 
Daniel Boorstin writes that "what is most remarkable is not that the 
Vikings reached America, but that they settled here for a while without 
discovering America." By 1020 the last settlements had vanished, and 
the Americas remained as if the Vikings had never come.7° The signifi
cance of Columbus, therefore, is not that he was the first European to 
land in America, but that he was the pioneer who, for better or worse, 
began the importation of Western civilization to the new world. Scholars 
have devoted plenty of attention to the linguistic implications of the 
word "discovery": for example, how can Columbus be credited with dis
covering a continent that he never knew existed, one that was previously 
inhabited by other human beings?71 All of this is wordplay. True, Colum
bus went searching not for native Americans but for my ancestors in the 
Indies, and admittedly, his discovery of the new world was a revelation 
not from the Martian but from the European point of view. The real 
issue, however, as Leszek Kolakowski points out, is that "the impulse to 
explore has never been evenly distributed among the world's civiliza
tions. "72 It is no coincidence that it was Columbus who reached the 
Americas and not American Indians who arrived on the shores of Eu
rope. The term "encounter" conceals this difference by implying civiliza
tional contact on an equal plane between the Europeans and the Indians. 

A second accusation against Columbus is that, as the prototypical 
Western white male, he carried across the Atlantic racist prejudices against 
the native peoples. Gary Nash charges that Columbus embodied a pecu
liar "European quality of arrogance" rooted in irrational hostility to Indi
ans. 73 In a similar vein, Kirkpatrick Sale in The Conquest of Paradise argues 
that Columbus "presumed the inferiority of the natives," thus embodying 
the basic ingredients of the Western racist imagination which was bred to 
"fear what it did not comprehend, and hate what it knew as fearful." For 
Sale, Europeans are especially predisposed to violence, while the native 
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cultures live in a "prelapsarian Eden." Sale concludes, "It is not fanciful to 
see warring against species as Europe's preoccupation as a culture."74 

It is true that Columbus harbored strong prejudices about the peace
ful islanders whom he misnamed "Indians"-he was prejudiced in their 
favor. For Columbus, they were "the handsomest men and the most 
beautiful women" he had encountered. He praised the generosity and 
lack of guile among the Tainos, contrasting their virtues with Spanish 
vices. He insisted that although they were without religion they were not 
idolaters; he was confident that their conversion would come through 
gentle persuasion and not through force. The reason, he noted, is that 
Indians possess a high natural intelligence.75 There is no evidence that 
Columbus thought that Indians were naturally or racially inferior to Eu
ropeans. Other explorers such as Pedro Alvares Cabral, Amerigo Vespuc
ci, Ferdinand Magellan, and Walter Raleigh registered similar positive 
impressions about the new world they found. 76 

So why did European attitudes toward the Indian, initially so favor
able, subsequently change? Kirkpatrick Sale, Stephen Greenblatt, and 
others offer no explanation for the altered European perception. But the 
reason given by the explorers themselves is that Columbus and those 
who followed him came into sudden, unexpected, and gruesome contact 
with some of the customary practices of Indian tribes. While the first In
dians that Columbus encountered were hospitable and friendly, other 
tribes enjoyed fully justified reputations for brutality and inhumanity. On 
his second voyage Columbus was horrified to discover that a number of 
the sailors he left behind had been killed and possibly eaten by the canni
balistic Arawaks. Similarly when Bernal Diaz arrived in Mexico with the 
swashbuckling army of Hernan Cortes, he and his fellow Spaniards were 
not shocked to witness slavery, the subjugation of women, or brutal treat
ment of war captives; these were familiar enough practices among the 
conquistadores. But they were appalled at the magnitude of cannibalism 
and human sacrifice. As Diaz describes it, in an account generally corrob
orated by modern scholars: 

They strike open the wretched Indian's chest with flint knives and hastily tear 

out the palpitating heart which, with the blood, they present to the idols in 
whose name they have performed the sacrifice. Then they cut off the arms, 

thighs and head, eating the arms and thighs at their ceremonial banquets. 
The head they hang up on a beam, and the body of the sacrificed man is not 

eaten but given to the beasts of prey. 77 
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When Cortes captured the Aztec emperor Montezuma and his atten
dants, he would only permit them temporary release on the condition 
that they stop their traditional practices of cannibalism and human sacri
fice, but he found that "as soon as we turned our heads they would re
sume their old cruelties. "78 Aztec cannibalism, writes anthropologist 
Marvin Harris, "was not a perfunctory tasting of ceremonial tidbits."79 

Indeed the Aztecs on a regular basis consumed human flesh in a stew 
with peppers and tomatoes, and children were regarded as a particular 
delicacy.8° Cannibalism was prevalent among the Guarani, Iroquois, 
Caribs, and several other tribes. Moreover, the Aztecs of Mexico and the 
Incas of South America performed elaborate rites of human sacrifice, in 
which thousands of captive Indians were ritually murdered, so that their 
altars were drenched in blood, bones were strewn everywhere, and 
priests collapsed with exhaustion from stabbing their victims. The law of 
the Incas provided for punishment for parents and others who displayed 
grief during human sacrifices. 81 When men of noble birth died, wives and 
concubines were often strangled and buried with their husbands and 
masters. 82 Europeans who traveled to other parts of the world expressed 
similar stupefaction at native habits. George Stocking writes: 

They witnessed modes of behavior which even the staunchest modem rela

tivist might have trouble coping with-cannibalism, patricide, widow-stran

gling, wife-spearing and infanticide. The sheer vision impact could lead 

otherwise humane men to question human brotherhood. 83 

These gross realities were especially difficult to reconcile with the 
Western image, originally shared by Columbus and other explorers, of 
the pastoral Indian living in harmony with nature and his fellow man, 
basking in spiritual wisdom and uncontaminated by base human motives 
of ruthlessness and cruelty. Consequently European hostility toward In
dians cannot be simply attributed to irrational prejudice: there was plenty 
of misunderstanding and confusion, to be sure, but Europeans also en
countered practices that produced an entirely justified revulsion at the 
native cultures. 

Multicultural textbooks, which are committed to a contemporary ver
sion of the noble savage portrait, typically find it difficult to acknowledge 
historical facts that would embarrass the morality tale of white invaders 
despoiling the elysian harmony of the Americas. Kirkpatrick Sale dismiss
es all European accounts of Indian atrocities as fanciful. "Organized vio
lence was not an attribute of traditional Indian societies," Sale writes. 
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Seeking to explain away the evidence, Sale adds, "It is hard to think that 
European seamen would be able to distinguish a disembodied neck or 
arm as distinctly human, and not from a monkey or a dog, and in any 
case there is no evidence that they were to be eaten."84 Stephen Green
blatt acknowledges the existence of human sacrifice but faults the Euro
peans for not recognizing its "deepest resemblance" to one of their own 
cultural practices: after all, Greenblatt says, the Spanish themselves sym
bolically consumed the body and blood of Christ in the eucharist, and 
mass murder is merely a "weirdly literal Aztec equivalent. "85 

Consider a recent analysis of two recent books on the Aztecs, pub
lished as a guide for teachers in the magazine Multicultural Review. The 
first book, Francisco Alarcon's Snake Poems: An Aztec Invocation receives 
high praise as "a wonderful celebration of Aztec religion, beliefs and cus
toms, intermingled with the thoughts and feelings of today' s Mexican 
Americans." The second book, Tim Wood's The Aztecs, is denounced for 
its "sensationalistic and lurid manner ... the Aztec practice of human 
sacrifice is described in gory detail. This book is a distortion of the 
Aztecs."86 This review illustrates the way in which the relativist ideology 
shapes the predispositions of the advocates of multiculturalism. Students 
are exposed to the positive features of Aztec life, which are placed on a 
dubious continuum with contemporary Mexican-American experience, 
whereas central Aztec practices such as human sacrifice are suppressed. 
As Pascal Bruckner puts it, "Exoticism has to stay within the bounds of 
good taste."87 

Next Columbus-and by extension the West-is accused of perpetrat
ing a campaign of genocidal extermination, a virtual holocaust against na
tive Americans. Kirkpatrick Sale charges the successors of Columbus with 
promoting, within a single generation, "something we must call geno
cide."88 Claude Levi-Strauss charges that millions of Indians "died of hor
ror and disgust at European civilization."89 Tzvetan Todorov in The 
Conquest of Amen·ca accuses his fellow Europeans of producing "the 
greatest genocide in human history. "9° The charge of mass murder is 
largely sustained by figures showing the precipitous decline of the Indian 
population. Although scholars debate the exact numbers, in Alvin Jose
phy's estimate, the Indian population fell from fifteen million when the 
white man first arrived to a fraction of that over the next 150 years.91 Un
doubtedly the Indians perished in great numbers. Yet although European 
enslavement of Indians and the Spanish forced labor system extracted a 
heavy toll in lives, the vast majority of Indian casualties occurred not as a 
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result of hard labor or deliberate destruction but because of contagious 
diseases that the Europeans transmitted to the Indians.92 

Actually, the spread of infection and unhealthy patterns of behavior was 
reciprocal. From the Indians the Europeans probably contracted syphilis. 
The Indians also taught the white man about tobacco and cocaine, which 
would extract an incalculable human toll over the next several centuries. 
The Europeans, for their part, gave the Indians measles and smallpox, al
though recent research has shown that tuberculosis predated the Euro
pean arrival in the New World. Since the Indians had not developed any 
resistance or immunity to these unfamiliar ailments, they perished in cata
strophic numbers.93 This was a tragedy of great magnitude, but undoubt
edly the term "genocide" is both anachronistic and wrongly applied in 
that, with a few gruesome exceptions, the European transmission of dis
ease was not deliberate. As William McNeill points out in Plagues and Peo
ples, Europeans themselves probably contracted the bubonic plague in the 
fourteenth century as a result of contagion from the Mongols of Central 
Asia-some twenty-five million or one third of the population died, and 
the plague recurred on the continent for the next three hundred years.94 

Multicultural advocates do not call this "genocide." 

WESTERN CULTURAL SUPERIORITY 

The reason advocates of multiculturalism charge Columbus with geno
cide is because they need to explain why small groups of Europeans were 
able to defeat overwhelming numbers of Indians, capsize their mighty 
native empires, and seize their land. Hernan Cortes rode into Mexico 
with around five hundred men, sixteen horses, and a few dozen long-bar
rel guns. The Aztec force that he faced numbered more than a million 
men. When Gonzalo Pizarro confronted the Inca he had three ships, 150 
men, one cannon, and thirty horses. The Incas had several hundred 
thousand troops which had ruled over a population of several million. 95 

Yet the Aztecs and the Incas were routed. How did the Spanish prevail? 
The triumph of the Spanish over the Indians is an interesting dilemma 
because no army, however well-trained, can overcome such numerical 
odds. Nor did the slow-loading European rifles provide a decisive advan
tage. It is true that many Indians were astonished at the mobility of Eu
ropean troops on horseback-the Indians had no horses before the 
Spanish imported them to the Americas-but the novelty of Spanish cav
alry could only have caused temporary confusion in the ranks of the 
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enemy. Undoubtedly one factor that contributed to European victory 
was the defection to the Spanish side of a sizable number of Indians who 
came from tribes that had long been colonized and persecuted by the 
Aztecs and the Incas. Yet these are only partial explanations. 

Mario Vargas Llosa, the Peruvian writer and statesman, offers an ar
resting theory. However small their numbers, however crude their repre
sentatives, Europeans came to the Americas with a civilizational ideology 
that was unquestionably modern, even if embryonically so. Among the 
ingredients of this modernity were a rational understanding of the uni
verse, as well as a new understanding of individual initiative. By contrast, 
the Indians still lived in the world of the spirits-the enchanted universe. 
They could not adapt to changing circumstances. They confused the Eu
ropeans with gods. They sought to reverse casualties by sacrificing their 
own soldiers to the totems. When Montezuma's military advisers and 
soothsayers warned him of ill omens, he ordered them imprisoned and 
their wives and children killed. The Indians were held in paralyzing obe
dience to the emperor. They were accustomed to exterminating their in
feriors but were unfamiliar with the challenges of combat against 
well-armed peers. 

In short, Vargas Llosa argues, the Indians were defeated and massa
cred because, by a cruel juxtaposition of history, they encountered, even 
in the persons of "semiliterate, implacable, and greedy swordsmen," a 
Spanish civilization that was superior both in the sophistication of its 
arms and in its ideas. Even today, Vargas Llosa writes, the principles of 
the West continue to shape the modern world and "the nations that re
ject those values are anachronisms condemned to various versions of 
despotism."% On account of his defense of the West, Vargas Llosa has 
been critized for advancing a reactionary position. Yet in a similar vein 
the left-wing Mexican novelist and diplomat Carlos Fuentes argues that 
the Europeans prevailed over the Indians because their empirical ap
proach to knowledge gave them enormous civilizational confidence. By 
contrast, the Indians relied on a combination of direct perception, 
dreams, hallucination, and appeals to the spirits. Fuentes writes in The 
Buried Mirror, "The so-called discovery of America, whatever one might 
ideologically think about it, was a great triumph of scientific hypothesis 
over physical perception."97 

The West even supplied the Americas with a doctrine of human rights 
which would provide the basis for a sustained critique of Western colo
nialism. Today we may join Kirkpatrick Sale, Stephen Greenblatt, and 
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others in expressing outrage at wanton Western seizure of Indian lands 
and abuses of basic rights. But upon reflection we would have to admit 
that these criticisms depend upon concepts of property rights and human 
rights that are entirely Western. Long before Columbus, Indian tribes 
raided each other's land and preyed on the possessions and persons of 
more vulnerable groups. What distinguished Western colonialism was 
neither occupation nor brutality but a countervailing philosophy of rights 
that is unique in human history. 

Shortly after the Spanish established their settlements in the Americas, 
the king of Spain in the mid-sixteenth century called a halt to colonization 
pending the resolution of a famous debate over the question of whether 
Spanish conquest violated the natural and moral law. Never before or 
since, writes historian Lewis Hanke, has a powerful emperor "ordered his 
conquests to cease until it was decided if they were just."98 The main rea
son for the king' s action was the relentless exposure of colonial abuses by 
a Spanish bishop, Bartolome de las Casas. A former slave owner, Las 
Casas underwent a crisis of conscience which convinced him that the 
New World should be peacefully Christianized, that Indians should not 
be exploited, and that those who were had every right to rebel.99 Las 
Casas wrote his Account of the Destruction of the Indies, he said, "so that if 
God determines to destroy Spain, it may be seen that it is because of the 
destruction that we have wrought in the Indies. "100 Las Casas gave such a 
flagrant account of Spanish abuse that he created a theological scandal in 
Europe. An Aristotelian scholar, Juan Sepulveda, engaged Las Casas in a 
passionate debate at Valladolid in Spain. Although he had never visited 
the Americas, Sepulveda confidently asserted that Indians were inferior 
and deserved to be "natural slaves." But Las Casas countered, based on 
his long experience with the Indians, that they were far superior in intel
lectual and spiritual potential even to the ancient Greeks, whom he con
demned as pagans. Moreover, Las Casas maintained that Indian practices 
such as human sacrifice, although horrifying at first glance, nevertheless 
signified a deep spiritual nature that would be well disposed to the volun
tary embrace of the truth of Christianity. 101 Although Las Casas is some
times portrayed as a heroic eccentric, in fact his basic position in favor of 
Indian rights was directly adopted by Pope Paul ill, who proclaimed in 
15 3 7 in his bull Sublimis Deus: 

Indians and all other people who may later be discovered by the Christians 

are by no means to be deprived of their liberty or the possession of their 
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property, even though they be outside the faith of Jesus Christ; nor should 
they be in any way enslaved; should the contrary happen it shall be null and 
of no effect. Indians and other peoples should be converted to the faith of 
Jesus Christ by preaching the word of God and by the example of good and 
holy living.1oz 

Moreover, leading Jesuit theologians such as Francisco de Vitoria and 
Francisco Suarez interpreted the Bible and the Catholic tradition to re
quire that the natural rights of Indians be respected, that their conver
sions be obtained through persuasion and not force, that their land and 
property be secure from arbitrary confiscation, and that their right to re
sist Spanish incursions in a "just war" be upheld. 103 More than a century 
before Locke, and two centuries before the French and American revolu
tions, theologians at the University of Salamanca developed the first out
lines of the modern doctrine of inviolable human rights. Although these 
rights were often abused in practice, largely because there was no effec
tive mechanism for enforcement, 104 they provided a moral foundation 
for the eventual enfranchisement of the native Indian. Multicultural text
books are windy in their chronicle of abuses against the Indians, but they 
are typically sparse in their acknowledgment of the liberal tradition of the 
West associated with Las Casas. The reason for this reticence is that lib
eralism is uniquely a Western achievement, and hence could provide the 
basis for a claim to Western cultural superiority. 

In order to undermine this claim, advocates of multiculturalism insist 
that America is a product not simply of the West but also of minority 
groups such as American Indians. There is little doubt that American In
dians taught the white man a great deal: about canoes, snowshoes, moc
casins, and kayaks. The hammock is an Indian invention. Indians also 
introduced Europeans to new crops: corn, potatoes, peanuts, squash, av
ocados, and other vegetables and fruits. 105 Ronald Takaki informs us that 
"the term okay was derived from the Choctaw word oke, meaning: it is 
so."106 Yet even when you add the heroic exploits of Crazy Horse, Sitting 
Bull, Chief Joseph and Geronimo, the contribution of the native Indians 
to American civilization still seems fairly modest. 

Consequently, advocates of multiculturalism frequently proceed to 
make a strong claim: that the fundamental institutions for the recogni
tion of liberal rights, such as the U.S. Constitution, were not Western in 
origin but rather were borrowed or derived from minority groups. One 
claim taught as fact in many schools is that the Iroquois Indians were the 
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true inspiration for the American founding. Anthropologist Thomas Riley 
asserts that the League of the Iroquois served "as a model for the con
federation that would make up the United States."107 Alvin Josephy 
credits the Iroquois with being "particularly influential" on the thinking 
of the framers in Philadelphia.108 Jack Weatherford observes that the Iro
quois provided a blueprint "by which the settler might be able to fashion 
a new government. "109 

If these claims are true, then surely the past refusal of teachers to 
credit the Iroquois for the Bill of Rights and other vital instruments of 
liberal freedom provides a classic example of the kind of bias that multi
cultural advocates have insisted pervades the traditional curriculum. His
torian Elisabeth Tooker investigated the issue and discovered that the 
main evidence linking the Iroquois to the American founding is a letter 
written by Benjamin Franklin in 1754: 

It would be a strange thing if six nations of ignorant savages should be capa

ble of forming a scheme for such a union, and be able to execute it in such a 

manner as that it has subsisted ages and appears indissoluble, and yet that a 

like union should be impracticable for ten or a dozen English colonies, to 

whom it is more necessary and must be more advantageous, and who cannot 

be supposed to want an equal understanding of their interests. uo 

The Iroquois League, which consisted of Mohawks, Oneidas, 
Onondagas, Cayugas, and Senecas (with the Tuscaroras joining later), 
was modestly successful in moderating bloody tribal wars that continually 
erupted between various fudian groups. The basic theme of Franklin's 
letter is this: if the barbarians can work out their problems, surely we civ
ilized men can agree on a union. Surely this is an absurd basis for declar
ing that the American founders relied heavily on Iroquois wisdom. fu her 
inquiry, Tooker proceeded to explore the similarities between the Iro
quois League and the American Constitution and found that they were 
virtually nonexistent. The League consisted of tribal chiefs whose title 
was partly hereditary. Only one tribe, the Onondagas, were permitted as 
"firekeepers" to present topics for consideration, and to ratify final deci
sions. All rulings by the League required unanimous consent. Tooker 
concluded that the Iroquois claim to be the secret force behind the 
American Constitution is a myth, sustained only by ideology. 111 

From this case study we see that while advocates of multiculturalism 
are right to criticize many of the old texts112-in which Columbus is pre
sented as a valiant adventurer and American fudians are scarcely to be 
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seen-contemporary activists merely replace the old biases with new 
ones. Columbus has metamorphosed from a grand crusader into some
thing resembling a genocidal maniac, a European precursor to Hitler. 
American Indians are now beyond reproach, canonized as moral and 
ecological saints. It is hardly a curricular secret that white people prac
ticed slavery, yet few students probably know that American Indians 
practiced slavery long before Columbus arrived. Yet many teachers today 
seem reluctant to emphasize such facts in order to avoid being spoilers at 
the multicultural picnic. 

BOGUS MULTICULTURALISM 

Multicultural demands in American schools and universities do not arise 
in a vacuum. They arise from the conviction that Western culture is con
stitutively defined by a virtually uninterrupted series of crimes visited 
upon other groups: blacks, women, homosexuals, natives of the Third 
World. Since the West is perceived to be historically defined by racism, 
sexism, heterosexism, colonialism, and imperialism, multicultural advo
cates look to other cultures to find some alternative to the oppressive in
stitutions of the white man. Thus begins the search in non-Western 
cultures for what Marianna Torgovnick terms "alternative value sys
tems."113 Yet when scholars seriously examine the cultures of Asia, Mrica, 
and Latin America, they cannot help but notice that these cultures are 
rudely inhospitable to the moral and political hopes of their Western ad
mirers. As Conor Cruise O'Brien points out, the "vague theoretical en
thusiasm" of American multiculturalists for other cultures often runs 
headlong into the actual institutions and practices of those cultures.l 14 

Indeed non-Western cultures appear perversely designed to frustrate the 
multicultural ideological quest. 

Non-Western cultures have virtually no indigenous tradition of equali
ty. 'fribalism and social hierarchy are not only widespread but widely con
sidered legitimate in many Third World countries. In India, for example, 
there is the long-standing legacy of the caste system which enjoyed the 
full blessing of Hinduism. Slavery, as we have seen, was practiced in most 
societies for thousands of years without any hint of principled local oppo
sition. Women are treated very badly in many non-Western cultures. An
thropologist Robert Edgerton points out that "men have approved 
wife-beating in virtually every folk society." The Chinese practiced fe
male foot-binding for hundreds of years. According to an old Indian 
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practice called satz; brides were urged to ascend the burning pyre of their 
dead husbands. Polygamy is still prevalent in many parts of the world. In 
Islamic societies today, women are denied the rights of men. Genital mu
tilation of women is commonplace in parts of Mrica and in the Arab 
world. 115 Also, homosexuality is a crime or an illness, so defined in the 
legal and medical literature of some Third World countries. 

The point is that the Western attitude of tolerance finds itself con
fronted with the cultural reality of non-Western intolerance, raising the 
classic dilemma of whether liberals should be tolerant of intolerance. 
This conundrum is compounded when we consider many of the classic 
texts of non-Western cultures. These great works can and should be stud
ied, but many of them reflect the temperament and even the prejudices 
of Third World cultures. The Koran is the sacred text of a great religion 
and for millions of people it is a rich and spiritually emancipating book. 
Yet it is impossible to read the Koran without finding in it a clear vision of 
hierarchy, servitude, and male superiority. The Tale of Genjz; the Japanese 
classic of the eleventh century, is a celebration of ritual, of life at court, of 
the aristocratic virtues; it is oblivious to Western egalitarianism. The Indi
an classics, such as the Bhagavad Gita and Tagore's Gitanjali, are spiritual 
texts which imply a repudiation of Western-style materialism, secularism, 
atheism, perhaps even of separation of church and state. 

American teachers and activists could closely examine non-Western 
cultures and their greatest works and denounce them for being even 
more bigoted and retrograde than those of the West. In this approach 
other cultures would be worth studying, if only as horrible examples. But 
such an approach is, within the multicultural paradigm, politically impos
sible. Cultural relativism dictates that non-Western cultures be consid
ered to be victims of Western oppression: of colonialism, imperialism, 
racism, and so on. In the multicultural view, these cultures need to be 
vaunted and affirmed, not harshly criticized. Consequently multicultural
ism in practice tends to ignore the indigenous institutions of non-West
ern cultures, avert its gaze from their most important works, and instead 
project domestic ideological concerns onto the Third World. 

Issues such as feminism and sexual identity are Western political obses
sions. There is no evidence that these issues are of any concern or rele
vance to the typical peasant in Bihar or factory worker in Addis Ababa. 
Yet contemporary American ideology is often presented in the classroom 
as the authentic voice of the Third World proletariat. American students 
are less likely to read Mencius or Al-Farabi or Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz 
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because their work does not corroborate modern Western presupposi
tions. Students are more likely to be assigned, say, the journals of a Marx
ist lesbian from Peru, not because she is representative of Latin 
American practice or because her work is, in the eyes of Hispanic schol
ars, "the best that has been thought and said" south of the border, but 
simply because she confirms what scholars and activists in the United 
States want to believe about the world and, even more, what they want 
to believe about themselves. Multiculturalism becomes not an antidote 
to, but an expression of, American ethnocentrism. 

Just as multiculturalism of this sort misrepresents other peoples, so 
too, within the West, the emphasis on the equality of all cultures results 
in imbalance and distortion. Manning Marable contends, without offer
ing any evidence, that "the development of what was to become the 
United States was accomplished largely, if not primarily, by Mrican 
slaves,"116 a claim that ignores the fact that much of what the slaves built 
in the South was destroyed during the Civil War; Yet claims like this are 
uncritically transmitted to students, some of whom are too young to eval
uate them critically. Even at the college level, students who have never 
read Huckleberry Finn, who cannot say whether the Renaissance came 
before the Reformation, and who are ignorant of the arguments of the 
Federalists and the Anti-Federalists are in the name of ethnic parity ex
posed to claims that the term "real McCoy" refers to an Mrican Ameri
can, and it was a black man who invented the traffic light. Such 
"compensatory exaggeration" results in the elevation of what C. Vann 
Woodward terms "ever more obscure and deservedly neglected figures of 
the past."117 Even people who should be studied are frequently distorted. 
Thus many texts credit Benjamin Banneker with surveying the site for 
the U.S. capital in Washington, D.C., and for writing the proposal toes
tablish a U.S. Department of Peace. In fact, Thomas Jefferson appointed 
Andrew Ellicot to conduct the survey; Banneker was his assistant for 
about three months in 1791. The proposal for the Department of Peace 
was authored by Benjamin Rush. 

Thus multiculturalism in practice frequently misrepresents both Amer
ican history and world history. A relativist framework makes it virtually 
impossible for advocates of multiculturalism to concede the obvious truth 
that all cultures have not contributed equally to America. "Our diversity 
has been at the center of the making of America," Ronald Takaki in
sists.118 Yet while many groups in the form of slaves, indentured servants, 
and migrant workers have helped in the building of the railroads and the 
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cultivation of crops, the distinctive political and economic institutions of 
this country are the product of a single culture. America's novus ordo sec
lorum, a new order for the ages, was and remains a distinctive product of 
the philosophical and religious soil of Western civilization. 

Similarly the emphasis on the crimes of the West and the victimization 
of non-Western cultures-what Takaki promotes as a shared narrative of 
minority oppression-results in multicultural suppression of the illiberal 
traditions of other cultures and also of the liberal tradition that is a 
unique product of the West. Thus multiculturalism becomes what Ed
ward Said might call the new Orientalism. It manipulates and distorts 
other cultures for Western ideological ends. The politics today may be 
different, but the intellectual transaction is an old one. The consequence 
is that multiculturalism becomes an obstacle to true cultural understand
ing, and implants in students an unjustified hatred of the liberal institu
tions of their society. Both truth and justice suffer as a consequence. 

SWAHILI MATH AND OTHER REMEDIES 

Can Afrocentrism do better? It represents a radicalization of multicultur
alism: a complete repudiation of European institutions, including West
ern scholarly norms, and an embrace of an alternative "black reality." As 
Molefi Kete Asante puts it, Afrocentrism implies a total "rejection of 
white values .... Afrocentrists study every thought, action, behavior, and 
value, and if it cannot be found in our culture, it is dispensed with quick
ly."119 Walk into an Afrocentric classroom and you will see people shout
ing "Hotep" and "Harambee" and chanting the principles of the Nguzo 
Saba. 120 Afrocentrism is not limited to schools: it is increasingly becoming 
the official ideology of rap musicians, community activists, and black 
prisoners. Afrocentric claims routinely make their way into mainstream 
black literature. 121 Afrocentrism has also been embraced as quasi-official 
ideology by the Nation of Islam. 

Yet Afrocentrism fundamentally remains a pedagogy: an initiation into 
a new form of black consciousness and also into manhood. Many Afro
centrists have proposed that the government fund special public schools 
for black boys. So far these efforts have been rejected as contrary to an
tidiscrimination laws. Yet the Afrocentric approach is pervasive in inner
city schools with predominantly African American populations and 
names like Afrikan People's School, Malcolm X Academy, Nyerere Edu
cation Institute, and Timbucktu Academy. 122 Despite public criticism 
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from Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., Robert Hughes, and others, 123 many cities 
such as Milwaukee, Indianapolis, Pittsburgh, Richmond, Atlanta, Port
land, Washington, D.C., Philadelphia, Detroit, and Baltimore have 
adopted Mrocentric approaches and some 80 percent of black parents 
are hopeful that Mrocentrism will "improve black student self-esteem 
and performance. "124 Consider a few examples of Mrocentric principles 
in operation. 

At Dobbs Elementary School in Atlanta, Georgia, teacher Brenda 
Brown teaches her students numbers in Swahili. One is moja. Two is mbzli. 
Three is tatu. In teaching what she terms "Kiswahili math," Brown gives 
her students time to finish arithmetic problems. One problem is "moja 
plus tatu." The teacher instructs, ''You must write the answers in 
Kiswahili." Such Mrican language techniques are used not just in Dobbs 
Elementary but in many Atlanta public schools, the majority of which have 
embraced an Mrocentric or Mrica-centered approach to their curriculum. 

At Bunche Middle School in southwest Atlanta, for example, teacher 
Carolyn Huff argues that the mathematical wisdom of ancient Egypt can 
help young people today resolve algebra problems. Huff argues that the 
standard algebra textbook misleads students in that it does not credit 
Egypt with discovering ways to represent unknown variables. Long be
fore the Greeks used the x and the y, Huff says, Egyptians around the 
year 4,500 B.C. thought of representing variables with the word "aha." 
Yet when Huff proceeds to write a series of fractions on the board, the 
students are stumped. Huff argues that their ignorance is beside the 
point. It is important, she says, for students to acknowledge the racial 
heritage of what she calls "aha calculus." As for simple algebra, Huff ac
knowledges, "I know they don't really understand fractions." 125 

Atlanta schools are not unique. In several cities, it is not unusual to see 
predominantly Mrican American students receiving curricular instruction 
in Swahili. One manual for an elementary school in Milwaukee, Wiscon
sin provides children with a list of Swahili words that they are expected 
to memorize with their English translations. Elephant, tembo. Water lily, 
yungiyungi. Wedding, arusi. Medicine, dawa. Mango, embe. Broom,fagio. 
Clay jar, gudulia. Drum and dance, ngoma. Friend, rafiki. String instru
ment, zeze. Utensils, vyombo. Worship, ibada. Donkey, punda. Respect, 
heshima. Ambush, oteo. The list goes on.126 

Mrocentric curricula in inner-city schools sometimes includes Egypt
ian hieroglyphics. Manuals of instruction supply Egyptian picture sym
bols. Zig-zag lines in three rows: that means water. A rectangle: that 
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refers to the sky. A rectangle filled with zig-zag lines: that's a lake. Stu
dents are presented with sequences of drawings like this and asked to 
make sentences, such as "Water came down from the sky and fell into the 
lake." Or they are given sentences in pictures and asked to "decode the 
hieroglyphic message." This knowledge, some Mrican American educa
tors argue, will help prepare Mrican American students for the chal
lenges of the twenty-first century.127 

When the Washington, D.C., school system decided to adopt an Mro
centric curriculum for its predominandy black student body, superinten
dent Franklin Smith hired a consultant, Abena Walker, for approximately 
$250,000 to develop a pilot program. Walker's oudine, implemented on 
a pilot basis at Ruth K. Webb Elementary School, calls for harnessing the 
power of Nommo, "the Mrican concept of the magic power of the word 
in all subjects." Nommo, Walker argues, "is word magic: to control 
Nommo is to control the generation and transformation of sound, energy, 
thoughts and action." Nommo, she adds, is a mysterious Mrican tech
nique for "acquiring power in a social setting that is perceived as hostile." 

Yet in August 1993 the Washington Post reported on plans for Mrocen
tric teacher training at an unlicensed and unaccredited institution called 
Pan-Mrican University founded by Abena Walker herself. Moreover, 
Walker's master's degree had been awarded by her own university. De
spite requests from the media, Walker would not name any of the courses 
offered by Pan-Mrican University. Despite her dubious credentials, Walk
er praised her program, claiming that criticism was part of a "racist attack" 
being directed against her by "white supremacists." Pan-Mrican Universi
ty does not need accreditation because it is a "community-based organiza
tion," she argued, "accredited to our race." Walker acknowledged that her 
approach did not emphasize academics. "We feel that academics, that's 
the easy part, because our children are just brilliant." 

Among those who spoke out against her unique brand of Mrocentrism 
was Russell Adams, chairman of the Mro-American Studies department 
at Howard, the capital's historically black university, who accused "neo
phytes" and "dilettantes" of jeopardizing the education of young people 
with claims that failed to "sort out historic fact from fiction." Yet in 1994, 
school superintendent Franklin Smith said that although evaluations of 
the pilot effort had not been done, the Mrocentric curriculum had al
ready expanded to six other elementary schools and would be introduced 
to Spingam Senior High School before being generally adopted through 
the public education system.128 
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In 1992 the National Alliance of Black School Educators sponsored a 
conference in Prince George's County, Maryland. What is significant 
about Prince George's County is that it is one of the largest black sub
urbs in the country, with a middle-class Mrican American population and 
a racially mixed student body. Yet Mrocentrism seems influential even in 
this relatively prosperous and ethnically diverse community, as indicated 
by the infusion of the new pedagogy into its public schools. Among the 
advocates for this change was a keynote speaker at the conference, 
Nsenga Warfield-Coppock, an Mrican American author and activist who 
conducts workshops on Mrocentrism around the country. She spoke on 
Mrican "Rites of Passage." 

Warfield-Coppock's main theme was that melanin, the coloring agent 
in the skin, carries incredible spiritual and physical powers that give 
Mrican Americans their unique talents. "Melanin can help them glide in 
the air like a Magic Johnson or hit top speeds like Florence Joyner." 
Melanin, she added, also helps blacks to "speak and read faster, because 
they are pulling the basic patterns of how to do that out of their uncon
scious. Accessing the unconscious is easier for persons who have high 
levels of melanin." According to Warfield-Coppock, the pineal gland "is 
known to calcify" at higher rates for whites than for blacks, and this re
sults in horrible sexual perversions. "The prison population of gruesome 
sexual crime is approximately 97 percent white, with sometimes as many 
as a third of incarcerated white American men in any given prison being 
there for sexual offenses."129 

The persuasive power of Mrocentrism outside the classroom is illus
trated by the transforming effect it had on Monster Kody, a Los Angeles 
gang member, who encountered Mrocentrism in prison. Monster, who 
has subsequently become a Muslim and changed his name from Kody 
Scott to Sanyika Shakur, describes the intellectual process by which he 
was converted by an advocate of Mrocentrism. 

"The cradle of civilization is Mrika. Mrika is the motherland. There
fore, Mrika is central to all humanity. 

"But ... 
"Those whom we know today as Europeans are actually mutants who 

left the safe confines of the motherland .... The side effects of their de
velopment outside of the natural womb have been albinism, aggression 
and universal weakness predicated on their minority status in the world. 

"Well, if that's the case, why don't we just tell everybody what's really 
going on? 
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"I wish it were that simple. Hey, ever hear the words mankind and 
human? 

"Yeah, I've heard 'em. 
"Do you know what hue is? 
"Hue? No, don't know what it means. 
"Color, it means color. 
''And? 
"Bro, can't you see? Look ... human ... hue-man. 
"Oh. Color-man, man of color, right? 
"Right. Now that means humans are people of color. And melanin is 

the ingredient that produces skin color. These ... [European] mutants 
don't have any melanin, therefore they are colorless. 

"White. 
''And to be without color is to be abnormal. 
"Damn, that's heavy. "130 

PRIDE AND PREJUDICE 

Who are the Afrocentrists? Many of them are American black national
ists from the 1960s who have given themselves new names and African 
accents in order to promulgate what they consider to be a distinctive 
African worldview. Leading Afrocentrists include Molefi Asante, Ivan Van 
Sertima, Asa Hilliard, Leonard Jeffries, Maulana Karenga, Tony Martin, 
Wade Nobles, Marimba Ani, John Henrik Clarke, Yosef Ben-Jochanan, 
John Jackson, and Chancellor Williams. Molefi Asante is probably the 
leading Afrocentrist in America. Head of the African Studies Depart
ment at Temple University, he is also an architect of several school pro
grams to transform the traditional curriculum in an Afrocentric direction. 
In several books, such as The Afrocentric Idea, Afrocentricity, and Kemet, 
Afrocentricity and Knowledge, he outlines his critique of the mainstream 
curriculum and his plan for an Afrocentric replacement. ''All around the 
globe the exclusive Eurocentric view is called into question by those who 
have finally gained their own footing," Asante writes. He proposes a new 
approach which "puts African ideals and values at the center of inquiry." 
What values? Asante makes it clear that he is not referring to American 
values. He writes contemptuously of "made-in-America Negroes" who 
have internalized Western norms: "Their rejection of Afrocentricity is 
tied to their rejection of themselves." Afrocentricity, Asante notes, "is not 
a matter of color but of perspective." Thus even Africans who have 
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adopted European values are not authentically Afrocentric. Rather, their 
skepticism of Afrocentrism identifies them as ''Africans who seek to be 
appointed overseers on the plantation." 

Asante's goal is to recover ancient African ideals and habits which here
gards as unpolluted by European racism, and relevant to the challenges 
faced by young blacks in America today. "Deify your ancestors," he recom
mends. Those who are exposed to Afrocentrism, he promises, "walk the 
way of the world in the agbadas of our ancestors' spirits." He urges a recov
ery of the ancient African "warrior mentality." He scorns homosexuality as 
a form of "European decadence" and urges black homosexuals to "sub
merge their own wills into the collective will of our people." He proposes a 
new canon of heroes, among them Thuthmosis ill, Ptahhotep, Shango, 
Obatala, Legba, Oduduwa, Amenomope, Ogotommeli, Piankhy, Nzing
ha, Tinubu, Hatshepsut, Asantewaa, Menes, and Zumbi. Employing the 
vocabulary of relativism, Asante calls for blacks to embrace an Afrocentric 
reality as an alternative to the parochial reality of Eurocentrism: 

All analysis is culturally centered and flows from ideological assumptions .... 
A total rewrite of the major events and developments in the world is long 
overdue. Our facts are in our history; use them. Their facts are in their histo
ry; and they have certainly used theirs. All truth resides in our own experi
ences. Your Afrocentricity ... is a truth, even though it may not be their truth. 
With an Afrocentric spirit, all things can be made to happen. It is the source 
of genuine revolutionary commitment.l31 

Afrocentrists take the concept of a unique black reality seriously be
cause they are convinced that black students and white students are so 
unlike each other that they even think in entirely different terms. Schol
ars such as As a Hilliard and Janice Hale-Benson specify certain personal
ity characteristics and intellectual habits that are said to be unique to 
African American students. 

• Black children respond to things in terms of the whole rather than in 
terms of division into parts. 

• Blacks practice intuitive and spiral reasoning while whites and others 
practice deductive or inductive reasoning. 

• Blacks approximate space and time rather than seek punctuality and 
accuracy. 

• Blacks prefer to focus on people and personality, rather than inani
mate concepts or objects. 
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• Blacks have a uniquely developed sense of justice and easily detect 
unfairness and discrimination. 

• Blacks tend to be nonliterate, drawing on oral rather than written tra
ditions.132 

Similarly, Asante identifies what he calls an ''African aesthetic" based 
upon distinctively black values such as polyrhythm, polycentrism, dimen
sionality, curvilinearity, and holism.m If some of these terms are unclear, 
Mrocentric activistJawanza Kunjufu is more specific. He contrasts tradi
tional learning styles, which he considers white, with relational learnings, 
which he maintains are black. In Kunjufu' s terminology, whites favor 
rules, blacks favor freedom; whites prefer standardization, blacks prefer 
variation; whites seek regularity, blacks seek novelty; whites are orderly, 
blacks are flexible; whites would rather be normal, blacks would rather 
be unique; whites are precise, blacks approximate; whites are logical, 
blacks psychological; whites are cognitive, blacks are indirect; whites are 
linear, blacks are affective or emotional.134 Na'im Akbar in Visions for 
Black Men writes that Mrocentrism "must break away from the tradition
al social science conceptions of linear time" and from "Western scientific 
reality" toward "metaphysical causation" and the authority of "the folk 
traditions." 135 

As a consequence of this view, Mrocentrists seem unabashed about 
teaching young black students information that is considered dubious, 
even preposterous, by most mainstream scholars. Nor are Mrocentrists 
noticeably chagrined by an absence of professional training in the special
ized fields from which their confident claims are drawn. While a few lead
ing Mrocentrists are recognized scholars, many of them are political 
activists, ministers in the Nation of Islam, laboratory technicians, musi
cians, political organizers, social workers, and self-taught former convicts. 
As early as 1958, Malcolm X set a precedent for Mrocentric reasoning 
when he tried to convince Alex Haley that Homer was black based on a 
chain of verbal similarities. "Homer and Omar and Moor, you see, are re
lated terms."136 John Jackson, a contemporary Mrocentrist, shows himself 
no less susceptible to eccentricity as suggested by the titles of his books: 
Pagan Origins of the Christ Myth and Christianity Before Christ. Another 
prominent Mrocentrist, Chancellor Williams, relies on "field work" con
sisting mainly of customary beliefs that he calls "oral history." Williams is a 
conspiracy theorist who refuses to credit any theory supported by what he 
terms the "grand Caucasian consensus," a group in which he includes 
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"Negro scholars whose skewed vision of reality is through eyes ofblue."137 

Even Molefi Asante displays his level of scientific understanding by reject
ing the theory of evolution as an "oxymoron" and calling for "some other, 
more humane view of the evolutionary process."138 

One of the most widely used Afrocentric texts is the African American 
Baseline Essays, a pedagogical manual which forms the basis for teaching 
several subjects in public school classrooms in Portland, Atlanta, Detroit, 
and elsewhere. The scientific sections of the African-American Baseline 
Essays were authored by Hunter Adams who listed himself as a "research 
scientist at Argonne National Laboratory in Chicago." But according to 
the information office of Argonne, Adams in fact was an industrial hy
giene technician at the time whose job was to collect environmental sam
ples. Although identified as "Dr. Hunter Adams" in the baseline essays, 
Argonne's spokesman pointed out that he has only a high school degree 
and "does no research at Argonne on any topic."139 

A BLACK THING: YOU WOULDN'T UNDERSTAND 

Consider the dramatic contrast between the central claims of Afrocentric 
scholars on the one hand, and mainstream scholars, black and white, on 
the other. 

• Afrocentrists argue that Egypt, one of the earliest human civiliza
tions, was a Negroid civilization, so that African Americans who are de
scended from Egyptians should be credited as the founders of 
civilization. 140 The African-American Baseline Essays asserts without quali
fication that "ancient Egypt was a black nation." 141 Chiekh Anta Diop 
concurs, offering some of his own melanin experiments to prove the 
point.l42 Egypt was "not only all-black, but the very name of Egypt 
(Kemet) was derived from the blacks," writes Chancellor Williams in The 
Destruction of Black Civilization. !43 The concept of black Egyptians, 
specifically black Pharaohs, is at the heart of Yosef Ben-Jochanan's 
Africa, Mother of Western Civilization and Martin Bernal's Black Athena: 
The Afroasiatic Roots of Western Civilization. 

In fact, Egyptologists have known for a long time that ancient Egypt 
was a multiracial civilization. Anthropologist Frank Yurco argues that the 
ancient Egyptians, like their modern descendants, "varied in complexion 
from the light Mediterranean hue to the darker brown of upper Egypt, to 
the darkest shade around Aswan where, even today, the population shifts 
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to Nubian." For a brief period, Egypt was ruled by Nubians who derived 
from the region now known as Ethiopia, yet this was after its era of great
est architectural and mathematical achievement. During its civilizational 
zenith, Egypt maintained cultural contacts both to the north and the 
south. The consequence, Yurco argues, is a genuinely diverse society in 
which no importance was attached to race. 144 

African American scholar Frank Snowden points out that although 
Herodotus once described Egyptians as "dark-skinned and woolly
haired" his next phrase reads "though that indeed goes for nothing, see
ing that other peoples too are such." Snowden argues that the term 
Kemet has nothing to do with skin color: it actually means the "black 
land," a reference to the fertile soil watered by the Nile, in contrast to the 
red land of the desert. 145 Similarly archeologist Kathryn Bard maintains 
that it was conventional in Egyptian art to paint men in a dark-red ochre 
and women in a light-yellow ochre, both for purposes of distinguishing 
them and because men traditionally worked in the sun.146 This artistic 
convention is mistaken by Afrocentrists who use it to claim that Egyp
tians were Negroid. 

• Even before Egypt, Afrocentrists maintain, black Africans invented 
writing and produced an extensive literature, now sadly disappeared. 
"Africans themselves invented writing," insists Chancellor Williams. "The 
African system was very different from the Egyptian. It was simpler and 
had vowels. Clarity and easy reading were assured by measured spacing 
between words." Unfortunately, Williams says, virtually all evidence of 
this literary accomplishment is lost. 147 Moreover, Afrocentrists maintain 
that ancient African philosophy was advanced even by modern stan
dards. "It reads like if you're reading Jean Paul Sartre or Heidegger or 
Kierkegaard," Ivan Van Sertima maintains. "It is very complex."148 Since 
there is no remaining evidence for early African writing and literature, 
this claim is impossible to prove, and must be considered entirely specu
lative. Moreover, Afrocentrists have produced no samples of ancient 
African theoretical reflection. Indeed Kwasi Wiredu, a leading contem
porary African philosopher, writes in Philosophy and African Culture: 

The African philospher has no choice but to conduct his philosophical in

quiries in relation to the philosophical writings of other peoples, for his 

own ancestors left him no heritage of philosophical writings .... Our tradi

tional society was deeply authoritarian. Hardly any premium was placed on 

curiosity or independence of thought. Our traditional culture is famous for 
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an abundance of proverbs ... generally consisting of what elders said or 
are said to have said .... At the base of them all is the unanalytical, unsci
entific cast of mind, probably the most basic and pervasive anachronism 
afflicting our society.l49 

• Mrocentrists claim that in addition to the architectural achieve
ments of ancient Egypt, black Mricans developed a virtually modern in
frastructure unrivaled in the ancient world. "The Mricans constructed a 
national system of reservoirs," remarks Chancellor Williams, some of 
them "doubtless at sites not yet excavated." Moreover, they produced 
"magnificent stone and brick palaces, temples, churches, cathedrals, 
wide avenues lined with palm trees, government buildings, public baths, 
water supply systems. The Arab scholars were properly amazed at a way 
of life so superior to that of their own homeland."15° 

The Arab travel literature on southern Mrica is highly mixed.151 It 
contains some respectful observations about the character of the people. 
It reports none of the architectural wonders outlined by the Mrocen
trists. Arld it is replete with scornful references to many practices of the 
sub-Saharan Mricans which Arab writers found disgusting and primitive. 
As we have seen earlier, the Arabs did not refrain from comparing dark
skinned Mricans to animals. These references are edited out of Mrocen
tric literature. 

• Mrocentrists argue that the ancient Egyptian Negroes produced in
numerable inventions and insights that are mistakenly attributed to the 
modern era. Arlcient Egyptian myths about the origin of the universe 
were "very close to modern physics," writes Ivan Van Sertima. "They saw 
the world as beginning in a kind of plasma, something in an aqueous 
state." Van Sertima adds, ''Africans had built an astronomical observatory 
in Kenya 300 years before Christ. On the basis of the alignment of stars 
and constellations, they built the most accurate of prehistoric 
calendars .... They had actually worked out the speed of light. We only 
learned about that in the twentieth century." 

The Dogon people of Mali, according to Van Sertima, had a tribal 
dance called Bado which exactly paralleled the orbit of the star Sirius B. 
"This star is impossible to see with the naked eye." Dogon discoveries 
about the characteristics of Sirius, Van Sertima insists, "NASA discov
ered five years ago. The Dogon knew about this at least 500 years 
ago."152 According to Na'im Akbar, ancient black Mricans "understood 
the structure of the planetary system thousands of years before there was 
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any such thing as a telescope."153 Writes John Jackson in Introduction to 
African Civzlizations, "Today's cannon, long-range missiles, ship pro
pellers, automatic hammers, gas engines ... have the roots of their devel
opment in early Mrican uses of power."154 The African American Baseline 
Essays claims that black Egyptians developed electricity and built power
driven gliders some four thousand years ago and "used their early planes 
for travel expeditions and recreation."155 

Except for a few references to bird effigies which are mistaken for 
gliders, Mrocentrists have produced no evidence for these claims. Cer
tainly they are irreconcilable with the relatively primitive state of Mrica as 
observed by the Chinese, the Arabs, and the Europeans on a continuous 
basis since the late Middle Ages. Philip Curtin, a leading Mrican scholar, 
remarks, ""Without scientific instruments and the modern scientific 
method, it is hard to see how ancient Mricans could have made the ad
vances attributed to them." 

• In the view of Mrocentrists, Mricans around the fifth century B.C. 

were far more advanced than the Greeks, who are traditionally consid
ered the founders of Western civilization. Writes Ivan Van Sertima, "The 
Mrican had reached levels that startled the Greeks in astronomy, in 
mathematics, in literature, in philosophy." He adds, "They are finding 
technological innovation by Mricans far in advance of Europe. They 
found steel smelting machines in Tanzania that were used 1,500 to 2,000 
years ago in an industrial site."156 

Here Van Sertima exaggerates the presence of iron ore, turning 
simple hand tools into "smelting machines" (which are entirely undoc
umented). Scholars point out that the Greeks admired the civilization
a! accomplishments of the Egyptians and praised the character of the 
Ethiopians, but many of their spectacular advances in self-government, 
philosophy, and literature the Greeks made themselves. Consequently, 
it is a mistake to derive Greek philosophy, politics, and literature from 
Egypt when the two societies were radically different. Orlando Patter
son argues that while "ancient Egyptian society had an incredibly 
uniform culture" with a "single highly centralized state" ruled by 
Pharaohs who were "god incarnate" and encouraged such practices as 
"ancestor worship," the Greeks emphasized democracy, decentraliza
tion, and individuality.157 Classicist Mary Lefkowitz argues that there is 
nothing in Egypt to compare with the tragedies of Sophocles, the com
edy of Aristophanes, the political dissent of Socrates, and the Aris-
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totelian attempt to comprehend the universe as a rational entity which 
operates according to physical laws. 

• Afrocentrists claim to have discovered historical piracy on a grand 
scale: the Greeks stole most of their philosophy and medicine from 
Egypt. Wade Nobles writes inAftican Psychology, ''Aristotle's doctrines of 
immortality, salvation of the soul and the summum bonum are examples 
of the ancient African theory of salvation."158 Molefi Asante writes, "Of 
course Plato himself was taught in Africa by Seknoufis and Kounoufis," 
offering no evidence for an assertion he regards as obvious. 159 George 
James argues that "all false praise of the Greeks must be removed from 
the textbooks of our schools and colleges," and students must undergo a 
"reeducation consisting of a thorough study of the ideas and arguments 
contained in my book Stolen Legacy. "160 

Classical scholars such as Mary Lefkowitz and Frank Snowden have 
painstakingly investigated these claims and concluded, in Lefkowitz's 
words, that they are "one part fact, two parts speculation, and three parts 
outright falsehoods." 161 Contrary to Afrocentric assertions, Lefkowitz 
maintains that there is no evidence that Socrates and Aristotle went to 
Egypt or studied there. "The Egyptian Book of the Dead is cited as a 
source for Aristotle," Lefkowitz says, "but the Book of the Dead is a set of 
ritual prescriptions about the soul's journey to the next world. It could 
hardly be further apart from Aristotle's philosophical discussions about 
human nature." Pointing out that the Greeks mainly encountered blacks 
as mercenaries and soldiers and enjoyed amicable relations with them 
that did not remotely resemble theft, Snowden writes, "The time has 
come for Afrocentrists to cease mythologizing and falsifying the past."162 

• Afrocentrists specifically charge that Greek and Roman armies 
burned down the library of Alexandria in an effort to appropriate African 
knowledge and prevent Africans from getting credit. Na'im Akbar em
broiders the usual Afrocentric account with his own twist: apparently in 
order to conceal black influence, Europeans such as Napoleon, appar
ently with nothing better to do, "shot the noses off the great Egyptian 
statues that showed that these ancient people were black men with big 
lips and big noses and kinky hair."163 

Afrocentric accounts of the alleged Alexandrian theft conflict. In 
Stolen Legacy, George James maintains that Alexander the Great ran
sacked and looted the library in 333 B.C. and "carried off a booty of sci
entific, philosophic and religious books."164 Wade Nobles alleges that 
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Alexander and Aristotle entered into a conspiracy to "falsify the roots of 
Greek thought and to fabricate Greek authorship." 165 Na'irn Akbar as
serts, ''Aristotle received credit although he stole the books from African 
people and put his name on them."166 On the other hand, John Jackson 
in Introduction to African Civilizations maintains that the library was 
burned in 48 B.C., almost three centuries later, by invading Romans.l67 

It turns out that all of these accounts are wrong. Frank Snowden 
points out that "most ancient sources suggest that Ptolemy II founded 
the library long after Aristotle's death in 322 B.C." Snowden adds that 
there is no evidence that Aristotle ever visited Egypt, and even if the li
brary was built earlier it is unlikely that it would have contained much of 
a collection at such an early date.l68 

• Even Judaism and Christianity are largely plagiarized from African 
blacks, according to Afrocentrists, who add that Jesus Christ was a 
Negro. "Practically all of the Ten Commandments were embedded in the 
African Constitution," writes Chancellor Williams. "A major reason why 
so many later Christian missionaries failed was because they were bring
ing refurbished religious doctrines that came from Africa in the first 
place."169 "One needs only to meditate on Osiris," Chiekh Anta Diop 
writes, to recognize that he is "a figure essentially identifiable with 
Christ."17° Cain Hope Felder, editor of the African Heritage Study Bible, 
asserts that Christ was an ''Afro-Asiatic Jew" who "probably looked like a 
typical Yemenite, 'frinidadian or African American of today .... If he lived 
today, he would be a soul brother." 

Yet the Bible makes no reference to Christ's skin color or racial fea
tures and Jon Levenson, a leading biblical scholar, told the Chronicle of 
Higher Education that "the average Galilean was not black. I don't know 
of any Jewish groups that were black in the first century." Robert Funk, a 
New Testament scholar, says that the origins of Jesus were Semitic, which 
means that he was probably "swarthy in complexion" but hardly black or 
Negroid. Asked by the Washington Post about Felder's theory, Funk ex
ploded, "That's just funny. I suppose we'll be claiming next that he was a 
woman. Or that he was native American. The possibilities are unlimit
ed."171 Jewish and Christian biblical scholars also point out that many an
cient societies developed ethical precepts with some similarities and 
notable differences. It is a mistake, they say, to confuse vague and gener
al resemblances between the ethical precepts of all ancient communities 
with a specific connection between the Bible and ancient Egyptian or 
African sources. 
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• At this point, it should come as no surprise that Mrocentrists main
tain that Mricans also invented democracy and the modern judicial sys
tem. "Among the blacks," writes Chancellor Williams, "Democratic 
institutions evolved. Democracy reached its highest development where 
the people actually governed themselves without chiefs, where self-gov
ernment was a way of life, and law and order were taken for granted." 
Monarchy in Mrica, Williams insists, was an aberration and even then, 
"when they say the king is supreme or has absolute power, they mean 
that he has absolute power to carry out the will of the people."172 

Most tribal peoples around the world have lived under systems of 
monarchy and chieftainship, and scholars point out that Mrica was no 
different. Certainly these systems had to be at least moderately respon
sive in order to endure for so long, but there is little question that they 
also relied heavily on arbitrary and autocratic rule. They were certainly 
not democratic in the modern sense of a government based on popular 
elections, and rulers typically served until they died or were put to death. 

• Mrocentrists teach that Mricans enjoyed fundamental legal rights 
long before they were formulated in the West. Among the rights listed in 
an Mrocentric document called the Fundamental Rights of the Mrican 
People: the right to equal protection of the law, the right to a fair trial, 
the right to indemnity for injuries or losses, the right to health care in the 
event of sickness or accident, the right to a general education, the right 
to job training, the right to rise to the limits of one's ability, the right to an 
equal share in the benefits of society. Even slaves are said to have en
joyed many of these rights. 173 Alas, no such document existed in ancient 
Mrica; all we have is twentieth-century Mrocentric fancy. Scholars point 
out that such claims project modern conceptions of rights onto ancient 
peoples who simply did not organize their societies in this way. 

• Mrocentrists insist that Mricans discovered many of the central 
remedies of modern medicine. "We found vaccines among them that oc
cured before Jenner, who is supposed to be the discoverer of vaccines," 
Van Sertima writes. ''Africans were using tetracycline long before us here. 
Tetracycline is an antibiotic that we began using in the 1950s. They found 
it in Nubia fourteen centuries ago." Not only this, but while European 
doctors were bleeding their patients to death, East Mricans were alleged
ly performing Caesarean section operations "with one hundred percent 
success."174 Adds Na'im Akbar, Mricans during the fifteenth century had 
learned to perform "cornea transplants." 175 Don't be fooled by the repu
tation of so-called "witch doctors," Chancellor Williams warns. ''A long 
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chapter could be devoted to the training of the native doctors and their 
practice of medicine." Such techniques as "wild dances and mystical 
speech," according to Williams, were only intended "to impress the peo
ple. After all of this, the native physician still had to produce satisfactory 
results." 176 Scholars are perplexed by such claims, which rely not on evi
dence but merely on the zeal of Afrocentric teachers and the credulity of 
their audiences. 

• Afrocentrists argue that all the civilizations of the ancient world 
were either black or owe their achievements to the theft of African ideas. 
In They Came Before Columbus, Ivan Van Sertima argues that it was 
Africans, rather than Columbus, who discovered America. Van Sertima 
scrutinizes artifacts of Olmec civilization to find Negro features, thick 
lips and tousled hair. He also appeals to native American oral tradition, 
which supposedly confirms the existence of "Negroes and giants." Van 
Sertima argues that using their impressive navigational technology, 
Africans produced the mathematical and architectural wonders wrongly 
attributed to the Mayas, Incas, and Aztecs. Indeed, Afrocentrists main
tain that the Indians worshiped black people as gods. 177 

India and China are, in the Afrocentric model, similarly indebted to 
black ingenuity. "The early inhabitants of India were black," writes John 
Jackson. "They have Negroid features, dark skin and woolly hair." In
deed those who built the Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa civilizations in 
India were not Indians at all; rather, they were ''Asiatic Ethiopians." Simi
larly the great philosophy and art that emerged in China during the 
Shang dynasty really derives from black Africans. Additionally, Olmec, 
Aztec, and Inca civilizations of the Americas were really inspired by an
cient Ethiopia. Indeed, ''All the early civilizations were of African 
Ethiopian origin."178 

Reputable mesa-American scholars generally disagree with these 
claims, and scholars who are familiar with the archeological evidence say 
that the Afrocentrists are incompetent in the science of tracing the influ
ence of one society on another. David Grove, an expert on Olmec civi
lization, says that Afrocentric claims for the black origin of Olmec culture 
are absurd because "the Olmecs did not have a selection of skin tones to 
choose from in making their monuments. The only stone available to 
them was black stone. The source of the stone is the Tuxtlas mountains, 
of volcanic origin." Additionally, Grove points out, "Monuments get 
darker by thousands of years of exposure to the elements." He con-
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eludes, ''What these people have done is go through literally thousands 
of pictures from all time periods, and have very selectively chosen figures 
which look foreign. Anything can be subjectively advocated by this 
methodology." Moreover, Grove says, he has seen instances of pictures 
which were apparently doctored by Mrocentrists in order to demonstrate 
negroid features_l79 

Philip Curtin argues that given contemporary knowledge of winds and 
currents, it would be possible for a few people to make a one-way jour
ney from Mrica to the American continent, but virtually impossible for a 
sailing ship of the kind then available to make the return trip. "From the 
Mrican side," Curtin writes, "there is absolutely no evidence that voyages 
reached the Americas and returned." 180 Typical of the scholarly response 
to books like They Came Before Columbus is a classical scholar's New 
York Times review of the book which described Van Sertima as a "delud
ed scholar" promoting "ignorant rubbish" whose knowledge of historical 
techniques is "abysmal." 1s1 

• Mrocentrists do not restrict their claims to the ancient world. They 
also maintain that Mrican kingdoms during the fifteenth century had 
university systems that were the most advanced in the world. According 
to one account, the typical university system consisted of faculties of law, 
medicine, surgery, letters, grammar, geography, manufacturing, art and 
craft. Universities were filled with "thousands of students from all parts 
of Mrica" not to mention "the large number of scientists, doctors, 
lawyers and other scholars." One great Mrican named Babo authored a 
comprehensive dictionary and forty other works, none of them, regret
tably, having survived. 182 In fact, virtually all evidence of literacy in sub
Saharan Mrica comes from two sources: Christianity which established a 
foothold in Ethiopia a few centuries after Christ, and Islam which spread 
its influence mainly along the east coast of Mrica. Apart from these small 
enclaves, the rest of Mrica was basically illiterate. 

• Despite the long record of tribal warfare in Africa, which persists to 
the present, Afrocentrists insist that blacks on the continent did not fight 
wars to kill each other, but rather as a form of relatively harmless recre
ation. Chancellor Williams is impressed by "the highly humane aspect of 
Mrican warfare .... In much of the heralded tribal wars, the main objec
tive was to overcome or frighten away the adversary, not to kill at all .... 
Even when the enemy was defeated or completely surrounded, escape 
routes were provided, the victors pretending not to be aware of them .... 
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Warriors on both sides might meet at the nearest stream to refresh them
selves, kid each other, and laugh at each other's jokes. It is clear that it 
was not much more than a frightful game. This was traditional Mrica."183 

• Finally, Mrocentrists even credit Mricans with supernatural powers. 
The African-American Baseline Essays refers to "the extra-terrestrial origin 
of the Nile" as well as "water-laden micro-comets" which are supposedly 
the source of the earth's oceans. The document also refers to the para
normal and mystical powers of the pyramids, treats Egyptian astrology as 
valid science, and credits its black population with expertise "as masters 
of psi, pre-cognition, psychokinesis, remote viewing and other undevel
oped human capabilities." The Baseline Essays maintain that ancient 
Egyptians perfected aeronautics, enabling them to build and use flying 
gliders for transport and recreation.184 

Bernard Ortiz De Montellano, a Hispanic anthropologist, argues that 
these Mrocentric claims are classic instances of "scientific illiteracy" and 
"pseudoscience." He writes that they confuse religious, mythical, and as
trological claims, on the one hand, with science on the other. Montellano 
argues that universities should resist pressure to teach Mrocentric claims, 
which like those of astrologers, New Age cults, and creationists, rely not 
on scientific evidence but on appeals to political representation. "Minori
ties are already greatly underrepresented in science and engineering," 
Montellano writes. "Teaching them pseudoscience will make it much 
more difficult for these young people to pursue scientific curricula."185 

Mrocentrists typically dismiss these criticisms on the ground that they 
come from white scholars who cannot be trusted, or from black and His
panic scholars who have internalized the racism of the Eurocentric 
model. Thus Mrocentrists are undeterred in claims for their own ances
tral greatness. Na'im Akbar concludes, "If there is a people who must be 
identified as the Fathers of Civilization, the Fathers of Conceptualiza
tion, the Fathers of Science, the Originators of Humanity and the Patri
archs of the Human Race, we are it."186 And Nathan Hare recommends 
the following anthem for young Mrican American males: 

I, the Black Man, am the original man, the first man to walk this vast and im

ponderable earth. I, the Black Man, am an Mrican, the exotic single quintes

sence of a universal blackness .... I will crush the corners of the earth and 

this world will surely tremble until I, the Black Man, the first and original 

man, can with my woman, erect among the peoples of the universe a new so-
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ciety, humane to its cultural core, out of which will at long last emerge, as 
night moves into day, the first truly human being that the world has ever 
known. 187 

RACIAL PRIDE, RACIAL CHAUVINISM 

Because Afrocentrism abounds in ironies, it is tempting not to take it seri
ously. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. muses that Afrocentrists simultaneously de
nounce Western civilization while claiming to be its original founders. 188 

"If blacks are the ones who discovered America," one scholar quips, "let 
them take responsibility for wiping out the Indians." Anthony Appiah re
marks that "Molefi Asante has written books about Akan culture without 
referring to the major works of Akan philosophers such as J. B. Danquah, 
William Abrahams, Kwasi Wrredu and Kwame Gyekye" and recalls the 
case of an eminent philospher from Zaire who was firmly told by Ameri
can Afrocentrists, "We do not need you educated Africans corning here to 
tell us about African culture."189 Commenting on the Afrocentric pen
chant for speaking Swahili and taking North African Muslim names, 
Bernard Lewis remarks, "We can understand why many blacks would give 
up the name and language of the white men who bought them as slaves, 
but why on earth would they want to adopt the name and language of the 
Arabs who sold them into slavery?" Nicholas Lemann treats Afrocentrism 
as a harmless assertion of black nationalism with an ancestral twist. "I 
asked Molefi Asante if you could be an Afrocentrist and work for IBM 
and live in the suburbs and he unhesitatingly said yes."19° 

This critique misses the central thrust of Afrocentrism, which is an at
tack on the two central institutions identified with the West, science and 
modernity. Liberals are frequently blind to this assault because the way 
for it has been paved by relativist ideology. Science is based on the dis
tinction between "facts" and "values." Perhaps values are subjective, but 
we can know the facts of the natural world. Drawing on relativism, Afro
centrists radicalize the critique of Eurocentrism, so that the relativism of 
values clears the ground for an assertion of the relativism of facts. "Black 
facts" are advanced as the basis for a new set of distinctively African val
ues. These black values, Maulana Karenga emphasizes, may or may not 
be true for whites "but they constitute the reality of black people." Na'im 
Akbar writes, "Men don't want to identify with somebody else's knowl
edge. They want their own knowledge." 191 
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The attack on science and modernity is very explicit in Marimba Ali's 
book Yurugu: An African-Centered Critique of European Cultural Thought 
and Behavior. Ani argues that modernity should be rejected as a product 
of European ideology, and that logic and science are "the monster" that 
Western culture has created. "Our task is to throw into question Euro
pean ... scientific epistemology. The European conception of science is 
secular and rests on alienating, rationalistic, linear concepts. What is con
tradictory in Euro-American logic is not contradictory in African 
thought."192 Thus it should come as no surprise that Afrocentrists openly 
reject scholarly and scientific techniques as a form of Western "tricknolo
gy"193 and use "legends" and "religious cults" as sources of evidence, ar
guing as Martin Bernal does that "evidence from them is not 
categorically less valid than that from archaeology."194 Molefi Asante re
jects much of Western science on the grounds that it is "not deep enough 
for our humanistic and spiritual viewpoint." For Afrocentrists, in Asante' s 
words, "the trees and the mountains have always possessed essences. 
Thus we rise above the decadence of Western science to the orisha of 
Afrocentricity." Accuse Asante of promulgating myths and he responds, 
"We act mythically," ''All people have a mythology," and black Americans 
need to "reconstruct our mythology." 195 Wade Nobles writes: 

The importance of mythology is that it is a form of documentation which 

transcends the human record inasmuch as it states truth rather than fact. 

Myth can be considered a form of reasoning and record-keeping by providing 

an implicit guide for bringing about the fulfillment of the truth it proclaims. It 
connects the invisible order with the visible order.l96 

The tragedy of Afrocentrism for blacks is that, in the name of fighting 
racism and promoting group pride, it provides young people with false
hoods that can hardly be a source of lasting knowledge or self-esteem. 
Anthony Appiah points out that instead of preparing black students for 
the challenges of living in a modern civilization, Afrocentrists teach them 
languages that are hardly spoken anywhere on the planet and concepts 
that are "a composite of truth and error, insight and illusion, moral gen
erosity and meanness."197 Black scholar Wilson Moses argues that like 
creationism, Afrocentrism is an "evangelical utopian" movement which 
asserts that "claims of representation override claims of verifiable evi
dence" and which represents not preparation for but resistance to life in 
modern industrial society.198 

The danger of Afrocentrism for society is that its "black reality" and 
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racial chauvinism are producing a deep and unbridgeable mental chasm 
between blacks and whites in America. If Mrocentrists maintain that 
blacks invented virtually everything in the period before 500 B.C., what 
happened after that? How did Mrica go from being ahead of the rest of 
the world to being so primitive? Mrocentrists have to account for why 
Europeans were able to so easily subdue Mrica with only token or spo
radic opposition. It is not enough to say that Europeans pirated Mrican 
knowledge, because even if whites learned much of what they know from 
Mricans, it does not follow that Mricans, as a consequence, would imme
diately forget how to organize universities and perform cornea trans
plants. Puzzled by this dilemma, Mrocentrists have come up with the 
obvious answer: European whites are intrinsically evil and oppressive 
"ice people" who, as Leonard Jeffries puts it, have entered into a contin
uing global conspiracy to conceal Mrican achievement and control the 
minds and bodies of blacks. John Jackson argues that "the Europeans, 
being warlike, had a distinct advantage over the peaceful Mricans."199 

The canonical Mrocentric work in this area is Michael Bradley's The Ice
man Inheritance, endorsed by John Henrik Clarke, who says that it pro
vides "an important message for our times and all times." Subtitled 
"Prehistoric Source of Western Man's Racism, Sexism and Aggression," 
The Iceman Inheritance argues that having evolved in a glacial environ
ment, whites mated with Neanderthals and earlier forms to produce a 
particularly vicious mongrel breed of homo sapiens: 

These special adaptations had incidental side-effects which resulted in an ex

ceptionally aggressive psychology ... and a higher level of psychosexual con

flict compared to all other races. Not intelligence, nor morality, nor spirit, but 

aggression is responsible for the expansion of Caucasoids ... at the expense 

of other races. 200 

No one should be surprised that Mrocentrism so closely parallels 
white racism in its historical claims to biological superiority. Despite its 
fervent denunciations of white racism, Mrocentrists are on most points 
in basic agreement with the racists. They too believe in the importance of 
race, and in the role of race in shaping intellect, character, and culture. 
This is clear in the Mrocentric reliance on the one-drop rule, which is 
unique to America and was devised by slaveowners and segregationists 
for the specific purpose of ensuring black subjugation. By what criterion 
do Mrocentrists claim that Cleopatra, Hannibal, Jesus Christ, Augustine 
of Hippo, Beethoven, and other well-known historical figures were really 
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black? Not even the least educated Afrocentrist maintains that these 
people were entirely Negroid. What they mean, rather, is that there is 
some evidence of mixed blood. 

In a revealing admission in the literary journal Arethusa, Martin Bernal 
writes, "I make no claim that the Egyptians were black." Yet in Black 
Athena he argued that the most powerful Egyptian dynasties were made 
up of pharaoahs "whom one can usefully call black." Bernal explains that 
these Egyptians were black in the sense that they would not be served 
coffee in the restaurant in the segregated South.201 Molefi Asante con
curs that "the ancient Egyptians looked no different from present-day 
African Americans."202 This is an endorsement, rather than a refutation, 
of the one-drop rule: any trace of African or nonwhite heritage defines 
you racially as black. Chiekh Anta Diop takes this reasoning to its logical 
conclusion: the French, the Spanish, the Italians, and the Greeks, he ar
gues, may all be considered black. 203 

Racialist ideology is also evident in the basic premise of Afrocentrism. 
What, after all, do the various tribal peoples in Africa, who have histori
cally identified themselves as Wolof, Ibo, and so on, have in common? 
The color of their skin. What do African American children from Chica
go share with contemporary or ancient Africans? The color of their skin. 
Thus a central principle of Afrocentrism is that biology is destiny, and 
that the color of your skin determines the content of your character. 
''Afrocentrism," argues African scholar Anthony Appiah, "shares the pre
suppositions of Victorian racial ideology against which it is reacting. Basi
cally, knowledge is viewed as a racial possession." 

Despite their interest in the ancient world, Afrocentrists appear to 
have missed one of the most important lessons that we can learn from 
the ancients, which is their acknowledgment of civilizational differences 
combined with their refusal to reduce these to biological characteristics. 
"The ancient Egyptian lack of color prejudice should serve as a salutary 
lesson for us today," Frank Yurco says. "They would have considered this 
Afrocentric argument absurd, and this is something we could really learn 
from."204 Instead Afrocentrists insist upon projecting their own racial 
nomenclature and obsession onto the ancient Egyptians, invoking them 
to justify contemporary assertions of black militancy. This strategy was 
evident in a public appeal by a black student at Pennsylvania State Uni
versity for African Americans to "bear arms" and "form a militia" to con
front and destroy "white devils."205 

What Afrocentrists have discovered, like the Afrikaners and the Nazis 
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before them, is that racial grievance can be a source of power. The power 
does not simply come from assuring young blacks that their ancestors did 
unbelievable things. This would not mean very much, and it would only 
highlight the enormous distance between the heroic status of ancient 
Mricans and the despondent position of inner-city Mrican Americans. 
Mrocentric power derives from its demonization of whites as unscrupu
lous, homicidal thieves of the black civilizational birthright. Those who 
endorse this paradigm should not be surprised when the Nation of Islam 
draws the logical conclusion: whites are the primary source of evil in the 
world and eternal vigilance, armed if necessary, is the posture that en
lightened blacks should adopt in order to counter ongoing white assaults 
on their most precious possessions. 

Mrocentrism is thus both pathetic and formidable: pathetic because it 
offers young blacks nothing in the way of knowledge and skills that are 
required by the modern environment; formidable, because it offers them 
racial dynamite instead: a fortified chauvinism, a hardened conspiratorial 
mindset, and a robotic dedication to ideologies of blackness. The "revo
lutionary commitment" to which Molefi Asante refers is evident in the 
hardened gleam in many Mrocentric eyes. Mrocentrists exhibit a virtually 
cultic pattern of lockstep behavior: everyone dresses alike, and when the 
leader laughs, everyone laughs. Gradually but unmistakably Mrocentrists 
are severing the bonds of empathy and understanding that are the basis 
for coexistence and cooperation in a multiracial society. The Mrocentric 
message is basically the one that Hitler delivered in the 1930s: we were 
great once, we have been humiliated, let us recognize the evil ones who 
have stolen our birthright, let us confront them and recover our inheri
tance, by any means necessary. 

DOUBTS ABOUT RELATMSM 

If liberals are wondering about how all this dangerous excess came to be 
identified with liberalism, the answer is simple: both multiculturalism 
and Mrocentrism are constructed on the logic of relativism, sometimes 
pushing that logic to its furthest point, sometimes exploiting openings 
made possible by relativism. Liberals have found it difficult to criticize 
multiculturalism and Mrocentrism because of their affinities with liberal 
ideology. Consequently it is the first principle of relativism itself that be
comes the issue: one that liberals should confront, and one that students 
exposed to Mrocentrism and multiculturalism should learn to evaluate 
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critically. Let us follow the relativist logic from its Boasian premise that 
most Americans cannot objectively study minority and non-Western cul
tures because they will necessarily view them through the prism of Euro
centric assumptions. As Ramon Saldivar puts it in Chicano Narrative, we 
must free ourselves from "the enslaving myth of absolute and universal 
truths."206 This rejection of truths which transcend space and time is now 
promoted by influential thinkers such as Richard Rorty and Stanley Fish, 
who argue that truth is an illusion and knowledge is politicaP07 

While they are right that none of us approach other societies in a cul
turally nude state, so that our perspective is necessarily shaped and per
haps clouded by our prior beliefs, does this mean that we have no way to 
transcend those biases and approach the ideal of objectivity? If so, then 
multiculturalism itself is an illusion because other cultures constitute in
accessible and incommensurable worlds, and Westerners can do no bet
ter than project their own values onto the cultures they appear to be 
studying. This, as we have seen, is what many multicultural activists do. 
Ironically the assumption that other cultures are self-contained and un
translatable systems leads to the conclusion that it is a waste of time for 
outsiders to attempt the inherently impossible project of understanding 
other cultures. If we simply cannot know the Other, perhaps it makes 
sense to content ourselves with the ethnocentric dictum: Know Thyself. 
Richard Rorty has reached precisely this conclusion, arguing that West
erners should be unabashedly ethnocentric because they cannot be any
thing else.208 

The vast majority of multicultural advocates reject Rorty's position, 
because it exposes multiculturalism as Eurocentric, whereas activists like 
to think of themselves as fighting Eurocentrism. The question then be
comes: how can American students transcend Eurocentrism and study 
other cultures "from within" when such an effort seems doomed at the 
outset? Multicultural advocates such as Renata Rosaldo, Richard Delga
do, and Ian Haney-Lopez typically answer that schools should recruit mi
nority and Third World representatives who can provide much-needed 
black, Hispanic, Asian, and American Indian perspectives.209 In some 
cases, activists insist that it is inadequate for minority recruits to have the 
right skin color: they must also espouse progressive and left-wing 
views.210 But how do we know that these individuals who have necessari
ly been hired by American criteria (university degrees, publishing 
records, even radical credentials) are truly representative of the indige
nous systems of thought and belief in a particular culture? There is a 
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good chance that they could represent marginal or unrepresentative fac
tions within other cultures, or else they could be Eurocentric impostors. 

Multicultural advocates typically avoid this problem by asserting that 
education does provide a bridge between cultures, and with proper train
ing students can be taught to appreciate the equal worth of all cultures. 
"If we develop cultural consciousness and intercultural competence," 
Christine Bennett writes, "we may be able to understand that we might 
very well accept and even participate in such behaviors had we been born 
and raised in that society."211 But this conclusion does not follow from its 
premises. If all criteria of judgment derive from within cultures, how can 
we arrive at an external standard of evaluation that permits us to place all 
cultures on an equal plane? How can we know that the moral codes of 
other cultures are valid for the people who live under them? Multicultur
al activists rely on the sleight-of-hand in which "I cannot know" becomes 
"I cannot judge" which becomes "I know that we are all equal." A skepti
cal confession of ignorance mysteriously becomes a dogmatic assertion of 
cultural egalitarianism. 

This is not to condone approaching other cultures with a presumption 
of inferiority. As Charles Taylor argues, "It makes sense to demand as a 
matter of right that we approach the study of other cultures with a pre
sumption of their value." Thus cultural relativism may provide a valuable 
methodological starting point of humility and intellectual openness. Yet 
as Taylor points out, in evaluating other cultures "it can't make sense to 
demand as a matter of right that we come up with a final concluding 
judgment that their value is great or equal to others."212 Perhaps a careful 
examination of other cultures will reveal good reasons to be critical of 
other cultures, just as we are often critical of our own culture. 

Indeed the first thing we notice when we study other cultures is that 
without exception they reject cultural relativism. Cultural relativism is a 
uniquely Western ideology. Thus it should come as no surprise that rela
tivism provokes sharp resistance from people in other cultures. Imagine 
the legitimate anger of a Muslim who is cheerfully informed by a Western 
academic that Allah's teachings are true for him, when he deeply believes 
that they are universal principles. A relativist analysis of Islam as nothing 
more than a social adaptation reveals, in a new form, the old and per
verse Western tendency not to take other cultures seriously as offering 
fundamental alternatives to Western notions of goodness and truth. 

Moreover, as Leszek Kolakowski points out, it seems paternalistic to 
say that Islamic practices such as punishing thieves by cutting off their 
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limbs represent legitimate judicial options-for those people.213 Such ar
guments, which imply that our kind of people deserve democracy and 
human rights but their kind of people do not, seem self-serving and may 
be destructive to the contemporary aspirations of millions of 1bird World 
peoples. As Claude Levi-Strauss recognized, many 1bird World residents 
are happy to acknowledge the temporary backwardness of their cultures 
as the basis for gaining access to Western ideas and Western technology 
and making a transition to modernity which they correctly identify with 
the West. In a stunning admission, Levi-Strauss writes: 

The dogma of cultural relativism is challenged by the very people for whose 

moral benefit the anthropologists established it in the first place. The com
plaint the underdeveloped countries advance is not that they are being West

ernized, but that there is too much delay in giving them the means to 

Westernize themselves. It is of no use to defend the individuality of human 
cultures against those cultures themselves.214 

Consequently a sincere effort to study other cultures "from within" re
quires a rejection of the Western lens of cultural relativism. Indeed an ex
amination of great Islamic philosophers such as Al-Farabi and Ibn Sinha 
reveals that they believed in reason and revelation as the two mecha
nisms for discovering universal truths. Indeed these Muslim scholars 
studied the Greeks not because they were interested in diversity, but be
cause they were interested in truths which they believed extended across 
cultural boundaries. Consequently, multiculturalists who wish to take 
non-Western cultures seriously must take seriously their rejection of rela
tivism. Otherwise a humble openness to other cultures becomes an arro
gant dismissal of their highest claims to truth. 

Students do need to be exposed to the great accomplishments of 
other cultures, as well as their influence on the West. Cultural relativism 
goes beyond this to insist that we should understand cultural differences 
without applying (inherently biased) standards of critical evaluation. 
Thus multiculturalism becomes a technique for celebrating differences 
without making distinctions. Specifically, it forbids at the outset the pos
sibility that one culture may be in crucial respects superior to another. An 
initial openness to the truths of other cultures degenerates into a closed
minded denial of all transcultural standards. Seeking to avoid an ac
knowledgment of Western cultural superiority, relativism ends up 
denying the possibility of truth. 

The claim of Western cultural superiority has, for the past several cen-
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turies, decisively rested on science and technology, which seem to offer 
an unrivaled access both to the laws of nature and to the material bene
fits of harnessing nature's power. Science is a major embarrassment to 
cultural relativism because it seems ridiculous to claim that each culture 
has its own equally valid claim to understanding physical laws. Whatever 
its social benefits in promoting group solidarity, either rain-dancing does 
or does not cause rain.215 Does it make sense to say that the earth is 
round for us, but other cultures may with equal legitimacy insist that the 
earth is flat? At first glance this seems preposterous, yet some radical 
multiculturalists draw on Thomas Kuhn's The Structure of Scientific Revo
lutions to contend that even scientific principles only hold within cogni
tive paradigms and thus have no claim to accurately represent nature. 216 

African American anthropologistJohnnetta Cole argues for a "new defin
ition" of science which is "based on the multiplicity of equally valuable 
truths."21 7 Kuhn himself has repudiated concepts such as "ethnoscience," 
as well as the extreme relativist reading of his work, insisting that he was 
merely describing how scientific revolutions happen, and not questioning 
the capacity of scientists to increase knowledge and predict and control 
external phenomena.218 And it strains credulity to insist that the law of 
gravity and the law of non-contradiction are culture-bound. 

If we grant, however, that Newton's theory of gravity is universally 
true, we must then consider the possibility of truths that are Western in 
origin but universal in their application. To this the thoughtful relativist 
usually responds by invoking the famous distinction between facts and 
values. According to this view-first advanced by positivists and made 
famous in this country by Max Weber-we can through scientific tech
niques know facts, but we have no rational basis for preferring the values 
of one culture (or individual) to those of another.219 Yet the fact-value 
distinction also contains serious problems. Is the distinction itself a fact 
or a value? If it is a value, then we must conclude that it is arbitrary and 
there is no scientific basis for believing it. So how do we know that the 
values of different cultures cannot be meaningfully compared? Here rel
ativists typically appeal to the diverse moral opinions of various cultures 
to demonstrate the relativity of values. Yet such surveys prove nothing, 
because undoubtedly similar surveys in various cultures would produce 
an equal diversity of opinions on such factual issues as E = mc2 or 
whether human beings evolved from lower forms. 

Advocates of relativism such as Stanley Fish usually win popular sup
port for their case by attacking the straw man of "absolute truth." But 
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not even science claims to have access to absolute truth. Indeed the en
tire system of scientific hypothesis and verification is based on the as
sumption that truths are provisional and subject to future revision. We 
cannot say that evolution is absolutely true, but we can say that there is 
stronger evidence for Darwin than for Bishop U ssher. Similarly there is 
more evidence for Einstein than for Newton, just as there is more evi
dence for Newton than for Ptolemy. The absence of final knowledge 
does not mean that some claims are not better supported than others. 
Stanley Fish is wrong to assert that there is no basis for distinguishing be
tween reason and belief. 22o 

If some scientific truths are considered valid on the grounds that they are 
more true than competing theories, why by the same token must we dismiss 
the possibility that political or moral propositions may be considered as per
manent and universal (although not necessarily absolute) truths? Consider 
the central proposition of the Declaration of Independence-all men are 
created equal-which Abraham Lincoln declared "an abstract truth, applic
able to all men and all times."221 A good case can be made that, based on 
what we know about human nature and various forms of government, we 
can be just as certain as we are of scientific propositions that government by 
popular consent is a better system than religious theocracy or political totali
tarianism. Of course some Islamic fundamentalists might disagree, but they 
are also likely to disagree about the theory of evolution. In short, they could 
be wrong on both counts, so American students can be confident that truth 
both about the natural and the social world is possible. 

Cardinal Newman defined the purpose of a liberal education as one to 
"educate the intellect to reason well in all matters, to reach out towards 
truth, and to grasp it."222 Schools and colleges should provide young people 
with an authentic multicultural curriculum that begins at home but is never
theless open to the world beyond. Such a cosmopolitan canon would ex
pose students to "the best that has been thought and said" not simply in the 
West but in other cultures as well. The object is not diversity but knowl
edge: students should learn ways to seek to distinguish truth from false
hood, beauty from vulgarity, right from wrong. Knowledge is a matter of 
ascertaining facts, as well as developing the tools to formulate "right opin
ion." To use Plato's famous image, we live our lives in a cave, distracted by 
the shadows of perspective and opinion, but it is the aspiration of an au
thentic multicultural education to help us move from opinion to knowledge, 
to climb out of the darkness into the illuminating radiance of the sun. 



10 
BIGOTRY IN BLACK AND WHITE 

Can African Americans Be Racist? 

Don't you think that the white neo-Nazis and some of these black nationalists ought to 

· get together, to unite so as to save on overhead costs? 

-Ishmael Reed1 

The group of around two hundred whites gathered at the Hilton hotel in 
Atlanta in late May 1994 seemed to resemble an academic conference. 
Yet this was a meeting, the first of its kind in recent years, organized by ac
tivists seeking to articulate a politics of white power (or, as they term it, 
"white preservation"). The conference was organized by Jared Taylor, au
thor of Paved with Good Intentions} an account of race relations and the 
follies of multiculturalism. Taylor is a gaunt Southern man whose book 
purports to criticize the excesses of racial preferences. In a newsletter 
called American Renaissance that he edits under the name Samuel Taylor, 
Jared Taylor's agenda is more explicitly set forth. Here are a few items
some by Taylor, some appearing unsigned or by others-that I read in the 
publication before attending the conference. 

• "[A]n acceptance of racial differences might be good for blacks .... [In 
the nineteenth century] the assumption of inferiority made it easier to 
accept meager circumstances. "2 

387 



388 The End a/Racism 

• ''As long as whites are browbeaten into believing that race does not 
matter, they will continue to cooperate in their own marginalization. "3 

• "When West African slaves came to America they brought with them 
their habit of eating dirt. In the southern United States, dirt eating is 
still surprisingly common. "4 

• "In June, the Chicago Bulls won its third straight professional basket
ball championship, and blacks celebrated in what has come to be their 
usual style-they looted and rioted .... "5 

• "More and more whites are rediscovering what their ancestors took for 
granted: a natural preference for and loyalty to their own race."6 

• ''American slaves had surprisingly positive things to say about slavery. "7 

• "In some cases would slavery not be better than the squalor and bar
barism that so many blacks have brought upon themselves?"8 

• "There are no ... mantras to numb the brain like: All men are created 
equal ... "9 

• " ... I can find no cause that is greater, harder or more heroic than that 
of racialism."10 

• "Nelson Mandela is now president of South Africa ... [T]he grisly gods 
of 'democracy' have now been satisfied."11 

These themes were elaborated at the Atlanta conference. As I made my 
way to the first session, notebook in hand, I was startled to see David 
Duke in the elevator. He looked tan and sporty and was accompanied by 
a burly man who could have been a bodyguard. I asked him if he planned 
to attend the conference. No, he said, the organizers asked him not to 
show up because it might undermine their credibility. But Duke planned 
to have associates at the meetings, and I spotted him several times in the 
hotel that weekend, chatting with Jared Taylor. 

Thylor' s introductory lecture emphasized the dangers to whites posed by 
blacks and immigrants. ''As our population changes, our health standards will 
change, and it makes one wonder which will be the first American city in 
which we cannot drink the water." Suburbs are "shrinking enclaves where 
Anglo-American civility prevails." Other groups may be well-behaved but 
"[it] is our right, it is our duty not to let our country become full of people 
who are utterly unlike ourselves." Taylor reserved his greatest contempt, how
ever, for whites who refuse to embrace their whiteness and fight back. Taylor 
invoked the memory of his Confederate ancestors. "I'm sorry to say that they 
lost." It is true that blacks and immigrants despise whites, Thylor claimed. '1\nd 
we are despicable. Unless we defend our racial interests and put them first, 
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we will disappear." In a subsequent conversation, Taylor said that while he 
did not approve of slavery, many slaveholders held that the alternative was 
"Negro pandemonium." Their fear, Taylor said, may have been borne out. 
About integration: "The black separatists are right." About whites who are 
uncivilized and disposed to crime: "They may be boobs, but they're our 
boobs." About violence, Taylor said that whites cannot afford to reject the op
tion of violence in self-defense, and warned of the possibility of a race war. 
"When it happens," he predicted, "the divisions will be along racial lines." 
Taylor appears to be a tribalist, who champions group historical conscious
ness and white racial preservation. 

One of the star speakers at the conference was philosopher Michael 
Levin, whose views on rational discrimination we have encountered earli
er. A bespectacled academic with a nasal voice, Levin proceeded to ex
plain why blacks are less intelligent and less motivated than whites. Black 
inferiority, he argued, is "overwhelmingly likely to be genetic. It is not the 
result of racism. Are white children taught to metabolize glucose differ
ently than black children?" Laughter. Since blacks are naturally more 
criminally oriented than whites, Levin suggested the desirability of race 
conscious policies for African Americans. Perhaps blacks could be treated 
as adults by the criminal system at an earlier age "given that blacks mature 
more quickly than whites." He suggested expedited trials for African 
American defendants "since they have a shorter time horizon." He said 
the police should be permitted to stop young black males driving expen
sive cars, since there was probable cause to believe that they were felons. 

Another popular speaker was Samuel Franc1s, a Southern conservative 
who is also a columnist for the "Washington Times. A lively controversialist, 
Francis began with some largely valid complaints about how the Southern 
heritage is demonized in mainstream culture. At one point he described 
singer Garth Brooks as "repulsive" because "he has that stupid universal
ist song, in which we all intermarry." Francis attacked the liberal principles 
of humanism and universalism for facilitating "the war against the white 
race." He called for a revival of the conquistador spirit among whites: 

Instead of invoking a suicidal liberalism and regurgitating the very universal

ism that has subverted our identity and our sense of solidarity, what we as 

whites must do is reassert our identity and our solidarity, and we must do so in 

explicitly racial terms through the articulation of a racial consciousness as 

whites .... The civilization that we as whites created in Europe and America 

could not have developed apart from the genetic endowments of the creating 
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people, nor is there any reason to believe that the civilization can be success

fully transmitted to a different people.l2 

Francis was followed by Lawrence Auster, author of The Path to Nation
al Suicide: An Essay on Immigration and Multiculturalism. Auster began 
conventionally enough, with attacks on affirmative action, but then he 
proceeded to a gruesome portrait of immigrants epitomized by animal 
sacrifice cults, Dominican drug dealers, and Muslim extremists and ter
rorists. Auster argued that "white America can survive demographically 
and culturally only if it recognizes itself as a threatened ethnoculture." 
Auster contended that advocates of intermarriage were proposing and cel
ebrating "not just the dilution of white America, but its complete elimina
tion." He added, "This is the insanity that results from uncritically 
accepting the idea that race doesn't matter .... It's the current race-blind 
ideology that is insane." Auster also stated that the "large and enduring 
differences in average intelligence between blacks and whites" mean that 
"blacks on their own can never be expected to maintain a modern, democ
ratic, civilized society" or "achieve collective economic equality and other 
kinds of parity with whites." 

Perhaps the lecture that generated the most amusement was given by 
Eugene Valberg, a white man who lived in Africa. Valberg regaled the au
dience with tales of black incompetence, corruption, and stupidity. Most 
Africans, Valberg said, know that the white man is smarter than the black 
man. Not only do Africans recognize their intrinsic inferiority but "they 
are not in the slightest bit upset by this." American black protest, Valberg 
suggested, is a kind of political pose. "They learn to act angry and show 
rage. They know it is to their advantage." In Africa, Valberg said, blacks 
live in a kind of absurdist culture. "The belief in witchcraft is absolutely 
universal." Most blacks, he said, "view science as a kind of magic." Blacks 
are absolutely flummoxed by technology, including how to turn a TV set 
on and off. And there is no concept of obligation. "When a black man 
makes a promise he means maybe he'll do it, maybe he won't." Valberg 
told of an African town where blacks seemingly got into car crashes on 
every street. Apparently most blacks believed that they would be absolute
ly immune from personal harm if they wore a special amulet on their arm. 
Yet when Valberg asked one injury victim why, despite an amulet, he had 
still gotten into a crash, the man reportedly replied that this was because 
the person who slammed into him was probably not wearing his amulet. 
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For me, the only nonwhite there, the conference provided a revealing 
spectacle. Here were two hundred amateur biologists conversing with 
great assurance about intelligence quotient, validity coefficients, and the 
latest findings by Arthur Jensen and Richard Herrnstein. Here were peo
ple who were urbane and educated, yet they did not flinch from terms like 
"chink" and "nigger." Indeed more than cnce I heard someone say that it 
was highly significant that he was not socially permitted to call blacks "nig
ger" when blacks themselves used the term with each other. One man 
knowingly observed that the physical nature of blacks and the intellectual 
nature of whites is perfectly captured in the white tendency to refer to 
"our minds" while blacks refer to "our heads." Several participants cited 
affirmative action as proof of the basic uncompetitiveness of blacks in 
American society. 

I attempted to argue with some of the participants there, pointing out 
to one activist the evidence that showed how productive Cubans, West 
Indians, and many Asian groups were; his lack of interest confirmed my 
suspicion that he feared increased influx from these groups because they 
were productive-immigrant competition threatened him, just as immi
grant dependency appalled him. With another man I raised questions 
about the claim that the historical record of blacks proved natural inferi
ority. "Look," he told me. "If the blacks are right that they had the earliest 
civilization in Africa, then they should be far ahead of other people in de
velopment." Another added, "If blacks can run a civilization on their own, 
how come they have messed up every single time? Look at Haiti. That 
place belongs in Africa, because blacks have ruined it. South Africa is 
going down the tubes next." A college student joked, "If blacks are not an 
inferior race, they do the best imitation of one that I have witnessed." An 
elderly man who looked like a professor said, "My research proves that it 
is blacks who should pay us reparations, since their wages in America are 
far higher than they would be if blacks stayed in Africa." Racial nomencla
ture came up again: "First it was Negro. Then colored. Then black. Now 
African American. Why don't they just call themselves skunks?" A pub
lisher of racist tracts offered to put together a book called "10 1 Excuses 
for Black Failure," which would give African Americans "lots of reasons 
for constantly screwing up and blaming others for it." Finally there were 
the ones who did not openly praise the Skinheads but implied that at least 
they had convictions and were doing something: Better to light a cross 
than to curse the darkness! 
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KKK, RIP 

At first glance, we seem to be witnessing a revival of the old racism, of 
which there is no more powerful symbol in America than the Ku Klux 
Klan. Scholars show an avid interest in the Klan and related groups: re
cent books on the subject include Skinheads Shaved for Battle, Religion and 
the Racist Right, The Silent Brotherhood, and The Rise of Davzd Duke. 13 

Some newspapers publish articles on the Klan every few months or so, 
and the organization is described perennially as "resurgent."14 Many 
scholars also warn of a growing Klan. Alphonso Pinkney in The Myth of 
Black Progress refers to "the revival of the Klan throughout the country" 
and asserts, "No one knows exactly what the Klan membership is but it is 
clear that it is growing in the South and elsewhere."15 Joe Feagin and Her
nan Vera insist in White Racism that "the white supremacy movement is 
growing."16 Organizations that raise money for the purpose of combating 
hate groups also convey in their literature the specter of a national army of 
Klansmen and skinheads posing a grave danger to the basic rights of 
blacks. Perhaps the Atlanta conference will suggest to many that the Klan 
is making a comeback in the 1990s. 

Yet contrary to the expectation of many liberal activists, the Ku Klux 
Klan is a virtually defunct organization. The Klan today is close to bank
ruptcy, its membership has been precipitously on the decline for years, its 
activities are intensely monitored by law enforcement and civil rights 
groups, and it would not be very surprising if the organization ceased to 
exist by the end of the century. For a group that once boasted millions of 
members and wielded considerable political power, especially in the 
South, the contemporary Klan is a pale image of its former self. Even 
groups professionally devoted to fighting the Klan, which have a stake in 
inflating its membership, confirm the massive hemorrhaging of the 
group's numbers and strength. The Anti-Defamation League of B'nai 
B'rith and the Southern Poverty Law Center, both of which monitor white 
hate groups, report that total combined membership in the Ku Klux Klan 
and the Skinheads in the United States is approximately 7,500 persons. 
The Anti-Defamation League's 1991 survey of Klan membership estimat
ed 4,000 Klan members, but since then the Klan has split into two rival 
factions, and membership seems to have declined substantially. The Skin
heads reportedly have a wider geographical base than the Klan with chap
ters in forty states, but the Anti-Defamation League's June 1993 survey 
found only 3,000 to 3,500 Skinhead members nationwide.17 Remarks 
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Stuart Lowengrub, head of the ADLs Atlanta office, "The Klan today has 
nothing left, no influence at all, political or economic. What's left of the 
Klan is no more than a nuisance."18 

One might expect the Klan's collapse to be cause for celebration, par
ticularly among African Americans. Oddly, many scholars and writers are 
extremely reluctant to acknowledge the end of an era. Rather, they are in
credulous and even angry when informed of eroding Klan membership 
and influence. Yet in fact, the Ku Klux Klan was on the decline throughout 
the 1980s and early 1990s. Nothing accelerated its political demise more 
than a lawsuit filed against the organization by Morris Dees, a white liber
al activist who heads the Southern Poverty Law Center in Montgomery, 
Alabama. Representing Beulah Mae Donald, the mother of a teenage boy 
lynched by Klan members, Dees convinced an all-white jury in 1987 to 
award a $7 million verdict against the grand wizard of the Klan and his 
United Klans of America. Already losing members and in financial straits, 
the Klan was forced to sell many of its meager assets, including its nation
al headquarters. As a final humiliation, several Klansmen were compelled, 
as part of a civil settlement, to attend a class on racial sensitivity adminis
tered in May 1990 by black minister Joseph Lowery. 19 A similar fate befell 
the Skinheads, a neo-Nazi group primarily composed of teenagers with 
shaven heads which surpassed the Klan in membership and violence 
against blacks and immigrants during the early 1980s. Undoubtedly the 
most powerful and vicious of the Skinhead groups was the White Aryan 
Resistance, led by a television repairman named Tom Metzger. In 1991 
Morris Dees and his Southern Poverty Law Center represented an 
Ethiopian student clubbed to death by Skinheads, and won a $12.5 mil
lion award against Metzger's Aryan group. Metzger's house was auc
tioned, and court representatives monitor his group's contributions which 
are siphoned off to pay damages.20 

Neither the Klan nor the Skinheads have ceased to operate. Some Klan 
leaders such as Oklahoma's Dennis Mahon have traveled to Germany 
where they are trying to hitch up with racist and xenophobic groups 
abroad.21 In the United States, small renegade outfits continue to operate 
in a survivalist mode, usually in rural parts of the country. Every now and 
then the Klan will stage a rally in a city in which small numbers of 
marchers are inevitably outnumbered by large numbers of protesters 
against the Klan. 22 Robert Branch, an African American writer, describes a 
1992 Klan rally in Ocean City, Maryland, in which "about two dozen" 
Klansmen were greeted by boos, hisses, and slurs from hundreds of black 
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and white opponents. Scores of police were on the scene, not to protect 
blacks, but to protect the Klansmen.23 It is not uncommon these days to 
see Skinheads appearing on talk shows such as Geraldo Rivera's, where 
they supply predictable histrionics and offer many opportunities for audi
ence moralism. Television game shows sometimes even feature a slot la
beled "KKK Guy," converting the incoherent ravings of a bigot into an 
occasion for pathetic humor. Media personality Howard Stern urges his 
listeners to call Ku Klux Klan phone numbers to laugh at the absurd 
recorded messages about white supremacy. One TV documentary quoted 
a local Skinhead leader expressing his fondest wish: to stand at the gate
way to hell with a pitchfork, spearing Jews and blacks as they entered. 

As the April1995 bombing of an Oklahoma federal building showed, it 
would be foolish to underestimate the potential of even a small group of 
racial terrorists for violence and mayhem. Weak and dying organizations 
sometimes show a dangerous proclivity for striking out in kamikaze fash
ion. Activist groups and the police are right to be vigilant. Recendy in Cal
ifornia the authorities thwarted a Skinhead plan to blow up a black 
church in order to foment continuing race riots in the aftermath of the 
Rodney King incident. 24 A 1994 report in Klanwatch) published by the 
Southern Poverty Law Center, lists the following incidents: A Skinhead 
was arrested for beating a black man to death in St. Louis, Missouri. In 
South Bend, Indiana, three white supremacists belonging to a group 
called the White Brotherhood were accused of killing a black woman. In 
Wll.mette, Illinois, a white plastic surgeon was reportedly killed because a 
white racist group believed he was giving minorities a lighter skin and 
more Aryan features.25 Yet David Chalmers in his book Hooded American
ism: The History of the Ku Klux Klan writes that when reporters constandy 
press him to describe the resurgence or revival of the Klan, he routinely 
informs them that they are the Klan revival. In other words, an ailing Klan 
is often magnified into a vast and potent national juggernaut by a media 
prone to sensationalism and by activist groups whose fund-raising de
pends on apocalyptic forecasts of a never-ending epidemic of racial terror
ism. Chalmers notes that when the Klan announced its plan to patrol the 
Mexican border against illegal aliens, only eight Klansmen-but a large 
squad of reporters-showed up. Chalmers even recounts an episode 
where at a Klan rally in Florida in the late 1980s, the cross-burning was 
delayed for twenty minutes until the local TV news crew arrived.26 The 
contemporary marginality of the Klan is conveyed in a Klan song. 
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You have to be black to get a welfare check and I'm broke. 

No joke. 

I ain't got a nickel for a coke. 

I ain't black you see, 

So Uncle Sam won't help poor nigger-hating me.27 

Members of white extremist organizations today can subscribe to journals 
and newsletters with names like Thunderbolt, Crusader, and the Fiery Cross. 
They can sport tattoos or bumper stickers saying "White Power," "Thank 
God for AIDS," and "Nigger Hunting License." They can learn songs about 
how blacks are "mud people" whom God erroneously created on the third 
day, or hymns to the ancient Nordic gods.28 They can purchase ceramic stat
ues of a hooded Klansman whose eyes glow when he is plugged into an elec
trical outlet. 29 They can order from the Liberty Lobby such pamphlets as 
"Proud to Be a Racist," "Six Million Did Not Die," "Kosher Food Racket Ex
posed," ''White Man, Think Again," and "The Hitler We Loved and Why."30 

The fact is that these racial fanatics are few in number and they come 
from the very dregs of society. Paul Sniderman' s studies show that racist at
titudes are most likely to be held by whites who are poorest, least educat
ed, and virtually marginalized in society.31 Fortunately these racists are not 
in much of a position to deny blacks education and jobs, which they often 
don't have access to themselves. The Klan, however, continues to recruit 
from this group whose racism is less a function of its power than of its pow
erlessness. Indeed it is marginality itself which gives racism its appeal. 
Today' s Klansmen and white supremacists have no plausible justification 
for asserting civilizational superiority against blacks, Jews, or anyone else. 
They occupy the lowest rungs on the economic and social ladder. Bigotry 
seems to be a last line of defense for "poor white trash" against the degrad
ing temptation of barbarism. One may fear these people and yet feel sorry 
for them at the same time. Like the indigent Southern white man in the 
movie Resurgence, one of their few consolations is to assure themselves, 
"Every morning, I wake up and thank God I'm white."32 

So why do we keep hearing about a Klan revival? The reason is the 
widespread conviction, articulated by Bill Stanton in Klanwatch, that "ex
tremist groups are merely manifestations of a powerful current of racism 
that suffuses American life."33 Kenneth Jackson concludes his study The 
Ku Klux Klan in the City with the ominous declaration, '1\.lthough the Klan 
is no longer effective, the Klan mentality remains."34 Elaine Jones of the 
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NAACP Legal Defense Fund warns that the Klan's views "are shared qui
etly by many others."35 Joe Feagin and Hernan Vera charge that "white su
premacists are the officiants in extreme racist rites, but many other whites 
silently sympathize with aspects of their mythology."36 The Klan also 
serves as a catalyst for anti-racist unity among Mrican Americans; as 
Robert Branch writes, "One key to solidarity is to recall and relive our col
lective history."37 Another activist recalls, "My dad used to often tell us 
about when he was a boy, how the crosses would be burned up on the 
hills .... I'm seeing the same thing."3S 

Thus if the Klan were to disappear, this might suggest that white big
otry in America had vastly abated, and blacks and other minorities could 
move on to other issues. This prospect is unbelievable and alarming to 
many white liberals and civil rights activists. Black activist groups have a 
financial interest in using racism to justify preferences and set-asides, and 
many white liberals have an ideological stake, derived from relativism, in 
blaming racism for group inequality. White racism scares these persons, 
but the prospect of the elimination of the specter of white racism seems to 
scare them even more. 

REBIRTH OF A NATION 

White racism is not dead, but (as many blacks suspect) it now wears a dif
ferent face. The Atlanta conference and the literature of racist groups today 
convey the new spirit of white bigotry. No longer does it seek to establish a 
global or American hierarchy of races premised on civilizational superiority. 
Far from being opposed to relativism, the new white racism is based on it: it 
invokes relativism to demand equal respect for its distinct and inviolable 
culture. Indeed, the two main themes of white racists today are cultural sep
aratism and white survivalism. It is a new ideology of white power, seeming
ly formulated on the model of black power. Nor do the new racists seek to 
destroy every last vestige of Mrocentrism and black separatism. Rather, they 
are supporters of many aspects of those ideologies, and often work closely 
with Mrican American extremists to achieve joint objectives. Whether or 
not Jared Taylor would acknowledge any agreement with black activists, 
Taylor is in the same camp as many of them in his rejection of the principles 
of the American founding and specifically the Declaration of Independence. 
He argues, as they do, that formal equality is a sham and the primary relevant 
consideration is racial unity and preservation. Taylor's American Renaissance 
also echoes many of the main propositions of the Mrocentrists: Western 
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civilization is inherently white, America was founded on white norms, immi
grants are perennial outsiders, blacks are ''Africans in America," they are in 
America but not of America, race determines culture, miscegenation and in
termarriage are an abomination, and racial separatism, preferably separate 
black and white nations, is the answer. 

The liberal ideology of relativism, we saw earlier, was developed by the 
Boasians to destroy the old racist concept of a natural hierarchy of cul
tures. It sought to do this by questioning the standards by which one cul
ture judges another: no culture, relativists insist, has the right to term 
another inadequate or inferior. All cultures adapt to their own unique 
conditions. But if this is true, then it applies to white racist culture as well. 
It too is adaptive; it too can rationalize its extremism by citing sociological 
deprivations, it too has a right to promote ethnic self-esteem, it too can 
claim the right to preserve itself by any means necessary. Today even Ku 
Klux Klansmen defend their fanatical ethnocentrism and hatred of other 
groups in terms of upholding their culture which is no less entitled to re
spect than any other. Reflecting the new relativist thinking, Thorn Robb, 
national director of the Klan, said in 1991, "We don't hate anybody. We 
just love the white race."39 

Consider William Gayley Simpson's racist tract Which Wtly, Western 
Man? Simpson attacks liberal individualism on the grounds that it has 
promoted rootlessness and undermined ethnic community among whites. 
He attacks reason, morality, and universalism on the grounds that they 
deny appeals to affinities of blood and sentiment. 4° Similarly W:tlmot 
Robertson in The Dispossessed Majority, published in 1981, argues in favor 
of separatism for the purpose of preserving both black and white ethnic 
cultures. Condemning the "numbing ideology" of individualism and as
similation, Robertson praises Afrocentrists and black separatists for advo
cating all-black schools for boys.41 In his 1992 book The Ethnostate, 
Robertson argues that since each culture has its own inner essence, it is 
foolish to expect different cultures to understand each other, and there
fore America should be broken up into separate "ethnostates" in which 
blacks and whites can separately assert their own cultural traditions.42 

David Duke seems to have traveled in the same direction. According to 
the Louisiana Coalition Against Racism and Nazism, by the 1980s Duke's 
kinder, gentler Nazism, marketed under the banner of his National Asso
ciation for the Advancement of White People (NAAWP), emphasized the 
"division of North America into separate racial nations." In Duke's own 
words from a 1989 interview, "There's only one country anymore that's 
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all-white and that's Iceland. And Iceland is not enough." Duke is not con
cerned about black nationalism; he endorses it. Indeed in the 1970s he 
authored a pamphlet called "African Atto," written under the pseudonym 
Mohammed X, in which he instructs blacks on street-fighting techniques 
to defeat "whitey."43 

The common themes of ethnic survivalism and separatism are now in
creasingly evident in white groups, as they have been for some time in 
black groups. At a recent demonstration in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, 
to promote use of the Confederate flag, whites carried banners and wore 
T-shirts with the messages, "You Wear Your X and I'll Wear Mine," "It's A 
White Thing," and "The Original Boyz in the Hood."44 Just as some blacks 
in the late 1960s rejected Martin Luther King's approach, arguing that they 
needed Black Power to combat White Power, so too white groups in the 
1990s insist that Black Power cannot be resisted with appeals to universal
ism but only with a reinvigoration of the ideology of White Power. Yet it 
would be a grave mistake to consider white supremacists and black nation
alists to be mere adversaries. Indeed, on several occasions going back to 
the 1920s, white supremacists have met with black nationalists in order to 
realize shared visions of separate black and white nations. 

In 1922, Marcus Garvey, the prominent black nationalist and leader of 
the "back to Africa" movement, arranged a secret meeting with the Grand 
Cyclops of the Invisible Empire of the Ku Klux Klan. Garvey was appar
ently seeking Klan financing for his Black Star shipping line, which would 
transport blacks to Africa. Garvey met with Klan leaders in Atlanta and 
even invited them to speak at his black nationalist convention. When 
news of this bizarre alliance surfaced, Garvey was embarrassed and forced 
to break off ties. Yet he protested that the Klan only sought "to preserve 
their race from suicide through miscegenation and to keep it pure, which 
to me is not a crime but a commendable desire." And the Klan sent out 
pamphlets defending Garvey, and blaming opposition to him on a 
Catholic plot! Later Garvey lived in Britain where he expressed his pro
found admiration for white racialists like Mussolini. In a tactic familiar by 
now, Garvey even claimed authorship of Mussolini's philosophy. "We 
were the first fascists." Wlthout denying the Klan connection, Afrocentric 
historians such as John Henrik Clarke now insist that Garvey's motives 
for the alliance have been "seriously misinterpreted."45 

On January 28, 1961, Malcolm X held a secret meeting with the Ku 
Klux Klan. He sought the Klan's assistance in getting land for the Nation 
of Islam to carry out its separatist program. Malcolm X assured Klan lead-
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ers, who were understandably suspicious of him, that the Muslims firmly 
believed in segregation and that "the Jew is behind the integration move
ment, using the Negro as a tool." Malcolm X also told an increasingly en
thusiastic Klan group that Elijah Muhammad had invited American Nazi 
leader George Lincoln Rockwell, who also hated Jews and advocated 
racial separation, to speak to the Nation of Islam's 1962 annual conven
tion.46 Today black nationalists downplay these documented connections. 
Spike Lee, for example, carefully omitted any reference to Malcolm X's 
dealings with the Ku Klux Klan in his hagiographic film. 

Recently the working relationship between white and black extremists 
seems to have intensified. Michael Bradley is a white anti-Semite who is 
author of the book Chosen People /rom the Caucasus, subtitled, ''Jewish 
Origins, Delusions, Deceptions, and Historical Role in the Slave 'liade, 
Genocide and Cultural Colonization." Among Bradley's points: 

• Egyptians probably had good reason to persecute Jews because they 
were "continually worshipping their God instead of working." 

• Jews were "major participants in the genocide of American Indians." 
• Jews are not really Semitic peoples at all, but impostors descended 

from vicious tribes "noted for their stench" and "usually regarded as 
being some kind of beast-men." 

• Jewish victimization is part of a "great Hebrew hoax" that partly ex
plains why Jews "have somehow come to influence Western civilization 
to a degree out of all proportion to their small numbers." 

• ''Jews today virtually control what Americans see on TV and at the 
movies." 

• A ''Jewish mafia" exists to destroy all who seek to expose it like 
Leonard Jeffries, who is guilty of nothing more than "complaining 
about the obvious." 

• "The current nuclear age was initiated with the help of a Jewish scien
tist, Albert Einstein, but only when Jews in Germany were threatened. 
Then, nuclear weapons were tested on a non-Caucasian population 
outside Europe-where no Caucasians or Jews could be threatened."47 

Interestingly, Michael Bradley's book is not published by a white racist 
or anti-Semitic group, but by Third World Press, which is run by black na
tionalist Haki Madhubuti. Third World Press almost never publishes 
white authors. Yet Madhubuti also included an essay by Bradley in an an
thology he edited on the Los Angeles riots, Why L.A. Happened. 48 And the 
introduction to Bradley's Chosen People/rom the Caucasus is by Afrocentric 
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historian John Henrik Clarke. Moreover, Bradley is cited respectfully in 
publications such as the Journal of Black Studies. 49 

Black nationalists and activists have attended meetings devoted to 
Holocaust denial sponsored by a group called the Institute for Historical 
Review. Leonard Jeffries, for example, has been invited by white racists 
and anti-Semites to join them at conferences convened to expose the 
Holocaust as a Jewish fabrication. In May 199 3, former Milwaukee alder
man Michael McGee, an Mrican American, was joined by the head of the 
White Aryan Resistance, Tom Metzger, at a Dallas rally to call for the 
overthrow of the U.S. government.50 The Anti-Defamation League re
ports that white supremacists such as Robert Miles are seeking to unite 
hate groups in part by endorsing the racial separatism of black groups 
such as the Nation of Islam which they "apparently consider their like
minded counterpart."51 

THE UNBEARABLE WHITENESS OF BEING 

White liberals have a difficult time acknowledging the common themes of 
white racism and black racism-indeed, many express doubts that persons 
of color are even capable of being racist. Yet in this increasingly diverse so
ciety, we are confronted on a regular basis with examples of internecine 
hostility between minority groups.52 Sometimes expressions of one minori
ty group's hostility toward another are far more vocal and visible than ex
pressions of white racism. Consider some examples that compel us to take 
seriously a phenomenon that looks and sounds like black racism. 

• When anti-apartheid activist Mark Mathabane, author of Kaffir Boy, 
migrated from South Mrica to the United States he was surprised to hear 
American blacks saying things about whites that he had heard whites say 
about blacks in his homeland. Mrican American students informed Math
abane that they hated whites because hatred gave them "satisfaction," 
and they regarded the white man as intrinsically evil: "a murdering, ex
ploiting, cheating, and racist son of a bitch by nature." When Mathabane 
fell in love and married a white woman, he found himself getting death 
threats including one photograph of a lynched man with the caption, 
"This is what happens to traitors of the black race." Mathabane writes, 
"Militant blacks wanted me to prove my solidarity with their cause by dis
associating myself from whites .... It pained me to think that there were 
blacks in America who used the same tactics as the Ku Klux Klan. "53 
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• In 1992, a member of a White Student Union at the University of 
Florida read what he claimed to be a manifesto of his organization, as 
submitted to the Student Government Association. The apparent bigotry 
of the publication provoked anger and outrage among many student sena
tors, who began to hiss and make pig noises and shout "racism." After he 
finished reading, the student revealed that he had simply taken the official 
publication of the Black Student Union, and changed the term "black" to 
"white" each time it appeared.54 

• In his famous Kean College address in November 1993, activist 
Khalid Abdul Muhammad of the Nation of Islam told a cheering audi
ence what he found objectionable about whites and Jews: 

If the white man won't get out of town by sundown, we kill everything white 

in South Mrica. We kill the women, we kill the children, we kill the babies. 

We kill the faggot, we kill the lesbian, we kill them all. Kill the old ones too 

... push them off a cliff in Cape Town. Kill the blind, kill the crippled, and 

when you get through killing them all, go to the graveyard, dig up the grave, 

and kill them again .... The so-called Jew is a European strain of people who 

crawled around on all fours in the caves and hills of Europe, eating juniper 

roots and eating each other. You Uews] slept with your dead for 2,000 years, 

smelling the stench cowing up from the decomposing body. You slept in your 

urination and your defecation .... The so-called Jews are the bloodsuckers 

of the black nation .... That's why you call yourself Rubenstein, Goldstein 

and Silverstein, because you've been stealing rubies and gold and silver all 

over the earth .... Everybody talks about Hider exterminating six million 

Jews. That's right. But don't nobody ask what did they do to Hider! They 

supplanted, they usurped, they ... undermined the very fabric of society. 55 

• Rap activist Sister Souljah, who is described by Jesse Jackson as a 
voice "representing the feelings and hopes of a whole generation" of 
young blacks, has suggested in her music that whites are intrinsically evil 
and that Mrican Americans are justified in harming or killing them. "If 
black people kill black people every day, why not have a week and kill 
white people?" Souljah asked in 1992, provoking criticism from Bill Clin
ton. Oddly, it was Clinton rather than Souljah whose words came in for 
denunciation by Jesse Jackson.56 As the lyrics of her album 360 Degrees of 
Power suggest, Souljah aggressively promotes what she terms the "total 
destruction" of the white race in the name of black survival and retaliation 
for the crimes of slavery and segregation: 
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They say two wrongs don't make it right, 
But it damn sure makes it even.57 

• In 1993, radio station KPFK in Los Angeles aired its annual ''Afrikan 
Mental Liberation Weekend" which turned into a festival of denunciation 

and antagonism directed against whites and Jews. Among the statements 
broadcast by black nationalists and commentators on this publicly funded 
network: 

White people are genetic mutations of blacks. Only black women can claim 

all the genetic material necessary to create the other races. Don't call me 
racist. I can't be racist. I ain't got no power. 

I would not say that the white man is a descendant of Satan, because that 

would be wrong. We didn't have a Satan before the white man. So the white 
man is Satan himself. 

Black people can produce white people. White people can only produce 

white people. They are the mutants from black people. Black has the great
est genetic potential to annihilate white.ss 

• Although they are classified as minorities, Hispanics and Asians are 
not immune from such black hostility. Recently a Hispanic worker at the 

Martin Luther King Hospital in Los Angeles received the following letter 
from a black antagonist. 

We Heard Yours The Ones Whos Been Starting All These Wet Backs To 
Uprise Against All of Us Who Have Been Here At King For A Long Time. 

If You Continue To 11-y And Take Our Jobs Away, Were Just Going To Have 

To Stop You. If We Have To, We Will Make An Example By Blowing Your 
Head Off. 59 

• Black hostility to Asians is reflected in remarks by Anderson Thomp
son, an Mrican Studies professor at Northeastern Illinois University, who 
condemns "the miserable Asiatic ... selling wigs, hats, handbags, basket
ball shoes. He has levied a full-scale economic penetration of the entire 

Mrican world. Like a parasite, he attacks the Mrican consumer, boring 
from within." Among Thompson's recommendations are the formation of 

a black "ministry of defense" to stop and get rid of such parasites.60 In a 
similar manner, rap singer Ice Cube justifies arson against Korean stores 
on the grounds that Koreans are "Oriental one-penny-counting mother

fuckers" who "know how they have treated black people over the years 
and know that they are guilty."61 
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• Perhaps not surprising, some black activists add injury to insult and 
convert anti-white animosity into violence. In October 1989 a group of 
young black men in Wisconsin saw the movie Mississippi Burning, after 
which one of them, Todd Mitchell, chased down a fourteen-year-old white 
youth named Gregory Riddick. "Do you all feel hyped up to move on 
some white people?" Mitchell asked his friends. "There goes a white boy. 
Go get him." The gang beat up Riddick so badly that he suffered perma
nent brain damage.62 

• During the Los Angeles riots, black hoodlums frequently targeted 
whites and Koreans for assault. Alicia Maldonado, whose car was at
tacked, testified in court that blacks pointed at her and said, "Get her. 
She's not a sister." She also stated that "the persons who were allowed to 
pass were all black." On the ABC television show Nightline, one gang 
member told Ted Koppel that "everybody that came through here that 
was not black was in trouble." According to the Los Angeles Times, 
"White people across post-riot Los Angeles are suddenly afraid of being 
judged by the color of their skin." And Korean entrepreneurs said that 
during the riots hundreds of their stores were specifically singled out for 
looting and violence.63 

• In his book Makes Me mtnna Holler, mtshington Post writer Nathan 
McCall recalls an incident some years ago where he and a group of 
African American youths ambushed a white boy on a bicycle. "He was 
definitely in the wrong place to be doing the tourist bit," McCall observes. 
'We all took off after him. We caught him and knocked him off the bike. 
He fell to the ground and it was all over. We were on him. We stomped 
and kicked him. My partners kicked him in the head and face and 
watched the blood gush from his mouth. I kicked him in the stomach and 
nuts." With each blow, McCall remembers, "I felt better." McCall be
lieved he was getting revenge: "This is for all the times you followed me 
round in stores. And this is for the times you treated me like a nigger. And 
this is for general principle-just 'cause you white."64 

• In December 199 3 black immigrant Colin Ferguson opened fire in a 
Long Island Railroad car, killing five people and injuring more than twen
ty. Three of Ferguson's victims were Asian or Pacific Islander: Mi Kyung 
Kim, Maria Magtoto, and Minoru Sihto. Two of them were killed. Police 
found papers in his pocket venting his rage at whites and Asians. Fergu
son wrote, "Reasons for this: Adelphi University's racism, the EEOC's 
racism, workers compensation's racism, the racism of Governor Cuomo's 
staff, the racism of the lieutenant governor's staff." He also denounced 
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"racism by Caucasians," including one "filthy Caucasian racist female," 
and "that Chinese racist Mr Sue." 

Lillian Kimura, national president of the Japanese American Citizen's 
League, said that Ferguson's rampage "clearly was a hate crime. He hated 
all these groups." Yet during his trial Ferguson presented himself as a vic
tim of racist stereotyping on the part of witnesses who identified him as 
the man who shot them.65 

• In 1991, after a Hasidic Jewish driver lost control of his car and acci
dentally killed a black child, African American demonstrators surged 
through the Crown Heights neighborhood in New York shouting "Heil 
Hider" and "Zionazi," accosting orthodox Jews, and smashing cars and 
other property. In Brooklyn, one black gang located Yankel Rosenbaum, 
an orthodox Jew from Australia who was visiting the United States, and 
jumped him, shouting "Get the Jew." Rosenbaum was stabbed to death. 
The case against gang member Lemrick Nelson seemed airtight: he was 
seized by police near the stabbing with a bloody knife, DNA evidence es
tablished that the knife contained Rosenbaum's blood, Nelson was identi
fied by a dying Rosenbaum as his attacker, and Nelson initially even 
confessed to the act. Yet a jury primarily composed of African Americans 
acquitted Nelson, and then proceeded to a celebration dinner hosted by 
the defendant's attorney. "For Hasidic Jews," Eric Breindel wrote, "New 
York City today is a lot like the Jim Crow South was for blacks themselves 
30 years ago. Justice is all but unattainable."66 

• In 1994 the Southern Poverty Law Center released a list of racially 
motivated murders for the previous year. The group reported that nearly 
50 percent of all such killings were committed by blacks on victims who 
were white, Hispanic, or Asian. Among them: a white youth was fatally 
beaten to death by two black juveniles in Hendersonville, North Carolina; 
a Hispanic teenager was shot to death by an African American in a racially 
motivated assault in Pomona, California; a white youth was killed because 
of his race by a black man in Anniston, Alabama. The previous year, in 
1992, black on white crime again exceeded racially motivated crimes per
petrated by whites against blacks. Forty-one racially inspired murders 
were monitored by the Southern Poverty Law Center that year: seventeen 
were black on white and thirteen were white on black. "Racism can be 
found in all groups," commented Reuben Greenberg, Charleston's chief 
of police, who is Jewish and black. 'We've got our racists just like whites 
have their racists." Morris Dees, who helped to bankrupt the Ku Klux 
Klan in court, says the new trend of racially motivated violence by blacks 
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is a "shocking reversal" of the past, in which hate crimes were overwhelm
ingly white on black. "I think there's a rising sense of frustration among 
blacks that the promises of the civil rights movement are not coming to 
pass," Dees said. He called for uniform enforcement of hate-crimes legis
lation against all offenders, concluding, "Today intolerance and racism 
have no racial or geographic boundaries. "67 

BIGOTRY AND DOUBLE STANDARDS 

Some civil rights activists, such as Barbara Jordan, Vernon Jordan and 
Jack Greenberg, have condemned black racism. 68 Yet many African Amer
ican and white liberals argue that the similarities between the rhetoric and 
agenda of black separatists and white separatists is purely coincidental; in 
their view, black racism is an oxymoron, a contradiction in terms. It poses 
no threat to society because it does not exist. 

• Anna Quindlen, a white liberal columnist, wrote in the New York 
Times, "Hatred by the powerful, the majority, has a different weight and 
often very different effects than hatred by the powerless, the minority. ... 
Being called a honky is not in the same league as being called a nigger."69 

• ''A distinction must surely be made between the ideological hostility 
of the oppressors and the experience-based hostility of those who have 
been oppressed," Stanley Fish argues. "Symmetry would require us to 
pretend that epithets hurled at whites have as much capacity to inflict psy
chological and material harm as epithets hurled at blacks, and that is sim
ply not so."70 

• "Black people can't be racist," Spike Lee asserts. "Black people 
don't have the power to keep whites from getting jobs or the vote. To me, 
racism is the institution. You got to have power to do that."71 

• Author Joel Kovel agrees. "There can be no black racism as long as 
the dominant institutions of Western society are shaped according to 
white interests."72 

• "Racism connotes power," black scholar Coramae Richey Mann ex
plains, "and in only a few instances can a minority person have a quantum 
of power; since they lack institutional power, it is definitionally impossible 
for American minorities to be identified as racist. "73 

• In her textbook Racism and Sexism, liberal activist Paula Rothenberg 
asserts that "while an individual person of color may discriminate against 
white people or even hate them, his or her behavior cannot be called 
racist. Racism requires prejudice plus power."74 
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• According to black activist Al Sharpton, the impossibility of black 
racism means that whites should understand retaliatory violence against 
innocent victims like Yankel Rosenbaum. "We must not reprimand our 
children for outrage when it is the outrage that was put in them by an op
pressive system. "75 

• "You can't call me or any black person anywhere in the world a 
racist," declares Sister Souljah. ''We don't have the power to do to white 
people what white people have done to us. And even if we did, we don't 
have that low-down dirty nature."76 

• Harry Allen, minister of information for the rap group Public Enemy, 
justifies his remarks denouncing whites and Jews by claiming immunity 
from racism. "It's impossible," he protests. "Only white people can be 
racist, and I am not white. "77 

Despite clear parallels between black rhetoric and action, and the 
rhetoric and action of white racists, the notion that blacks cannot be racist 
relies heavily on the remembrance of history. In the past, it was whites 
who inferiorized blacks. Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton write 
in Black Power, "The black people of this country have not lynched whites, 
bombed their churches, murdered their children, and manipulated laws 
and institutions to maintain oppression. White racists have. "78 Kenneth 
Clark maintains in Black Ghetto that black hostility and discrimination 
against whites is somewhat understandable because "to a Negro, every 
white person is, in a sense, a symbol of his own oppression."79 Similarly 
Whitney Young of the National Urban League argues in his book Beyond 
Racism that although "antiwhite feelings exist," they cannot be equated 
with white racism because that would be "to equate the bitterness of the 
victim with the evil that oppresses him. "80 Malcolm X himself dismissed 
questions about black racism by saying that "the white man is in no moral 
position to accuse anyone else of hate. "81 Eldridge Cleaver expressed the 
extreme version of this view. In his autobiography Soul on Ice, Cleaver 
confessed to numerous rapes of white women but justified them on the 
grounds that a history of white racism had planted in him an irresistible 
attraction-repulsion complex toward fair-skinned women. Cleaver tri
umphantly concluded that rape was, for him, a form of social protest, in
deed "an insurrectionary act."82 

Why do many white liberals acquiesce in such sentiments? Because 
their ideology of relativism compels them to see black racism as nothing 
more than a reaction to white racism. Black racism is "the hate that hate 
produced," as a famous Mike Wallace documentary on the Nation of 
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Islam put it. 83 In this view blacks are historical victims and whites are his
torical victimizers. Obviously victimizers do not deserve to be treated with 
respect: therefore so-called black racism is an understandable and partly 
legitimate response to the injuries of white racism. Thus, the argument 
goes, "white racism" is really a redundancy and black racism, if it exists, is 
nothing more than an epiphenomenon of white racism. These assump
tions in varying degrees are embedded in our public thought and discus
sion about race. They are reflected in countless news articles, essays and 
books about the relations between blacks and whites, and they are the 
foundation for many laws and policies, such as hate speech codes and an
tidiscrimination statutes which may be neutrally worded but in practice 
often focus on white offenders. 

Consider some ways in which the existence of black racism is systemat
ically downplayed or denied in public discourse. Imagine the case of a 
high school club or college fraternity that announced: we are a white pride 
organization, we limit our membership to whites, we promote white cul
ture. Such an act would undoubtedly provoke outrage among the authori
ties who would do what they could to dismantle such a group-threaten 
and perhaps punish the students involved, probably withdraw school 
funding. Yet there are literally thousands of black and minority race-based 
organizations at schools and universities throughout the country, and they 
receive not simply administrative approval but financial subsidy. For ex
ample, many colleges have black fraternities and Hispanic sororities, 
whereas it would be virtually unthinkable to have de jure white fraterni
ties. Apparently when whites cluster together it's segregation; when blacks 
do, it's a support group. 

Derrick Bell and others have impugned "racial bonding by whites" in 
matters such as voting. 84 Yet whites have proved quite willing to vote for 
African American candidates who were running against white opponents. 
Indeed when Jesse Jackson ran for president in 1988 he got his highest per
centage of votes in states with a relatively small black population.85 Many 
cities such as Seattle, Denver, Kansas City, Charlotte, and New Haven 
where whites are the majority have nevertheless elected black mayors.86 Yet 
it is extremely rare for a city in which blacks are the majority to elect a white 
candidate who is running against an African American. Although white can
didates such as New York mayor Rudolph Giuliani, who receive heavy white 
support, are criticized for pandering to white bigotry, black candidates such 
as former New York mayor David Dinkins and former Vtrginia governor 
Douglas Wtlder are expected to attract overwhelming and nearly unani-
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mous African American approval. One group is permitted its racial bond
ing, the other is not. When Giuliani, with about two-thirds of the white 
vote, prevailed over Dinkins, who got almost 90 percent of the black vote, 
Jesse Jackson bitterly observed that "there is no question that race prevailed 
over reason." This quotation appears in a "Washington Post article titled 
"Conflicting Tiends Seen in Whites' Willingness to Vote for Blacks."87 The 
reciprocal racial clannishness of blacks at the ballot box apparently raises no 
eyebrows. In other words when whites vote for whites they are practicing 
racism; when blacks vote for blacks, that's representative democracy. 

The same double standard is evident in the literature on interracial vio
lence. After the unjustified beating of Rodney King and the Los Angeles 
riots, Anthony Lewis of the New York Times predictably observed, "The 
acquittal of the policemen who clubbed Rodney King and the violent re
action in black communities showed us an American society that has lost 
its way."88 This capacity to generalize from particular episodes did not, 
however, carry over to the far more savage beating of white truckdriver 
Reginald Denny. The Denny beating, the rape of the Central Park jogger, 
and other black-on-white assaults are seldom taken as symbolic of an 
African American community that has lost its way. 

While it is true that most violent crime is intraracial, involving blacks 
preying on other blacks and whites preying on other whites, it is also true 
that black criminals are much more likely to choose white victims than 
white criminals are to choose black victims. The probability of a white of
fender choosing to rob, mug, or attack a black victim is about 3 percent. 
The probability of a black offender selecting a white victim is more than 50 
percent, far in excess of random selection even taking into account the larg
er white pool of potential victims.89 "It is not surprising that black offenders 
choose white victims in robberies, since whites are more likely to have 
money," criminologist William Wtlbanks writes. But as Wtlbanks points out, 
economic avarice would not explain why in 1991 there were 100 cases of 
white rapists assaulting black victims compared with more than 20,000 
cases of black rapists attacking white victims-a result that is especially re
markable considering that rapes are usually perpetrated not just for sex but 
in order to control, dominate, and humiliate women.90 

These crime statistics are virtually unknown, for the simple reason that 
most news reports ignore the possibility that black-on-white crime may 
have a racial motivation. If there is an argument, and a white person beats 
up an African American, that is typically christened a racial incident. In the 
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same argument, if the African American beats up the white person, that is 

nothing more than a dispute that got out of hand. Most of the time, even 
as far as the police are concerned, racial motives are not probed at all. Sim
ilarly, when a white police officer kills a black youth, the officer is immedi
ately vulnerable to charges of racism, whereas black policemen who kill 
white suspects are simply presumed to be doing their job. When mobs of 
whites attack blacks, that is advertised as further evidence of white bigotry, 
and a metaphor for societal racism; when mobs of blacks attack whites, 
that is downplayed as a natural reaction to decades of white racist exploita
tion. In this way, both white violence and black violence are traced to the 
same source: white racism. Given this dual standard, it should hardly be 
surprising that race riots with white perpetrators have virtually disappeared 
and are universally condemned, whereas race riots with black perpetrators 

are increasingly common and frequently rationalized. 
Let us consider the validity of this one-sided approach to understand

ing race relations. It is certainly true that calling a white a "hanky" or a 
"cracker" is less emotionally damaging than calling a black a "nigger." It is 
also true, however, that whites can be insulted with relative impunity in 
contemporary society, whereas there are serious ramifications for the per
son who dares to call blacks "niggers," especially in public. How many 
blacks would be in serious danger of losing their jobs if they called a white 
colleague a "hanky"? Would public figures who used such a term be 
forced to resign? "Nigger" today is virtually a boomerang epithet, guaran
teed to come back and destroy the accuser. 

It is hardly unique in modem history for the persecuted to transform 
themselves into persecutors, nor in most cases does anyone argue that the 
original persecution justifies their subsequent behavior. The early colonists 
in America, for example, came to escape religious persecution, but shortly 
upon gaining power, many of them promptly proceeded to harass other de
nominations, not limiting themselves to a short list of their former persecu
tors. Some immigrant groups such as the Irish and the Italians arrived in 
America and experienced sharp antagonism and discrimination; in short 
order, however, many Irishmen and Italians came to develop their own eth
nic hostilities and to practice discrimination against blacks and other mi
norities. Black racism seems to be part of a familiar pattern of the victim 
adopting the strategies of the former persecutor. As Frantz Fanon suggests, 
"The native is an oppressed person whose permanent dream is to become 
the persecutor."91 Yet these "hideous paroxysms of hate," as Albert Memmi 
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calls them,92 do not focus exclusively on extracting justice long denied. 
Black antagonism is not narrowly directed against the sons and daughters 
of former planters, or even against WASPs; rather, it seems broadly aimed 
in shotgun fashion at groups such as Jews, Hispanics, and Koreans who 
seem to have played no significant role in enslaving or segregating African 
Americans. What these hostilities seem to suggest is that black racism can
not be understood simply as a reaction to white racism; rather, it may have 
an independent ideological foundation. 

PREJUDICE AND POWER 

The most common argument that denies the possibility of black racism is 
that racism requires not only prejudice but also power; blacks may possess 
the former but they do not possess the latter. Very well: if this is so, then it 
follows that the Ku Klux Klan and the Skinheads are not racist organiza
tions. The Klan and the Skinheads do not sit in the legislature, there are 
no Klan or Skinhead mayors, they are absent among directors of major 
corporations, they cannot be found among foundation heads, university 
faculty, school principals, and the like. Indeed white racist groups like the 
Klan and Skinheads enjoy less actual power in America today than black 
organizations such as the Nation of Islam, the NAACP, and the Congres
sional Black Caucus. 

One African American magazine lists the membership of the Nation of 
Islam at around two hundred thousand, a figure that seems somewhat ex
aggerated.93 Yet all the white racist groups in the country, taken together, 
do not come close to that number. David Duke would be unlikely today to 
attract the kind of enthusiastic audiences of between ten and twenty-five 
thousand that Louis Farrakhan routinely does. In 1992 in Atlanta, Far
rakhan outdrew the audience for the World Series game that night. In Los 
Angeles he filled a sports arena that holds more than fifteen thousand. In 
New York in 1993, Farrakhan brought more than twenty-five thousand to 
the Jacob J avits Convention Center. 94 Remarks Randall Kennedy, "Far
rakhan may be the biggest draw in the black community in America today." 

Some liberal activists concede these points, but argue that since whites 
have a monopoly on control of major institutions, black antagonism is un
likely to inflict serious harm on the life chances of most whites. In WOrds That 
WOund, Mari Matsuda argues that hate speech codes should not protect 
members of the majority because a white person subject to minority denun
ciations has "access to a safe harbor of exclusive dominant-group interac-
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tions."951b.is is a subtler and more persuasive claim, which relies on a crucial 

distinction between the power of minorities and majorities in a democratic 
society. Minorities, in this view, are simply not in a collective position to 
threaten the majority, whereas majorities can bend the destiny of minorities 
to their will. By analogy, consider the social consequences if most left -handed 
people developed a pathological hatred for right-handed people. Tbls would 
be a problem, but not a very serious one, because most people are right
handed and they could easily avoid interactions with left-handed maniacs. If 
right-handed people as a group sought to deprive left-handed people of 
basic rights, however, this would be a serious problem. 

As this analogy suggests, white racism is potentially a more serious 
problem than black racism. Yet just as whites are dominant in many rural 
and suburban parts of the country, blacks control the reins of power in 
many urban areas. Consequently we must take seriously the possibility of 
black racism in cities where blacks are quite capable of converting their 
prejudices into practice. As for the greater threat posed by white racism, it 
remains theoretical unless one can offer independent evidence that whites 
express their racial antagonism collectively as a group. Yet there is little ev
idence of an explicit or implicit alliance between, say, tattooed gangsters 
in the Ozarks and the chairman of General Motors. Historically white 
planters have been successful in appealing to racial solidarity with the 
white poor, but this unanimity across class lines seems to have broken 
down in the age of affirmative action. Suggestions of a de facto alliance of 
whites ignore the political and economic alliance between affluent whites 
and middle-class blacks to preserve such nepotistic arrangements as alum
ni preferences and racial preferences while whites who qualify on their 
merits are turned away. As we have seen, whites at the top rungs of society 
have repeatedly shown themselves willing to limit opportunities for whites 
at the entry level, in order to allocate positions for less qualified blacks. 

Indeed in America today, blacks are more likely than whites to show 
solidarity with the precepts of extremist groups. According to a recent poll 
by CNN and Time magazine, 70 percent of American blacks believe that 
Farrakhan "says things the country should hear," more than 60 percent 
believe he "speaks the truth," and only 30 percent consider him "a bigot 
and a racist. "96 A University of Chicago survey of blacks by Michael Daw
son and Ronald Brown found about 50 percent of blacks embracing Far
rakhan-style militancy, including Nation of Islam demands for separate 
black institutions.97 Many mainstream black figures are evidently reluc
tant to condemn Farrakhan: as Spike Lee puts it, "I don't agree with 
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everything he says, but I would never say anything in public. "98 Also, there 
is a dangerous liaison between the Nation of Islam and traditional civil 
rights groups, including the Congressional Black Caucus. Signing what he 
called a "sacred covenant" to work together, Kweisi Mfume of the Black 
Caucus insisted, "No longer will we allow people to divide us. "99 

The national Republican party and conservative organizations have 
completely repudiated David Duke, while Louis Farrakhan remains a part 
of the coalition of black organizations, several of whose leaders (despite 
some ambivalence) invoke the need for racial solidarity. Farrakhan and 
Leonard Jeffries inhabit political communities that practice "constructive 
engagement" with their brand of extremism, and refuse to divest them
selves completely of it. The point is that white racism has been largely 
marginalized in American society, whereas black racism enjoys a far 
greater scholarly and institutional respectability. Thus although if whites 
acted in concert as a group, white racism would be more of a social threat 
than black racism, in fact blacks are more likely to demonstrate group sol
idarity, and therefore-particularly in urban areas where blacks control 
power-black racism may be more dangerous than white racism. 

JEWS AND KOREANS 

Two groups who seem to be especially vulnerable to the venom and vio
lence of black racists are Jews and Koreans. 

'Jewish people have an influence in our lives far out of proportion to 
their numbers in the population," alleges the Afrocentric historian John 
Henrik Clarke. Clarke maintains that "if we are honest about historical in
formation, we would know that what is referred to as the Holocaust was a 
small event in comparison to other mass-murder events in history." In
stead of mourning the Holocaust, Clarke suggests that Jews take respon
sibility for the slave trade. 'Jews who didn't have a whole lot of money 
would go to the auction block and buy up the sick, the lame and the bro
ken-legged slaves and take them away and fatten them up, straighten out 
their health, bring them back and sell them for top dollar." Even the term 
multicultural education, Clarke alleges, "is strictly a Jewish term. The Jew
ish educational mafia coined it. You've got a Holocaust Curriculum. The 
Jews have mastered the art of victirnization."lOO 

Speaking at Howard University, Khalid Muhammad of the Nation of 
Islam said that slavery was "one hundred times worse" than the Jewish 
Holocaust. He denied that six million Jews were killed by the Nazis. 
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Muhammad accused Jews of playing a leading role in the Mrican slave 
trade, which he said was the real holocaust. As Jewish protesters carried 
signs outside, groups of Mrican Americans yelled at them, "The only good 
Zionist is a dead Zionist." Such views have been brewing in the larger 
Howard community for some time. A few months earlier, more than a 
thousand people, some students and many local residents, were led in a 
popular chant by Howard University law student named Malik Shabazz. 

"Who caught and killed Nat Turner?" 
''Jews," a majority in the audience yelled. 
''Who controls the Federal Reserve?" 
"] " ews. 
"Who controls the media and Hollywood?" 
"] "101 ews. 
''Jewish people control all the money in the United States," Almuydil

lah Shabazz, an eighteen-year-old Kean College freshman, told the New 
York Times after Khalid Muhammad spoke there. She added, "That's 
true-that's not being prejudiced." According to historian Jay Spaulding, 
who was present for the anti-Jewish rally, "the leading Kean College facul
ty and student exponents of Mrocentricity sat in the front row cheering." 
Henry Kaplowitz, president of the Jewish faculty association, said, "These 
faculty members were brought in for diversity, and once here they have es
chewed diversity. In their eyes everything is predicated on race and 
racism, but they deny they are racists because they say an oppressed mi
nority cannot be racist."102 

Two of the main sources for popular black anti-Semitism are the Na
tion of Islam and the black intellectual community. The Nation of Islam 
has published The Secret Relationship Between Blacks and Jews, a widely 
distributed study which purports to expose Jews as historical enemies of 
black people. The book argues that even as they complain about their 
own Holocaust, Jews were complicit and active in "the greatest criminal 
endeavor ever undertaken against an entire race, a crime against humani
ty, the Black Mrican Holocaust." The study purports to offer "irrefutable 
evidence" that Jews "more than any other ethnic or religious group" par
ticipated in and controlled major aspects of the slave trade. Jews are rich 
today, the Nation of Islam claims, because of the accumulated profits of 
black slavery. It goes on to claim that Jews in America "owned slaves in 
higher proportions than other Southern families" and that Jews played a 
prominent role crushing slave uprisings, serving in the Confederate army 
or fighting emancipation.103 
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Two black professors who are public admirers of The Secret Relationship 
Between Blacks and Jews are Leonard Jeffries of City College of New York 
and Tony Martin of Wellesley. Jeffries is well known for his tirades against 
Jewish influence in Hollywood; Martin has recently published a book called 
The Jewish Onslaught which details "the Jewish attack on black progress" 
and alleged Jewish attempts to undermine his career. Martin offers a possi
ble motive for Jewish hostility to blacks: "It may be that the Jewish estab
lishment has concluded that a prostrate Mrican American population, to be 
oppressed or patemalized as the times warrant, will continue to be its insur
ance against a Euro-American reversion to anti-Jewish activity."104 

Contrary to Andrew Hacker's contention that "no one really knows if 
blacks and whites differ markedly in their feelings about Jews,"105 survey 
data show that Mrican Americans are much more likely to espouse anti
Semitic views than whites. One survey showed that 20 percent of whites 
and 38 percent of blacks hold anti-Semitic beliefs. Another study claimed 
that 35 percent of whites and 47 percent of blacks qualify as anti-Semitic. 
A 1992 survey by the Anti-Defamation League showed that 17 percent of 
whites, compared with 37 percent of blacks, fall into the category of peo
ple espousing strong anti-Semitic beliefs. While white anti-Semitism 
seems to be gradually declining, a consistent finding of surveys in recent 
years is that black anti-Semitism is increasing. Younger whites are less like
ly to be anti-Semitic than older whites; this is not the case for blacks. Ad
ditionally, while white anti-Semitism tends to decrease with income and 
education, blacks with some college education or college degrees are 
much likelier to be anti-Semitic than whites of comparable educational 
background. One survey found that middle-class and educated blacks 
tend to be more anti-Semitic than poor blacksJ06 

Although black anti-Semitism persists, black racists seem to have 
found in Asian Americans and specifically Koreans, who are sometimes 
called the "new Jews," another ethnic group to demonize. In 1991 the rap 
musician Ice Cube, in his best-selling album Death Certificate, warned Ko
reans not to "follow me up and down the market, or your little chop-suey 
ass will be a target." Ice Cube concluded with a chilling warning: 

So pay your respects to the black fist 

Or we'll burn your store right down to a crisp. 107 

In 1988, black activists led a boycott of Korean stores in the Bedford
Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn. Protesters chanted, "Pass them by, let 
them die. Koreans out of Bed-Stuy." One activist accused the Koreans of 
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racism. "It's racist that we don't own any businesses. This is a conspiracy 
against the black community." Such pressure tactics and intimidation have 
been endured by Koreans for years, and they go down played or unreported 
in the media. Having ignored black terrorist tactics against Koreans, it was 
only when Korean entrepreneurs succumbed to black duress that the New 
York Times entered the fray to declare a happy outcome to unpleasant eth
nic infighting: "Brooklyn Blacks and Koreans Forge Pact."l08 

In 1990, African American activists spearheaded a boycott of Korean 
stores in the Flatbush section of Brooklyn. Black activists led by an attor
ney named Sonny Carson distributed pamphlets urging blacks not to buy 
from "people who don't look like us." African American protesters shout
ed epithets at Koreans such as "yellow monkey" and "fortune cookie" and 
some carried signs that said, "God is love, Koreans are the devil." Appar
ently taking the view that black racism against Koreans did not fit the par
adigm of "all the news that's fit to print," the New York Times did not 
report the black boycott for more than three months. Yet its abstinence 
did not make the incident go away; rather, tensions escalated in Flatbush. 
A group of African Americans seized a Vietnamese man, mistaking him 
for a Korean, and fractured his skull with a hammer. Black activists issued 
threats and manifestos. Sonny Carson pledged, "In the future, there'll be 
funerals, not boycotts." It was several months before a judge's ruling 
cleared the black barricades and Korean entrepreneurs could get back to 
business.109 Similar black boycotts of Korean stores have been organized 
in a number of places, such as Washington, D.C., Philadelphia, Chicago, 
and Los Angeles. 

Perhaps the most gruesome targeting of Koreans occurred during the 
Los Angeles riots. Blacks were not the only rioters, of course, but black 
activists specifically descended on the Koreatown area, where more than 
three out of four Korean businesses were looted or burned. Koreans lost 
some two thousand establishments as the Los Angeles police offered vir
tually no protection. Even the Korean consulate was attacked. After the 
incident, one Asian American storekeeper announced the political lesson 
she had learned. "What we need is a Korean A1 Sharpton." 110 

THE POLITICS OF ENVY 

What explanation could there be for this documented hostility between 
blacks on the one hand, and Jews and Koreans on the other? Black ani
mus cannot be put down to "the hate that hate produced," because there 
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is no evidence that Jews and Koreans are particularly disposed to hate 
blacks. On the contrary, Jews have the most liberal voting record among 
white ethnic groups in America, as well as the strongest history of support
ing black educational and political initiatives. Koreans, who are relative 
newcomers to the country, are themselves a minority who have suffered 
discrimination and have not abetted any of the historical offenses visited 
on blacks. "There is no real justification," Ronald Takaki asserts, "for the 
hostility that exists." 

One Korean businessman in Los Angeles offered his blunt assessment 
of the reason for the black antagonism. "I think the black people are jeal
ous of the Koreans. They're lazy. We are working hard. They're not mak
ing money. We are making money."111 This evaluation is not new. As early 
as the 1940s, Kenneth Clark diagnosed strong anti-Semitism among the 
black poor, which he attributed to the mobilization of political envy 
against a group that was white in complexion and in direct contact with 
poor blacks in the form of landlords, pawnbrokers, grocers, and welfare 
workers. Similarly, James Baldwin in the 1960s analyzed black anti-Semi
tism as a particular variant of anti-white baiting: 'Just as a society must 
have a scapegoat, so hatred must have a symbol. Georgia has the Negro, 
and Harlem has the Jew. "112 

Clark's and Baldwin's analyses are supported by scholars like Edna 
Bonacich, who studies ethnic enterprise. Bonacich argues that Koreans, 
like Jews, are ethnic middlemen who stand between Mrican Americans 
and a perceived white power structure. Jews and Koreans become the 
focus of black antagonism because they are seen as "foot soldiers of inter
nal colonialism."113 A similar argument, stripped of its disparaging 
rhetoric about colonialism, is advanced by Thomas Sowell, who argues 
that all over the world, middleman minorities such as the Tamils in Sri 
Lanka, the Germans in Russia, the Japanese in Peru, the Ibos in many 
parts of Mrica, the Chinese in Indonesia, the Jews in several European 
countries, and the Armenians in Turkey have been subject to ethnic vilifi
cation and ostracism, not on account of their failure, but on account of 
their economic success. Sowell writes that the reason middleman minori
ties succeed is that they have a more productive set of values than native 
ethnic groups, which inspires envy and rage. ''While racial hostility strikes 
many groups, it seems most virulent against groups who make others feel 
inferior, rather than groups to whom the racists feel superior." As a result 
of "wounded egos," Sowell adds, "Middleman minorities are most hated 
where they are most needed."114 
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In addition to envy and ressentiment over the economic role played by 
Koreans and Jews, blacks also use cultural differences as a pretext for big
oted outbursts and violence. Certainly black and Korean ethnic styles dif
fer. Blacks as a group are expressive and engaging; Koreans as a group are 
reserved and taciturn: female merchants, for example, sometimes drop 
change on the counter to avoid physical contact with customers. This 
Asian reticence is compounded by difficulties with the English lan
guage.m Moreover, many Koreans who live in ethnic enclaves character
ized by intact families, high saving rates, and children who study hard to 
get into selective colleges view with barely concealed distaste, weird fasci
nation, and fear an Mrican American inner-city culture seemingly domi
nated by illegitimacy, profligacy, and violence. Mrican American activists 
seize on these social characteristics to argue that Koreans refuse to offer 
them respect. There seems to be a strong revival of yellow-peril rhetoric 
among inner-city Mrican Americans. 

The relationship between blacks and Jews is a long-standing one. Of all 
white ethnic groups, Jews were disproportionately involved in the civil 
rights movement. Franz Boas, the founder of American antiracism, was 
Jewish. So was Joel Spingarn, chairman of the NMCP for many years, 
and Jack Greenberg, head of the NMCP Legal Defense Fund, who ar
gued for desegregation and busing. Many Jews and Jewish groups 
strengthened the NMCP in its early years with financial and legal assis
tance.l16 'jews tended to view blacks as comrades because both were po
tential victims of arbitrary prejudice," argues Murray Friedman, author of 
a recent book on the frayed relationship between the two groups. Despite 
current tensions, Jews continue to view blacks more sympathetically than 
does any other white, Hispanic, or Asian group.m 

Yet Jews like Koreans have proven their entrepreneurial capacity in the 
inner cities in which many poor blacks live. Many Jews who supported 
civil rights expected that blacks would seize new opportunities and emu
late their own group's success. This has not happened, and mutual frus
tration is the result. Many Mrican Americans find it impossible to 
acknowledge that they are being outperformed by another ethnic group. 
They complain that Jews misled them about the benefits of integration; as 
Harold Cruse puts it, Zionists who did not believe in assimilation or inte
gration for themselves cynically promoted such social objectives for 
blacks.118 Moreover, since many blacks have become accustomed to 
thinking in the language of proportional representation, in which each 
ethnic group deserves its ration of social goods, they cannot help but no-
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tice that Jews are overrepresented in virtually all the desirable schools and 
professions.l 19 Black activists recognize that in order to raise the level of 
underrepresented groups, it is necessary to diminish the level of overrep
resented groups. Consequently, they view Jewish success as dispropor
tionate, undeserved, and extracted at the expense of Mrican Americans. 
Jews, Leonard Jeffries insists, are "largely responsible" in America for the 
"institutionalization of racism. "12° 

Finally there is the Jewish Holocaust, a potent symbol of ethnic oppres
sion. Many blacks have come to recognize that the large social transfers of 
resources that they want in the form of government programs or repara
tions depend on their virtually unique claim to victim status. Thus they 
are upset and embarrassed that the Holocaust is viewed as the greatest 
crime of modem history. In an exercise of what Glenn Loury calls "com
parative victimology," 121 some blacks seek to delegitimize the Holocaust 
directly, by questioning whether it really happened or how many really 
died, and indirectly, by accusing Jews of being complicit and indeed large
ly responsible for the greater holocaust of black slavery. Apparently black 
activists seek ultimate martyr status, an ethnic monopoly on victimhood. 
In Leonard Jeffries' words, "The chosen people are people of color."122 

There is some truth to black allegations of Jewish complicity in the in
stitution of slavery. Some Jews such as Judah Benjamin became Southern 
partisans and statesmen, although others, like Rabbi David Einhorn of 
Baltimore, campaigned actively for emancipation. 'jews in the North sup
ported the Union," Eugene Genovese says, "and Jews in the South sup
ported the Confederacy." Sephardic Jews were middlemen in the 
transatlantic slave trade, yet their numbers were too few to dominate the 
institution as a whole. According to David Brion Davis, there were very 
few Jews in the South before the Civil War, and many of them were 
townspeople and small merchants. Thus although many Southern Jews 
owned one or two slaves, only a tiny fraction owned plantations with more 
than twenty slaves. Indeed between 1830 and 1860 Jews probably owned 
fewer slaves than did free blacks. 123 

It is all the more important that black activists deny Jewish claims to 
earned success and historical victimization because most Jews in the Unit
ed States are white. "Attacking Jews is an easy way for some blacks to at
tack whites and get away with it," remarks Abraham Foxman, head of the 
Anti-Defamation League. Otherwise the inference remains that some 
whites may not have won their social rewards by oppressing blacks and 
may have their own historical grievances to parade for educational and 
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political attention. An awareness of the need to counter all such claims by 
whites explains what New York black activist Sonny Carson said when he 
was accused of anti-Semitism. "I am not anti-Semitic," Carson said, "I am 
anti-white."124 

THE MAN FARTHEST DOWN 

Ethnic conflicts between blacks and other groups do not, by themselves, 
constitute racism. Recall that racism requires biological inferiorization, 
and Jews and Koreans are not distinctive races but rather groups defined 
by nationality, religion, and a shared culture. Even black boycotts that are 
aimed at establishing African American business networks can be ex
plained as a form of tribalism or ethnocentrism. Asians and Jews can 
themselves prove ethnocentric in this manner. Black hostility toward 
these groups assumes a new meaning, however, when it is racialized into 
anti-white and anti-Asian sentiment, and when it invokes the natural or 
biological inferiority of those groups. Racism comes in when whites and 
Asians are objectified and dehumanized on account of their race. 

Historically racism has expressed itself in the form of groups on the top 
of the social ladder looking down on and demeaning those at the bottom. 
Whites have traditionally considered blacks intrinsically deficient on ac
count of intellectual and civilizational inferiority. Black racism is different 
in that it stakes no claim to intellectual superiority over Jews and Koreans. 
On the contrary, African American activists implicitly acknowledge that, at 
least in entrepreneurial terms, their group appears to be uncompetitive 
with Jews and Koreans. 

This is where the argument takes a new turn, however. Black racists 
argue that while Jews and Koreans may be successful in business, this is 
due to their moral inferiority. The reason that Jews and Koreans outper
form blacks in the inner city is not because they have better skills and 
work harder, but rather, because they are willing to adopt vicious and un
derhanded practices that are simply beneath African American ethical 
standards. Claims of morality are thus invoked in order to deny moral ca
pacity to Jews and Koreans. Charges of inhumanity are raised in order to 
dehumanize people from these groups. Jews and Koreans are held to ac
count for charging "unconscionable" rates. They are faulted for "sleazy" 
and "unfair" business tactics. They are charged with "overpricing" goods 
and "undercutting" the competition. They make "outrageous" and "un
earned" profits. They are "cutthroat" people. They are "exploiters" who 
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"take advantage" of customers and refuse to show them basic "respect." 
In other words, their relative success is explained by the fact that they are 
natural criminals and degenerates, and blacks are fully justified in treating 
them that way. 

If white racism served the purpose of rationalizing historical oppres
sion, what purpose is served by black racism? In an ascriptive society, in 
which social rewards are assigned based on birth or tribal status, those 
who enjoy unearned privileges are likely to justify them by appealing to 
the natural inferiority of those who have been denied those privileges. In 
other words, whites deserve preference in terms of jobs and status be
cause blacks were born to be slaves and menial servants. In a more meri
tocratic society, however, those who win social rewards do not need to 
justify them because they have been earned. In a fair race, it is the losers 
who now need to rationalize their defeat. Consequently, in a society with 
free markets and open competition, it is those who have been outper
formed who are likely to develop theories of institutional bias and moral 
deformity in order to explain their consistent embarrassment at the hands 
of more able competitors. 

This point was made by the English sociologist Michael Young in his 
novel The Rise of the Men'tocracy. Young envisioned a strictly meritocratic 
system which turned out to have the unanticipated effect of widening social 
divisions between the successful and the unsuccessful. Young's imaginative 
work ended with the incensed proletariat forcefully overthrowing the meri
tocracy and restoring nepotistic arrangements that allow winners and losers 
to coexist without too much tension.125 In Young's view, however, the merit 
principle divides groups by class; in America, one sees similar divisions 
along racial lines. Just as white racism can be understood as a rationalization 
for white oppression, black racism, in this analysis, can be explained as a ra
tionalization for black failure. Such rationalizations are necessary because of 
the expectations of group equality generated by cultural relativism. In this 
framework, where group equality does not exist, the reason for the discrep
ancy is not natural but conventional. Specifically, groups doing well are 
blamed for taking advantage of groups not doing as well. 

What this means is that meritocracy does not eliminate racism, as many 
civil rights activists of the 1960s predicted and expected. Rather, meritoc
racy tends to minimize the reasons for racism "from above" and to maxi
mize the reasons for racism "from below." In a society that tries to 
implement the merit principle within a relativist framework, those who 
succeed view themselves as winners but those who fail do not view them-
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selves as losers; rather, they view themselves as victims. Racial victimiza
tion supplies a license for bigotry which is disguised as a campaign for 
equality and social justice. It is no surprise, therefore, that white racism 
seems less overt and less threatening to the life chances of other groups, 
while black racism is more explicitly menacing. 

The rise of black racism is a new twist on historical racism, but it is en
tirely consistent with the career of bigotry in the United States. One of 
the many reasons that whites who did not own slaves fought on the 
Southern side of the Civil War was that they were convinced by the plan
tation owners of the social prestige attached to a white skin. Similarly 
poor whites supported segregation, even when it undermined their class 
interests, because this enabled the most degraded and ignorant Alabama 
farmer to place himself above WE. B. DuBois. Racism, in other words, 
embodies what the novelist Shiva N aipaul terms a "bogus aristocracy of 
color."126 Those who cannot achieve much in life on their own merits find 
solace and encouragement in the notion that their very biology provides 
them with social entitlements. If your station in life is determined by ge
nealogy, then you enjoy the same natural birthright as the old tribal chief
tains or the aristocrats of Europe. You can never lose your social 
privileges, because they are hereditary. 

Racism is a program of self-esteem for those who have little to celebrate. 
It is no surprise that Afrocentric, multicultural, and other self-esteem pro
grams in the schools have chosen to boost the egos of young African Amer
icans through the device of ethnic chauvinism, through delusions of 
historic grandeur. Black people are born noblemen. Their ancestors invent
ed and discovered everything of importance. Without them the universe 
would not exist; as a leading Nation of Islam activist puts it, "The black 
man is God."127 What they rightfully deserve in society has been stolen 
from them by other groups who do not exceed them in talent, but who do 
exceed them in wickedness and rapacity. Black racism replaces self-doubt 
by projecting that doubt onto other racial groups. Of course it is partly a 
response to white racism, but it is also a response to white and Asian edu
cational and entrepreneurial achievement. Whites and Asians are not simply 
envied for what they have, but they are hated for the human qualities that 
enable them to earn what they have. Black racism is a worldview built on 
frustration and jealousy. As Iago says of Cassia in Shakespeare's Othello, 
"He hath a daily beauty in his life that makes me ugly." 

It seems unconvincing to excuse or define out of existence any kind of 
bigotry on the grounds that it stems from a perception of victimization or 
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black rage. "There is a lot of anger in the black community," Alvin Pous
saint says, "but we should try to understand the rage." Yet virtually all 
racial abuse arises out of some perception of anger, and the anger is often 
both understandable and warranted. The racism of the Boer and the 
Afrikaner arose out of deep wellsprings of discontent, long memories of 
the great trek away from regions of British control. Hitler's Nazism too 
developed out of the siege mentality that Germans felt after the humilia
tions of the First World War. And these frustrations were for the most part 
genuine. Racism is frequently a response to such bitter recollections and 
failures, which far from excusing racism, give it a more paranoid, delu
sional, and violent cast. Its hatred and viciousness are all the more danger
ous because they are accompanied by a sense of moral indignation and 
entitlement. For those who succumb to its temptations, racism provides a 
right to abuse others. Social dislocation and a martyrdom complex are 
characteristic of racism, and we should not be surprised to find such char
acteristics in black racism as well. 

ALL ABOUT MELANIN 

No doctrine of racism is complete without a theory of biological superiori
ty. Predictably, black racists have concocted their own, and it attributes in
trinsic black superiority to that colorizing agent in the human anatomy, 
melanin. Drawing on the allegedly transforming and even supernatural 
properties of melanin, blacks who share this view are poised for a new un
derstanding of human history and a newly dominant global role in the fu
ture. Melanin theory is standard doctrine at the Nation of Islam, which 
weaves it into its literature and teachings. It is also burrowing into the 
Afrocentric and multicultural curriculum.128 Molefi Kete Asante, perhaps 
the leading Afrocentrist in the country, himself draws on the melanin the
orists while eschewing their overt racism. According to Asante, "Pressures 
of human survival, xenophobia and reliance on hunting combined to cre
ate the philosophical outlook of the European." In his view, Europeans 
suffer from a bloodthirsty "caveman mentality" while Africans are blessed 
with a humane "palm tree mentality." 129 

One of the leading melanin theorists in the country is author Frances 
Cress Welsing, a former professor of social work at Howard University. 
Welsing came to national attention in 1989 when, at an ABC Nightline 
town meeting, she generated sustained applause for her claim that the 
black male "is profoundly attacked in this society" because he is "a threat 
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to white genetic annihilation. "13° In her book The Isis Papers: The Keys to 
the Colors, an Afrocentric best-seller that has sold more than forty thou
sand copies, Welsing elaborates on her thesis that black suffering and 
pathologies "are the direct and indirect byproducts of a behavioral power 
system fundamentally structured for white genetic survival." Melanin, 
Welsing maintains, is the "superior absorber of all energy." In fact, it is of 
divine origin because God is in fact the source of all energy. "The color 
black is essential to be in touch with the God force." Since whites lack 
melanin in their skin, Welsing argues, no one should be surprised at their 
lack of spirituality. "Because they lack the melanin sensory system, they 
cannot intuit that all is one." According to Welsing, whites have been dri
ven into a psychotic and terroristic rage "primarily from their own color
lessness." In her view, whites recognize that if they mix with people of 
color they will lose their whiteness. Yet she reports that whites have a se
cret desire to acquire melanin and be black, as evidenced by the efforts of 
many to get a tan. Even hippies who grow long hair and cover their bodies 
with dirt, Welsing suggests, are in their own perverse way "adding color" 
to themselves. 

Summer tans, however, are not enough. Welsing suggests that whites 
need "mass psychotherapy" to cure themselves of their melanin envy. Yet 
she is pessimistic: whites, she is convinced, do not wish to acknowledge 
their genetic deficiency. After all, it has deep roots: ''White-skinned peoples 
came into existence thousands of years ago as the albino mutant offsprings 
of black -skinned mothers and fathers in Africa." Even homosexuality, which 
Welsing regards as a white invention to prevent more mutant albinos from 
coming into the world, is in Welsing's view only a short-term solution. 
Therefore, Welsing concludes, these Caucasian "genetic defectives" have 
launched a "major act of genocide" against other people of color, specifical
ly blacks, "including chemical and biological warfare." Welsing maintains 
that blacks have to be physically, intellectually, and even militarily willing to 
resist this white expression of melanin envy. "Black manhood means being a 
warrior or soldier against white supremacy, embracing everything that the 
words warrior or soldier imply."131 

Another leading melaninist is Afrocentrist and black psychologist Wade 
Nobles, whose book African Psychology is a study of the "biogenetic ori
gins of the black personality." According to Nobles, ''African psychology is 
based on the assumption that the African race is evolutionarily more ad
vanced than the Caucasian." Deploring the unhappy results of the usual 
measures of performance, Nobles argues, "Intelligence must be redefined 
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so it is directly related to the presence of melanin." The mystery of 
melanin, Nobles writes, transcends the mere provision of color to the 
skin. "It is an integral part of the psychosomatic system." Drawing on 
"brain geography and the genetic substance melanin," Nobles concludes 
that "rhythm is the basis of soul." Moreover, in Nobles's view, melanin 
provides a unique form of reasoning that transcends "inadequate . . . 
Western concepts of causality." All logic, Nobles insists, should corre
spond with black "spiritual reality."132 

Melanin theories can also be found in works like Richard King's 
African Ongin of Biological Psychiatry and a self-published monograph by 
Carol Barnes titled Melanin: The Chemical Key to Black Greatness. 133 King 
and Barnes have been the organizing force behind a series of "Melanin 
Conferences," held annually since 1987 in New York, Washington, D.C., 
Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Dallas. Each conference has drawn more 
than five hundred participants, including scholars, activists, and members 
of the black community. 134 Undoubtedly the most famous popularizer of 
melanin theory is black studies professor and activist Leonard Jeffries. 
Melanin, Jeffries maintains, is like RNA and DNA one of the building 
blocks of a full human being. "It allows us," he argues, "to negotiate the 
vibrations of the universe."135 

Another classroom melaninist is Clarence Glover, who is director of 
multicultural education at Southern Methodist University. He informs his 
students, according to Time, that "melanin is the strongest chemical in the 
human body." He argues that lack of melanin deprives whites of commu
nication skills and melanin gives blacks a unique ability to relate to human 
beings. Gladys Twyman, who coordinates the African American infusion 
program for public schools in Atlanta, concedes that melanin is a central 
part of the Afrocentric curriculum. "It is the thread, the core of the pro
ject." And Patricia Newton, a psychiatrist associated with Johns Hopkins 
University, teaches her students that melanin is "one of the strongest elec
tromagnetic field forces in the universe" and also gives blacks mysterious 
healing powers.136 Melanin advocates contend that melanin operates like 
chlorophyll in plants: it absorbs the sun's heat and converts it into useful 
energy for the body. While melanin enables blacks to reach "higher states 
of consciousness," Afrocentrist Marimba Ani writes, melanin-deprived 
whites suffer an "overall lower level of nervous system integration" result
ing in an inability "to comprehend spiritual truths" and a mentality that 
produces "intensely destructive behaviors. "137 

Scholars who have investigated the claims of the melanin theorists argue 
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that there is no scientific evidence whatsoever for claims that melanin is a 
superconductor, that it absorbs electromagnetic frequencies, that it con
verts sound energy into light, that it helps to process information, that it is 
a spiritual catalyst, and so on.138 "Lectures about melanin," one anthropol
ogist writes, "are replete with scientific sounding terminology: substantia 
nigra, solitions, phonons, electromagnetic radiation, melanocyte, ex
trapyramidal tract, pineal gland, hypothalamus, and so on." Behind all this 
terminological pomposity, however, melanin theory is a case of "pseudo
science traveling under a guise of multiculturalism." 139 

But what is the point of all this abstruse theory? Marimba Ani spells it 
out: "White nationalism and aggression, both cultural and economic, are 
endemic to European culture .... Violence and emotional brutality are 
part of the Western way of life .... The pattern of European behavior to-
ward others cannot change because of the nature of the European him
self."140 Afrocentric theories of melanin provides support for the claim 
that black antagonism toward whites has not merely an historical but also 
a biological foundation. Thus they legitimize a mental separation between 
the races, diminishing the chances for improved understanding and in
creasing the prospects for future conflict. 

BLACK ARYAN NATION 

The institutional expression of black racism in the United States is the 
Nation of Islam. This group is a problem for white liberals, some of whom 
seek to rationalize its extremism as a strong reaction to white racism, and 
many of whom point to social work that the organization carries out as a 
way of saying that not everything the black Muslims do is bad. This is ob
viously true, but it was also true of the fascists in Germany and Italy, and 
of white supremacist groups, some of which functioned partly as a kind of 
civic organization. In his study The Ku Klux Klan in the City, Kenneth 
Jackson describes the activity of Dallas Klan No. 66, "which established 
and operated for several years a $75,000 institution for homeless chil
dren." In addition, that chapter lent money to the needy, conducted a pro
gram of support for widows, and distributed food and gifts at 
Christmas.141 White racist scholars in the early part of the century cited 
Klan philanthropy to cover up the group's most indefensible practices. 
Thus black and white racist organizations are joined even in the historical 
apologies given for their conduct. 

Even the Nation of Islam's much-touted reforms are a mixed blessing. 
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The Nation of Islam attempts, with modest success, to convert gangsters, 
addicts, and sexual deviants into dignified and bow-tied individuals who 
could in some respects be described as Puritans if they were not Muslims. 
Yet as the Chicago Tribune reported in March 1995, there is also plenty of 
evidence of chicanery. Frequently the Nation of Islam offers dubious ser
vices-such as hiring convicted criminals to patrol housing projects, which 
can hardly contribute to overall safety. Despite its rhetoric of economic in
dependence, much of the group's annual revenues come from government 
contracts. And Louis Farrakhan reportedly uses the profits to subsidize a 
lavish lifestyle which includes expensive silk suits and a stretch limousine.142 

Yet the larger difficulty with the Nation of Islam, as with the Afrocentrists, is 
that they identify acceptance of the standards of the white world as the 
main obstacle facing blacks. "Our major problem," Na'im Akbar writes, "is 
that we've started imitating Euro-Americans too much."I43 Thus commit
ments to Afrocentric ideology and the Nation of Islam can have the effect 
of distancing young African Americans from the civilizational resources that 
they need to succeed in mainstream society. How many jobs can Farrakhan 
provide in the restricted areas of rap musician, self-taught black social critic, 
and Fruit of Islam security guard? U.S. News and World Report points out 
that the Nation's security services experience peculiar obstacles to getting 
things done ("The Jews put a virus in our computer").144 It is not easy to en
vision black militants, energized in a posture of readiness to combat every 
institutional arrangement of Western culture, functioning very well in work
ing relationships at Exxon or General Motors. 

Afrocentrists and the Nation of Islam are committed to finding a dis
tinctively African solution to African American problems. Thus Haki Mad
hubuti follows a sound diagnosis of problems of illegitimacy and violence 
in black communities with a package of outlandish remedies: an agrarian 
vision of collectively owned land cooperatives; a rejection of black-on
black crime combined with a revolutionary defense of black-on-white con
frontation; a call for ''Afrikan boot camps" to indoctrinate black males in 
the ideology of blackness; a proposal to address the problem of single-par
ent families by introducing African family structures such as polygamy, and 
a conspiratorial miridset that raises such questions as 'Was Jonestown a 
CIA Medical Experiment?" and arrives at such epiphanies as ''AIDS was 
introduced into Africa by the World Health Organization" and white doc
tors created AIDS "in a laboratory at Fort Derrick, Maryland."145 These ac
tivists are trying to sever blacks from American culture; if they succeed, 
blacks as a group will be left with nothing but myths and resentment. 
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Basically, it is antiwhite hatred that unifies and directs the activities of 
the Nation of Islam. To understand this, it is necessary to go back to the 
group's founding and understand its original ideology which continues to 
be preached and disseminated today:l46 A man named Wali Fard Muham
mad, who was half white and half black and whose given name was Wal
lace Ford, surfaced in the early 1930s in the black ghettos of Detroit. A 
convicted drug dealer and door-to-door raincoat salesman, he called him
self "the Prophet," and claimed to have come from Mecca to America to 
find the Lost Thbe of Shabazz, consisting of black Muslims who wrongly 
thought of themselves as Negroes. Muhammad set up the first Nation of 
Islam temple in Detroit. For a fee, Master Fard agreed to change the 
"slave names" of American blacks to their ancestral names; temporarily, 
each person was asked to use "X" to symbolize his or her true and un
known family name. 

Influenced by the rhetoric of Marcus Garvey, Master Fard informed 
credulous poor blacks suffering under the Depression that being of mixed 
race he was able to move undetected among whites and discover their 
true nature. What he had found, it turned out, was that the white man 
was "a devil by nature," and that all blacks should prepare for Armaged
don, the great race war between black and white. One of Fard's chief lieu
tenants was Elijah Poole. Fard convinced him to drop his "slave name" 
and take up the name "Muhammad." Fard and Muhammad jointly set up 
the Nation of Islam's second temple and current headquarters in Chica
go. It was Muhammad who took over the Nation of Islam in the mid 
1930s, when Fard mysteriously vanished. Then Muhammad elaborated 
Fard's teaching into a kind of full-length theological and political doc
trine. As Muhammad sums up his doctrine in Message to the Blackman in 

America: 

The original man, Allah, is none other than the black man. The black man is 

the first and last, maker and owner of the universe. From him came all brown, 

yellow, red and white people. Allah is proving to the world of black men that 

the white race actually does not own any part of our planet. The white race is 

not, and never will be, the chosen people of God. They are the chosen people 
of their father Yacub, the devil.147 

Muhammad's racial theology is still taught as scripture in the Nation of 
Islam. According to Muhammad, Allah is God and Allah is black. The 
black-skinned Allah created the original human beings, naturally black 
like himself. One of Allah's scientists conducted special experiments 
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which produced an especially powerful and brilliant tribe of Shabazz, 
from which American blacks are descended. Unfortunately an evil mad 
scientist named Yacub rebelled against Allah's authority in Mecca, and 
was exiled by the holy black people of the city to the island of Patmos. 
There, as part of his revenge against God, "\:a cub began to perform genetic 
experiments to dilute the strength of the black race. 

First, Yacub weakened the black genetic strain to produce brown peo
ple, which took two hundred years. Then he concocted the "red race" and 
the "yellow race" which took another four hundred years. Within eight 
hundred years, Yacub achieved his nefarious objective: a race of white 
people who walked on all fours and lived in trees. Because of the @thy 
and disgusting habits of these white savages, the original black people 
rounded them up and dispatched them across the Arabian desert to the 
caves of Europe. In the frigid climates of the north, white people mated 
with animals and produced ever more repulsive offspring, colorless and 
hairy. Among the craftiest and most dangerous of the white race, this view 
held, were the Jews. 

Since Yacub bred whites to be especially greedy and vicious, these mon
sters were bound to attack and seek to rule over other peoples. In Elijah 
Muhammad's view, Allah permitted this for a period of six thousand years. 

.. But he arranged for the people of Shabazz to come as slaves to North 
America where they could get inside information about the wiles of the 
white man, so as to ultimately spearhead his destruction. Allah also en
dowed one member of the tribe of Shabazz with virtually supernatural wis
dom, so that he would awaken the slumbering members to their true 
political and spiritual destiny. That man, of course, was Elijah Muhammad. 

Today, Louis Farrakhan continues Elijah Muhammad's tradition of urg
ing blacks in America to awaken to the satanic nature of whites, recognize 
their true pedigree, reclaim their racial heritage, and work with singular 
purpose to expel the white impostor from his unearned position as master 
of the universe. 148 The man who once said that Malcolm X deserved to 
die on account of Malcolm's disloyalty to Elijah Muhammad now directs 
his rage toward whites, whom he calls the "mortal enemy." Farrakhan has 
said, "I will fight to see that vicious beast go down into the lake of fire pre
pared for him in the beginning." To followers who profess affection for his 
message Farrakhan counsels, "Disorganized love is not as effective as or
ganized hate."149 The Nation's newspaper, The Final Call, continues to in
doctrinate members about the intrinsic evil of whites and the coming 
racial conflagration. The Nation of Islam recruits actively in the inner 
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cities. It has established beachheads on several campuses, especially his
torically black ones. It is perhaps the most powerful black movement in 
the prisons, where black racists and white racists abound. Indeed the 
racial gangs that roam prison compounds serve as a kind of warning sym
bol of where the country may be headed. 

Many liberals have been peculiarly blind about black racism, because 
of their commitment to cultural relativism. In the relativist paradigm, it is 
white racism that is to blame for the problems faced by blacks. If blacks 
act in a manner that resembles racism, they have been compelled to do so 
by the legacy of white racism. Yet, as we have just seen, black racism can
not be understood as merely reactive. Rather, powered by Afrocentrist 
ideology and institutionalized in the Nation of Islam, African American 
racism is a comprehensive ideology of black supremacy. Moreover, this 
sort of racism "from below" is likely to increase because it provides a con
venient rationalization for black failure. White racism and black racism 
are now mirror ideologies, both anchored in relativism and mutually rein
forcing. If unopposed, they will surely draw whites and blacks further 
apart, until peace between the races becomes impossible. 





11 
THE CONTENT OF OUR CHROMOSOMES 

Race and the IQDebate 

Nothing frightens the liberal mind more than the prospect of inherited differences in in

telligence between the races. 

-Sociologist Linda Gottfredson 

If black racism is largely a rationalization for black failure, what causes 
such failure? The conventional liberal explanation is discrimination and the 
resulting social disadvantage, but this is not the only conceivable explana
tion. In The Bell Curve, Richard Hermstein and Charles Murray argue that 
racial groups differ in average intelligence, that these differences may be 
partly hereditary, and that IQ gaps largely account for ethnic variations in 
educational and economic performance. 1 The reaction to their argument 
was one of immediate and unrestrained revulsion. Despite its claim to be 
based on scientific research, Hermstein and Murray's work inspired an 
avalanche of invective, some of it preceding the book's publication, much 
of it ignoring the evidence presented and focusing on Herrnstein and Mur
ray's motives. In liberal circles, The Bell Curve was viewed as a dangerous 
revival of scientific hereditarianism in a neoracist form, a potential mani
festo for white racist backlash. Ignoring Hermstein and Murray's insis
tence that their book dealt only peripherally with race, many normally 
unflappable pundits produced a stampede of epithets. 

431 



432 The End of Racism 

• "Dishonest pseudo-science," fumed Jesse Jackson. "The last time such 
racist tripe received celebrity was in Nazi Germany. "2 

• "Racial pornography," declared Bob Herbert in the New York Times. 
For Herbert The Bell Curve was nothing more than "a genteel way of 
calling somebody a nigger."3 

• Adolph Reed accused Murray and Herrnstein of being "intellectual 
brownshirts," a "demonic duo" engaged in a "diabolical collaboration" 
with a "viper's nest" of scholars to promote "reactionary prejudices. "4 

• "Grist for racism of every variety," wrote Jacob Weisberg in New York. 
"You can hear a thousand David Dukes in the background saying: I 
told you so."5 

• ''A profoundly racist message in academic robes," growled an editorial 
in the Atlanta Constitution. 6 

• "Dreary," "scary," and "apocalyptic," raged Stephen Jay Gould, as he 
proclaimed The Bell Curve a brief for a vicious and dangerous "social 
Darwinism."7 

• Leon Kamin added to this typhoon of adjectives: "crude," "pathetic," 
"troubling," "venomous," "shameful."8 

In other countries, people talk freely about racial differences.9 But 
question the assumption of the inherent equality of the races in America 
and you are challenging the most powerful twentieth-century taboo of the 
Western world. Herrnstein and Murray must have known this. Before 
them, other scholars found themselves accused of being brownshirts and 
Nazis for wandering into this intellectual minefield, and even today many 
researchers are cognizant of the dangers of challenging the regnant 
dogma of equality among groups. 10 

• In 1969, Arthur Jensen published an article in the Harvard Educa
tional Review arguing that remedial education was failing in large part be
cause black children were not intelligent enough to take advantage of it; 
instantly Jensen went from being a renowned educational psychologist to 
a virtual pariah, protesters disrupted his classes, and there were threats to 
his life.l 1 

• One Jensen convert was Nobel laureate William Shockley, who invited 
a torrent of abuse and scorn (partly generated by his own provocative style) 
when he endorsed Jensen's thesis and proposed eugenic remedies such as 
paying people with low IQs to abstain from having children. 12 

• In 1971, psychologist Richard Herrnstein published an article in The 
Atlantic Monthly reviving the issue of hereditary differences in intelli-
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gence. His reward came in the magazine's letters page: "Hitler's propa
gandists used the same tactics in the thirties while his metal workers put 
the finishing touches on the gas ovens."13 

• When in the mid 1970s biologist E. 0. Wtlson published Sociobiolo
gy, suggesting a Darwinian foundation for racial and gender differences, a 
group called Science for the People issued ad hominem denunciations of 
Wtlson, and during a 1978 lecture to an audience of biologists, demon
strators rushed the podium shouting "Nazi," "fascist," and "racist," and 
dumped a pitcher of water on Wtlson' s head.14 

• In 1985 when James Q. Wtlson and Richard Herrnstein attempted 
to lecture on their book Crime and Human Nature, which includes an ex
ploration of the relationship between genes and criminal orientation, they 
were drowned out by students shouting 'Wtlson, Herrnstein, you can't 
hide. You believe in genocide."15 

• In 1992, when the University of Maryland announced a conference 
to explore the latest research on the influence of genes on crime, black ac
tivists were immediately activated by the aroma of racial conspiracy. 
Samuel Yette, a Howard University professor, declared the project "clear
ly racist . . . an effort to use public money for a genocidal effort against 
African Americans. Hitler and Goebbels were very good at this." A black 
newspaper ran the headline, "Plot to Sedate Black Youth: Government 
Program Would Make Zombies of Inner-City Kids." Without examining 
these allegations, the National Institutes for Health withdrew federal 
funding and the university canceled the conference.16 

• Leading scientists from around the world are participating in a project 
to map the genetic diversity of human populations. Yet the project, pro
posed by prominent geneticists such as Luigi Cavalli-Sforza and Mary
Claire King, has found itself immersed in racial controversy, as activists 
charge that the Human Genome Project is a bigoted prelude to proclaim
ing minorities to be intrinsically inferior. ''Any sensible person can see this is 
important research," Cavalli-Sforza says, "but I must tell you, I was com
pletely unprepared for the negative reactions we have encountered."17 

Clearly something very interesting is going on here. The reaction to The 
Bell Curve, as to its predecessors, becomes a revealing snapshot of a 
pained and apoplectic liberalism. Surely this venom and fury could not be 
explained by psychologist Robert Sternberg's contention that Herrnstein 
and Murray's book regurgitates "old stuff," or Stephen Ceci's assurance 
that scholars have said the same thing "for the last 15 years."18 Never has 
old news proved to be so inflammatory. Nor can the outrage be explained 
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on the grounds that The Bell Curve contravenes the Declaration of Inde
pendence, that "it goes against our entire history," as President Clinton 
pronounced, or that it "violates a basic tenet of democracy," as the Boston 
Globe asserted. 19 Surely, as history bears out, the Declaration and the 
Constitution are not premised on the notion that all persons are equal in 
their intellectual potential, only that they are equal in their possession of 
certain basic rights. 

What makes Herrnstein and Murray and their predecessors controver
sial is not that they claim individuals differ in intelligence-this is obvious 
and uncontested-but that groups do. This is threatening because it chal
lenges the liberal assumption that racial differences are, as Stephen Jay 
Gould puts it, merely "skin deep."20 Thus the fear is that Herrnstein and 
Murray will restore the concept of group hierarchy and make racism re
spectable once again. No less scary, as Jacob Weisberg remarks, the exis
tence of racial differences implies that the old Southern segregationists 
may have been wrong in what they did, but perhaps they were "not alto
gether wrong in what they thought. "21 Herrnstein and Murray are reviled 
because they are questioning the foundation of twentieth century liberal
ism: the denial of natural differences and the premise of the inherent 
equality of groups. 

Much of America's social policy is based on this central assumption of 
liberal antiracism. The heyday of liberalism was San Francisco judge 
Robert Peckham's decision in 1979 that IQ tests could not be used to 
classify blacks as educationally deficient if a disproportionate number of 
blacks compared to whites fell into that category.22 The Supreme Court's 
Gnggs decision of 1971, as we have seen, permitted the disparate results 
of general ability tests to be used to establish a presumption of illegal dis
crimination. Attempting to preserve this intellectual edifice, the Boston 
Globe recently editorialized that public policy cannot afford to view 
groups as chronically deficient but must view them as victims who have 
come upon "hard times for a variety of reasons" and "need help getting 
back on their feet .... The danger here is that [Herrnstein and Murray's] 
theory could be used to justify regressive public policy. "23 Similarly, Labor 
Secretary Robert Reich warned that The Bell Curve provides ammunition 
for an argument "to do less and less for those who are less fortunate."24 

The notion that groups who fail are not failing on their own account 
but because they are less fortunate is the unquestioned assumption of lib
eral social policy. This assumption is generated by Boasian relativism, 
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which arose in opposition to nineteenth century cultural evolutionism and 
scientific racism. In order to reject "nature red in tooth and claw," in Ten
nyson's phrase, advocates of cultural relativism denied intrinsic differ
ences and attributed the fact that some groups do better than others in 
educational and economic performance to a host of environmental fac
tors, specifically an ongoing history of racial discrimination. Consequently, 
in the liberal mind, there are no rational grounds for believing in natural 
group differences, which is why all discussions of racial differences in
evitably become discussions about racism. 

But what if group differences turned out not to be entirely generated by 
discrimination? This is the heart of Herrnstein and Murray's heresy, and 
the core of the unspoken liberal fear, which is not about the repudiation of 
the American founding but the prospect of a racial caste society. After all, if 
races differ genetically, rather than in their externally imposed fortunes, 
then the free competition of a multiracial society is likely to produce a nat
ural hierarchy of groups. Moreover, if blacks as a group are less intelligent 
than whites, less susceptible to education and productive work, more in
clined toward crime, then arguments can be made to justify certain forms 
of segregation and racial discrimination. Byron Roth points out that at one 
time liberals viewed some ideas as dangerous because they were untrue; 
now some view these ideas as untrue because they are dangerous.25 Writ
ing in the New Republic, Nathan Glazer candidly articulates the liberal 
taboo: "Why should we be talking about this at all? For this kind of truth 
one can ask, what good will come of it?"26 The liberal position on the pos
sibility of racial differences in inherited capacity has been that of the 
British lady who responded thus to Darwin's theory of evolution: "Let us 
hope it is not true, but if it is, let us pray that it does not become generally 
known."27 

Yet whatever the virtues of keeping the subject of IQ out of the public 
square, all such efforts are futile in the aftermath of The Bell Curve. Its ar
gument, condemned but so far unrefuted, lies like a corpse on the tennis 
court. It is difficult to pretend to ignore it and keep play.ing. Moreover, 
the de /acto censorship of public discussion seems to have had the effect 
of strengthening private convictions that innate differences do exist and 
are socially important. In a democratic society, where public opinion is the 
basis for self-government, private speculations cannot be discounted 
when they are likely to become the basis for public rule. An enlightened 
polity depends on closing the gap between private suspicion and public 
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knowledge. Three developments of recent years have forced the issue of 
natural differences out of the closet. 

The first is the persistent failure of blacks as a group to compete effec
tively in American society, and the concomitant demand for racial prefer
ences at every stage to assure black inclusion. "It is a lot easier to think 
that people are inferior when they are not making it despite relatively free 
competition," remarks Robert George of the U.S. Civil Rights Commis
sion. Psychologist James Sidanius, who studies racial attitudes, says that 
even young African Americans are beginning to internalize doubts about 
their own competitive capacity. "This, to me, is the real self-esteem prob
lem." The problem is exacerbated by the unremitting attack by many 
African American scholars and activists on all forms of testing and merit 
evaluation. Conceivably one particular test or another is unfair to blacks, 
but it seems implausible that every single test-whether measuring read
ing skills of first graders or mathematical aptitude of college applicants, 
whether the fire fighter's test or the Foreign Service Examination-are all 
systematically biased against African Americans (and apparendy no other 
group). It seems hard for some people to avoid the speculation: does the 
problem lie not with tests but with blacks? 

Another factor contributing to intimations of inferiority is the embar
rassing fact of Asian American success which has become evident to most 
people in recent decades. The incredible economic and intellectual 
achievements within a single generation not just of middle-class and pro
fessional Japanese and East Indians, but also of poor immigrants from 
Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, and Korea have called into question the 
claim that in America one has to be white and preferably male in order to 
succeed. By proving that upward mobility and social acceptance do not 
depend on the absence of racially distinguishing features, Asians have un
wittingly yet powerfully challenged the attribution of minority failure to 
discrimination by the majority. Many liberals are having trouble providing 
a full answer to the awkward question: "Why can't an African American 
be more like an Asian?" 

Finally there is a revival of scientific and scholarly interest in Darwinism, 
nourished by recent advances in genetics, evolutionary theory, and sociobi
ology.28 Scholars have found increasing evidence for the influence of genes 
on human behavior and personality.29 In recent years, there have been 
media reports of a genetic basis for alcoholism, obesity, and homosexuali
ty. 30 Medical researchers have found that racial groups do not merely differ 
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in skin color, but in numerous other traits, such as head shape, body size, 
blood types, bone density, body temperature, rates of maturation, frequency 
of twin births, susceptibility to certain diseases, and so on.31 Two leading 

Mrican American scholars, James Comer and Alvin Poussaint, admit that 
"motor development takes place faster during the first year among many 
African babies than among many European babies" and even suggest that 
"there may be some physical reason" why blacks are better dancers and 
singers than whites.32 As we will see, scholars continue to debate whether 
there is an evolutionary basis for racial differences. 

If biological differences do exist, they cannot be wished away. However 
unpopular the investigation, we have to take the possibility of natural dif
ferences seriously. What is at stake is nothing less than the foundation of 
contemporary liberalism. Substantial innate differences raise the prospect 
of a multicultural society characterized not by a benign equality, but rather 
by a natural hierarchy of groups: whites or Asians concentrated at the top, 
Hispanics in the middle, and blacks at the bottom. 

WHITE MEN CAN'T RUN 

In the 1992 Olympics in Barcelona, observers could hardly fail to notice a 
result that was so improbable that it bordered on the fantastic. West 
Mrican blacks and Mrican Americans won every gold medal at all men's 
distances up to the 400 meter hurdles. And East Mrican and North 
Mrican black males won all gold medals from the 800 meters through the 
marathon. The same outcome occurred at the 1993 World 'frack and 
Field Championships in Germany: black men won every single sprint and 
long distance event.33 These results were predicted by Amby Burfoot, ex
ecutive editor of Runner's World, in an article published shortly before the 
games called ''White Men Can't Run."34 Burfoot noticed that since 1932, 

blacks have been building a virtual hegemony on the highest honors at 
Olympic and world championship track races. In 1983, blacks won about 
half of thirty-three available medals for world championship running. In 
1987, they won nineteen. In 1991, they won twenty-nine. In those three 
years, Burfoot computed, Asians won only one medal. "On the all-time 
list for the 100 meters," Burfoot writes, "44 of the top 50 performers are 
sprinters of West Mrican origin. The highest ranking white stands in 16th 
place." 

Sociologist Steven Goldberg estimates that of the fifty fastest runners 
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in the 100 meters in the United States, virtually all are black. Moreover, 
nearly every record holder in the long jump has been black for the past 
half-century.35 The Sociology of Sport Journal reports that since the 1930s 
"there has been no American white woman who was world-class in the 
100, 200, or 400 meter dashes. All of the outstanding women sprinters 
from the 1940s into the 1990s have been black. "36 Similar results obtain 
in many other sports. What algebraic coincidence could explain the in
credible overrepresentation of African Americans in boxing, in football, 
and especially in basketball? According to a study for the National Re
search Council, more than half of all the players in the National Football 
League and approximately 80 percent of all the players in the National 
Basketball Association are black.37 

Certainly environmental factors, such as the spur of poverty, are impor
tant. In a 1989 article in the Journal of Sport History, David Wiggins points 
out that many poor Jews tried with modest success to make a living at bas
ketball in the early part of the twentieth century just as many poor Irish
men went into prizefighting in the nineteenth century. Without dismissing 
genetic factors completely, Wiggins concludes, "The weight of the evi
dence indicates that the differences between participation patterns of 
black and white athletes are primarily a consequence of different histori
cal experiences."38 Yet it stands to reason that blacks who strain to "jump 
their way out of the ghetto," as civil rights activists put it, could expect to 
face strong competition from whites with better access to technology, pro
fessional coaches, and the other benefits that come with socioeconomic 
advantage. Since countries like China and Japan invest heavily in the 
quest for Olympic prestige, the relatively poor performance of Asian ath
letes in sports such as running and jumping cannot be attributed to lack of 
motivation or resources. In the 1970s, the organizers of the Mexico City 
Olympic Games approved a study of more than a thousand athletes from 
nearly a hundred countries which showed substantial physical differences 
between athletes from different racial groups in a number of sports, in
cluding track and field, swimming, basketball, and gymnastics.39 

Burfoot argues that scientists who seek to explore racial differences in 
sports cannot find a better case study than running, because unlike sports 
like tennis which only some countries play and which require access to courts 
and racquets, running is a worldwide sport that needs very little in the way of 
special coaching and facilities. "Given the universality of running, it is rea
sonable to expect that the best runners should come from a wide range of 
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countries and racial groups." Yet the reality is that one group, blacks, win 

nearly everything; a second group, whites, win a little; and a third group, 

Asians, win virtually nothing. And Burfoot' s argument is strengthened by the 

fact that successful black sprinters come from various parts of the world

the United States, Canada, the Caribbean, West Mrican nations-with vary

ing cultural patterns and access to training facilities. 
Burfoot contacted two of the leading experts on physical performance 

differences between groups, anthropologist Robert Malina and geneticist 

Claude Bouchard. Reviewing several studies, Malina and Bouchard point

ed out that blacks have less body fat, narrower hips, thicker thighs, lighter 

calves, and longer legs, all of which generate more powerful speed with less 

resistance. Blacks seem to have faster reflex time which would assist in 

sports like sprinting and boxing, yet they also seem to have denser bones, 
which are a liability in sports such as swimming.40 (Burfoot points out that 

no black swimmer has ever qualified for the U.S. Olympic team.) Malina 

says that there are even important average differences in physique between 

West Mrican and East Mrican blacks, with the bodies of the latter not as 

well suited to reflex actions such as sprints, and better suited to endurance 
tests such as the marathon. As Burfoot writes, at the Seoul Olympics, East 

Mricans from one country, Kenya, won the 800 meters, the 1,500 meters, 

the 3,000 meter steeplechase, and the 5,000 meters. Similarly, studies 

show what is evident to the naked eye: Asians are, on average, smaller and 
shorter than whites and blacks. Thus relatively few Asians meet the mini

mum requirements to compete in those sports which require size, speed, 

and physical strength. Not surprisingly, Asians tend to excel in sports like 

ice-skating and gymnastics rather than at basketball. It is certainly possible 
to imagine great Asian heavyweight boxers and sprinters, but the physical 

odds seem to be against it. Bouchard concedes the role of training in 

preparing athletes for outstanding performance, yet his studies show that 
racial groups, like individuals, respond differently to the same level of 
training. Bouchard maintains that even the capacity for training is about 75 
percent inherited. Thus, he concludes, there is scientific logic behind the 
slogan of sports coaches and physiologists who say that the way to win is to 
"choose your parents carefully." 

Many black athletes such as Joe Morgan of the Cincinnati Reds and 
Calvin Hill of the Dallas Cowboys have said candidly that they think 
blacks are physically better equipped than whites for certain sports.41 Yet 
although the superior performance of many black athletes would seem to 
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provide a good reason for whites to admire blacks and for blacks to feel 
proud of their abilities, Burfoot remarks on the irony that black athletic 
superiority cannot be acknowledged in public. Thus many experts in the 
sports world experience strong political pressure to deny both empirical 
data as well as the evidence of their senses. Burfoot remarks, "Fear rules." 

Fear seems to have been largely responsible for the 1982 firing of Al 
Campanis, vice president of the Los Angeles Dodgers. Campanis suggested 
on ABC Nightline that blacks had a natural ability to be athletes but not to 
be managers in major league baseball. Campanis apologized for his gaffe, 
but was forced to quit. In 1988, CBS commentator Jimmy "the Greek" 
Snyder told a 1V interviewer that blacks make better athletes than whites 
because they are "bred to be that way." CBS dismissed Snyder the next 
day.42 In 1993, Dale Lick, president of Florida State University in Thllahas
see, who was a finalist for the presidency of Michigan State University, said 
publicly what many consider obvious. ''As blacks begin to get into sports, 
their natural abilities come through. A black athlete can actually outjump a 
white athlete on the average." Lick was promptly accused of racism, forced 
to apologize, and compelled to withdraw his name from consideration.43 

The political sensitivity surrounding such speculations goes back at 
least to 1971, when African American sociologist Harry Edwards angrily 
denounced an article in Sports Illustrated which asserted that "physical dif
ferences in the races might well have enhanced the athletic potential of 
the Negro in certain sports."44 Edwards, who recently surfaced again to 
deplore Tom Brokaw's suggestion that blacks may have a natural proclivi
ty for certain sports, insists that "racism throughout the larger society ac
counts for the disproportionately high presence of black athletes." Studies 
showing black athletic prowess are part of a "racist ideology," in Ed
wards's view, because they reinforce stereotypes of blacks as "little re
moved from the apes in their evolutionary development."45 

The deeper grounds for such charges are suggested by columnist 
Richard Cohen, who writes in the Washington Post that if civil rights ac
tivists concede that populations differ in physical respects, then public sus
picions might be raised that they may differ in intellectual and 
psychological traits as well.46 It stands to reason that groups that are unlike 
each other in some respects may also differ in other respects. Why should 
groups with different skin color, head shape, and other visible characteris
tics prove identical in reasoning ability or the ability to construct an ad
vanced civilization? If blacks have certain inherited abilities, such as 
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improvisational decision making, that could explain why they predominate 
in certain fields such as jazz, rap, and basketball, and not in other fields, 
such as classical music, chess, and astronomy. To see whether this is true, 
let us investigate whether there are durable racial differences in intelli
gence between the races, and whether those differences have a genetic 
basis. 

RUMORS OF INFERIORITY 

Compared to the vast majority of whites half a century ago, today only 
about 13 percent of whites profess to believe that blacks are less intelligent 
than people of other races.47 Yet even as popular opinion in America has 
shifted decisively over the past quarter century toward an assumption of in
herent intellectual parity between the races, scholarly opinion seems to have 
shifted in the opposite direction. Within the community of social scientists, 
mainly psychologists, who study racial differences, there is now a virtual 
consensus about the existence of substantial IQ differences between 
Asians, whites, Hispanics and blacks. These differences, psychologist 
Rogers Elliott writes, "are large, early to develop, slow to change, and validly 
reflect real differences in performance in education and employment."48 

Before examining these differences further, let us try to understand 
what IQ means. The term refers to intelligence quotient. IQ tests seek to 
measure not specific skills but rather general intelligence, defined as the 
ability to learn, reasoning capacity, or the mental ability to excel at acade
mic challenges and solve practical problems.49 Intelligence is measured as 
a weighted average of performance on various tasks of verbal, spatial, 
mathematical, and logical ability. IQ can be determined from a wide range 
of available tests, such as the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale (WAIS), 
the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC), the Stanford-Binet 
test, Ravens Progressive Matrices, Cattell Culture Fair Test, and the Won
derlic Personnel Test. Even the SAT and the GATB, administered for col
lege admission and prospective employment purposes, are de facto IQ 
tests in that they seek to measure general cognitive ability. 

Intelligence testing as a form of social science was founded in the early 
part of this century by Alfred Binet, director of the psychology laboratory 
at the Sorbonne.50 Early intelligence tests were quite varied in the intellec
tual tasks they demanded, and relatively primitive in their techniques of 
administration. Yet a British psychologist, Charles Spearman, noticed that 
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regardless of their specific content, the results of all tests that measured 
complex mental tasks correlated substantially with each other. Spearman 
advanced the hypothesis that in varying degrees the tests measured a sin
gle factor which he called "general intelligence," or simply g. 51 Psycholo
gists have made g a central part of their lexicon, and Arthur Jensen calls g 
an "operational definition of intelligence."52 

Today IQ is statistically normed on a scale of cognitive performance, 
with a score of 100 reflecting the mean or average score. Experts say that 
an IQ of 130 or higher reflects outstanding mental capacity, an IQ of 115 
signals high intelligence, an IQ of 85 or below reveals poor intelligence, an 
IQ of 70 or lower suggests mental retardation. On literally thousands of 
tests, administered over the better part of a century, a consistent pattern 
emerges. While the full range of intellectual capacity is evident in all racial 
groups, nevertheless there are large differences in the average cognitive 
level of various races.53 Specifically, while the IQ mean for whites is 100, 
that for American blacks is only 85-a difference of one standard devia
tion. Hispanics and American Indians fall in between, averaging scores in 
the range of 90 to 95. While the data for American Indians typically relies 
on small samples and the data for Hispanics breaks down into different 
scores for Cubans, Mexicans, and Puerto Ricans, the existence of the 
black-white IQ gap has been so thoroughly and regularly demonstrated 
over several decades that the best-known critics of IQ testing such as 
Stephen Jay Gould, Leon Kamin, Robert Sternberg, and Richard Lewon
tin acknowledge it. Indeed Gould calls the 15-point black-white IQ dif
ferential "an undisputed fact."54 

In 1988 two social scientists, Mark Snyderman and Stanley Rothman, 
polled over six hundred psychologists and educators anonymously to find 
out what they believed about IQ tests. They discovered that most experts 
are convinced that such tests do measure intelligence and not simply the 
ability to succeed at taking tests. Moreover, 45 percent said that IQ differ
ences between blacks and whites were partly hereditary; only 15 percent 
insisted that such differences were entirely due to environmental factors; 
others refused to answer or said the data were insufficient to arrive at a 
reasoned conclusion.55 "There has been a real shift in the scholarly com
munity," Christopher Jencks says. "The hereditarian position enjoys much 
wider support than it did twenty years ago, and the extreme environmen
tal position is now considered dubious." 

Because IQ is plotted on a bell curve with fairly sharp tails at both 
ends, the consequences of the race gap in IQ are startling. The average 
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white is in the 85th percentile of black scores, whereas the average black 
is only in the 15th percentile of white scores. Blacks are about six times 
more likely than whites to fall in the IQ range of 70 or below, which edu
cators consider a signal of mental deficiency. Equally disturbing, blacks 
are scarce at relatively high IQ levels of 110-120: only 2 percent of blacks, 
compared with 18 percent of whites, score in this range. At very high 
thresholds of 120 and higher, whites continue to be represented while 
blacks are virtually nonexistent: about 13 percent of whites, compared 
with 0.32 percent of blacks, achieve in this outstanding bracket.56 

In a society in which resources are assigned to a considerable degree on 
merit, this intelligence mismatch has consequences for social rewards like 
college admissions and job selection. An IQ score of 75 or above is gener
ally considered necessary to perform the minimum requirements for a 
high school diploma, an IQ above 100 to graduate from college, and an 
IQ of 115 or above for admission to graduate school or for holding jobs 
like scientist, engineer, trial lawyer, and professor. Since tests such as the 
SAT, LSAT, MCAT, and GRE are to a large degree measures of IQ, they 
can be expected to show disproportionate levels of performance between 
blacks and whites, as indeed they do. About 15 percent of whites, but less 
than 1 percent of blacks, have IQs above 115, which may be taken as a 
general index of qualification for success at the most selective universities 
and many prestigious jobs. 

Sociologist Linda Gottfredson has used Labor Department data to 
compute the expected level of representation of blacks and whites in vari
ous fields taking into account the level of intelligence required by the job 
and the differences of cognitive ability between the races. Assuming that 
doctors and engineers require IQs around 115, or that firemen and po
licemen require IQs above 90, or that truckdrivers and meat-cutters re
quire IQs above 85, Gottfredson calculates that when cognitive ability is 
taken into account, American blacks are overrepresented in most well-pay
ing and prestigious positions.57 Gottfredson takes note of the complaints 
of civil rights activists that blacks today are only 5 percent of university 
faculty, 3 percent of financial managers, 3 percent of physicians, 2 percent 
of lawyers and judges, and 1 percent of architects.58 Recendy the Wall 
Street Journal reported that blacks hold only 2.3 percent of the almost 
10,000 seats on corporate boards of large companies.59 Although these 
percentages seem low, Gottfredson argues that based on black intellectual 
ability as measured by IQ tests, less than 1 percent of African Americans 
(compared with around 20 percent of whites) qualify for success in these 
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cognitively demanding fields. 60 Gottfredson's research suggests that the 
entire ideology of proportional representation is fatally flawed because it 
insists upon racial parity when groups in fact show widely differing levels 
of measured ability. Her findings imply that in a meritocratic society we 
should expect to find whites occupying most high-paying and relatively 
prestigious jobs such as physician, professor, and engineer, and blacks 
concentrated in low-paying and less cognitively demanding jobs such as 
truck driver, meat-cutter, and mail carrier. 

Contrary to the Supreme Court's finding in Griggs v. Duke Power that 
standardized tests producing racially disparate results offer presumptive 
proof of discrimination, Richard Hermstein and Charles Murray argue 
that such tests merely measure real differences of cognitive ability. Addi
tionally, The Bell Curve summarizes a body of research to show that gener
al ability tests are better predictors of success on the job than tests which 
seek to measure the particular features of each task. The reason for this, 
they argue, is that specific skills can be memorized and routinized, but 
more intelligent workers adapt to the changing needs of a work environ
ment. Hermstein and Murray present evidence that IQ differences even 
affect performance, although more weakly, on such relatively low-grade 
jobs as auto mechanic and restaurant busboy.61 

The appeal of the new IQ research is its explanatory power: it seems to 
account for why there is a two-to-four-year gap in academic performance 
as measured by the National Assessment of Educational Progress be
tween black and white students of the same age. It appears to explain why 
blacks are underrepresented at selective universities (for example, there 
are only five black mathematicians at America's twenty-five top-ranked 
universities) and in intellectually demanding jobs (less than 2 percent of 
the nation's scientists are black) and overrepresented in classes for the 
mentally retarded.62 Also, since Jews and Asians consistently produce av
erage scores above 100, their higher cognitive ability seems to account for 
why these two groups demonstrate impressive results in the academic and 
the economic sectors, as well as in prizes and awards for science and 
scholarship. 63 Some scholars even invoke IQ data to explain the high level 
of prosperity in Europe, the rising tide of economic achievement in Asia, 
the moderate standard of living in South and Central America, and the 
extreme underdevelopment of most of the continent of Mrica. John 
Baker in his book Race argues that a low IQ accounts for the civilizational 
achievements of blacks which "have on the whole been disappointing, de
spite all the improvements in facilities for their education. "64 
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The recent IQ data carry unquestionable political implications in the 
United States as well, because they suggest that racial preferences are fu
tile and a virtual guarantee of economic inefficiency for private companies 
and the government. Moreover, IQ differences suggest the circumstances 
of poverty and deprivation in which blacks find themselves in America 
today are not the cause, but the result, of low intelligence. It is hard not to 
hear the triumphant roar of the white supremacist: "Forget about the 
legacy of racism and discrimination: these people are naturally stupid." 

NOT IN OUR GENES 

The science of IQ testing has come under severe criticism from its very in
ception in the early part of this century.65 The academic critics are few in 
number but formidable in polemical skill, with many allies in the media. 
Most of the criticism has focused on five themes: intelligence is a vague and 
undefined concept; racial differences in test scores are meaningless because 
the concept of race is meaningless and races have more in common than di
vides them; tests reflect environmental rather than hereditary qualities; IQ 
tests are racially and culturally biased against minorities and specifically 
blacks; and finally, the motives of the testers are racist and their conclusions 
can be used to justify discrimination. Let us examine each of these claims. 

The first argument, which is perhaps the oldest, is that IQ testing is a 
kind of meaningless numerology because it measures something that 
eludes clear definition. Intelligence, in this view, is a kind of phantom con
cept that cannot be captured in tests of verbal, spatial, and reasoning skill. 
"No one really knows what intelligence is," Ashley Montagu writes in 
Race and IQ. "Intelligence is what the intelligence tests test."66 Writing in 
the Journal of Black Studies, Mrican American psychologist Robert 
Williams argues that IQ simply cannot pretend to measure "the ambiguity 
and senselessness of the nature of intelligence. "67 The partial validity of 
this argument is conceded by most psychologists, including the controver
sial Arthur Jensen. "Intelligence, like electricity, is easier to measure than 
to define," Jensen admits.68 Psychologist Louis Thurstone distinguishes 
between several kinds of intelligence: primary mental abilities such as ver
bal facility and comprehension; numerical abilities such as computational 
and math skills, and reasoning ability such as skill at classification and log
ical deduction. 69 Raymond Cattell wrote about fluid intelligence and crys
tallized intelligence, the one measuring adaptive mental skills, the other 
accumulated knowledge and capacity. 70 
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The concept of intelligence, like that of health, is hard to define except 
in general terms, yet the entire medical field relies on the distinction be
tween health and sickness. Despite disagreement about how precisely to 
describe intelligence, few people doubt that human beings differ in the 
degree to which they demonstrate intelligent thought or behavior. The 
concept of general intelligence or g is like general athletic ability: it doesn't 
deny specific skills but implies some underlying capacity that athletes in 
different sports share. Even if intelligence is simply defined as that which 
IQ tests test, the capacity being measured is clearly crucial if it can be 
shown to correlate with and perhaps to produce results in terms of cre
ativity, scholarship, inventions, and other forms of achievement. Psycholo
gists in the field argue that, definitional quibbles aside, there is no reason 
that carefully devised tests cannot measure the ability of individuals as 
well as groups to produce specifically enumerated and socially relevant 
outcomes. 

This is not to say that intelligence is the only important social value, or 
even the most important one. IQ should not be confused with morality: 
psychopaths and murderers and Nazis often demonstrate above-average in
telligence.71 In his book Excellence, John Gardner correctly observes that 
"there are those whose excellence involves doing something well, and those 
whose excellence lies in being the kind of people they are."72 Advocates of 
IQ testing such as Jensen, Herrnstein, and Murray admit this and deny that 
they are trying to measure human moral worth. Moreover, there are differ
ent kinds of ability and talent, and IQ tests only measure verbal, logistical, 
and visuospatial abilities. These are crucial for productivity and material 
growth in modem society, but as Howard Gardner argues in Multiple Intelli
gences, there are other extracurricular talents that matter, and they are not 
the same talents on display when we take the WAIS or the SAT: musical in
telligence of the kind found in Mozart and Louis Armstrong; kinetic or 
bodily facility which we see in dancers and athletes; interpersonal intelli
gence, which refers to our ability to relate to others; and intrapersonal intel
ligence, which describes our ability to understand ourselves. Gardner does 
not deny the importance of g or general intelligence, but argues that "out
side of school tasks" other kinds of smarts matter too.73 

Even when it comes to material success, in a capitalist society it is not 
cognitive capacity of the kind measured by IQ tests that alone determines 
achievement. To succeed in a business venture, perhaps to enter one at all, 
one must be willing to take prudent risk. To be a good salesperson, one 
must be able to put customers at ease. For some jobs, it helps to be good-
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looking or at least skilled in making oneself presentable. As the archetype 
of the absent-minded professor suggests, intellectually gifted people often 
lack what Robert Sternberg calls "practical intelligence," which is the abili
ty to work out problems in the real world-very different from solving 
them on a multiple-choice test.74 None of this is very controversial; advo
cates of IQ testing do not contend that g measures all capacities, only that 
it measures basic reasoning ability which is a crucial index of performance 
and success. 

THE MEANING OF RACE 

The second argument contesting the validity of racial differences in intelli
gence derives from the legacy of Boasian relativism. It holds that the con
cept of race is dubious because racism is a human invention or (in 
academic jargon) a "social construct." Henry Louis Gates, Jr. argues that 
the concept of race is a biological "misnomer," a mere "metaphor," be
cause "who has seen a black or red person, a white, yellow or brown per
son? These terms are arbitrary constructs, not reports of reality. "75 

Similarly Christopher Hitchens contends that "scientific advance confirms 
that there is only one human race," and Steven Holmes writes in the New 
York Times that when the concept of race is "applied to biology, things get 
murky."76 A recent cover story in Newsweek endorsed the notion that 
races are social and not biological categoriesJ7 

In one sense this argument is absolutely convincing: racial categories as 
employed by the U.S. government have no scientific basis. African Ameri
cans are regarded as a distinct race even though the group includes mil
lions of mixed-race individuals, such as Whitney Houston and Lani 
Guinier, some of whom are so light skinned that they could pass for 
white. 78 Hispanics cannot be considered a race because there are white, 
brown, and black Hispanics; at best, Hispanics are a mestizo people who 
make up a cultural or linguistic group. As for Asians, the classification is 
geographic rather than racial: such groups as the Chinese and East Indi
ans are biologically distinct and do not even share a common history. And 
other groups-the Polynesians, for example-are so mixed racially that 
they defy classification. 79 

Yet these facts produce an anomaly: If the concept of race is entirely fic
tional, shouldn't all civil rights laws which rely on racial classification be 
struck down by the Supreme Court as meaningless and unconstitutionally 
vague? Steven Holmes moves quickly to prevent such a conclusion, insist-
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ing that despite their apparent uselessness, racial classifications neverthe
less provide "a fine standard for measuring disparities in housing, income, 
or employment."8° Christopher Hitchens explains the apparent contradic
tion: while race does not exist, "what we still do seem to have are all these 
racists. "81 Apparently race is a dubious concept while racism is real enough. 

Does this really make any sense? Race may indeed be a social construct 
as Henry Louis Gates, Jr. suggests, yet such constructs often provide reli
able transcripts of reality. The theories of gravity and relativity were con
structed by human beings, yet they are also accurate descriptions of the 
laws and workings of the physical universe. "Height" is a social construct, 
yet tall and short people do exist. "Racism" is a social construct, yet pre
sumably the term does refer to real people and real-world phenomena. 
The concepts of "male" and "female" are social constructs in that they are 
definitional contrivances. But it does not follow that the gender distinc
tion between men and women is the product of social fantasy, or that men 
and women would cease to be different if only society stopped labeling 
them differently. 

As Christopher Hitchens suggests, there are common features pos
sessed by human beings of all races. All blood is red when exposed to the 
elements, and the four blood types A, B, AB, and 0 are found in all 
human populations. Human beings can also produce children with mem
bers of other races, without the offspring being biologically deficient in 
any way. It is also a fact that there are no distinct or undiluted races.82 

Louis Snyder writes, "The peoples of the world have become so intermin
gled biologically that there is no possibility of the existence of an absolute
ly pure race anywhere."83 Yet racial groups also differ in the prevalence or 
scarcity of certain features and qualities, usually produced by inbreeding 
over time, and measured in terms of blood groups and gene frequencies. 
As L. C. Dunn puts it with scientific precision, ''A race is a population of 
related intermarrying individuals which differs from other populations in 
the relative commonness of certain hereditary traits."84 

The dispute, therefore, is not over whether groups exhibit real differ
ences, but only about where to draw lines of demarcation. Admittedly, sci
entists and scholars disagree on the best system of classification for 
human beings, or on how many races there are. Giuseppe Sergi argued 
that there are only two races: people with long heads and people with 
round heads, whom he termed Euro-Africans and Euro-Asiatics. William 
Boyd agreed with Johann Blumenbach: there are five races. Louis Agassiz 
was willing to settle for eight. Carleton Coon maintained that there are 
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nine. Thomas Henry Huxley proposed eleven races, later changing his 
count to nineteen. Joseph Birdsell insisted on thirty-two, including "Hin
dus," "Turkics," "Tibetans," "Guegians," "Neo-Hawaiians," and "Negri
tos."85 Critics of IQ testing exploit this taxonomic variety to suggest that 
racial classification is both arbitrary and meaningless. Anthropologist 
Jared Diamond argues that "depending on whether we classified our
selves by antimalarial genes, lactase, fingerprints or skin color, we could 
place Swedes in the same race as either Xhosas, Fulani, the Ainu of Japan, 
or Italians. "86 

Of course racial classifications are variable in that they involve a human 
decision to categorize in this way rather than that, but it does not follow 
that these classifications do not describe real differences in genetic com
position (genotype) or its manifestations (phenotype). Clearly human be
ings do differ biologically and it is difficult for scholars to avoid some 
system of classification. Categorization is the link between sense percep
tion and cognition. And the presence of intermediate shades does not 
eliminate the possibility of valid racial classifications any more than the 
existence of twilight eliminates the division between day and night. As an
thropologist Alice Brues puts it, "The visible differences between differ
ent populations of the world tell everyone that there is something there. "87 
Races differ in degree rather than kind-as we make our way from South
ern to Northern Europe, the population of blue-eyed people keeps in
creasing-but along this continuum it is possible to make distinctions. 
Most anthropologists and biologists agree on the existence of three broad 
racial groups: the Caucasoid, the Negroid, and the Mongoloid. These 
groups are conventionally described as whites, blacks, and Asians.88 Crit
ics have gone to great lengths to prove that these groupings are too vague; 
for example, there are blacks who have blue eyes and Caucasians who 
have curly hair. Yet there are hardly any Caucasians who have all the phys
ical elements that are identified with Negroes, and hardly any Negroes 
who are not mixed-race and yet are confused with whites because they are 
phenotypically Caucasian. "If I took a hundred people from sub-Saharan 
Africa, a hundred from Europe, a hundred from Southeast Asia, took 
away their clothing and other cultural indicators, and asked somebody at 
random to sort them out, I don't think they'd have any trouble at all," re
marks anthropologist Vmcent Sarich. "Race is a natural and not an arbi
trary category." 

The real issue, Sarich and others argue, is whether observed variations 
of physical appearance are outward manifestations of differences of intel-
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lect and temperament. In other words, is race a reliable marker for deeper 
qualities that are highly valued? 1bis question is not answered by pointing 
out, as Farai Chideya does, that racial groups have more in common than 
they have differences.89 Undoubtedly the full range of physical, intellectu
al, and temperamental qualities may be found within all groups, and 
moreover average differences between groups are not so great that they 
exceed variation within each particular group. 1bis fact, however, only 
serves to refute those who argue that all members of one group outscore 
or outperform all members of another group. But since virtually no one 
holds this position, the existence of variation within groups does not inval
idate the importance of measurable differences between groups. An ex
ample may help to clarify the point. Biologically, men and women have 
more shared traits than differences. It is also a fact that, in genetic terms, 
human beings and chimpanzees have more in common than separates 
them.90 But none of this means that the differences between men and 
women, or between human beings and animals, are insignificant. Just as 
variation among individuals explains why some individuals perform better 
than others, so variation between groups could explain why some groups 
do better than others. 

HEREDITYVS. ENVIRONMENT 

Is intelligence inborn or is it the product of environment? Although the 
popular definition of intelligence as a kind of native ability suggests its in
born quality, psychologists are virtually unanimous in declaring IQ to be a 
product both of genes and the environment, each interacting with the 
other.91 It is not very helpful to pose the question as one of whether IQ is 
a product of genes or environment, since genetic tendencies are ex
pressed through the medium of environment, just as athletic potential is 
demonstrated through running fast, jumping high, and so on. Conse
quently, the sensible question to ask is: to what degree are variations in IQ 
shaped by nature as opposed to nurture? 

The reluctance to address this question seems to spring from the as
sumption that if intelligence is hereditary to a considerable degree, it can
not be changed or raised. But this assumption, which arises out of a 
relativist fear that nature might provide an unalterable ground for social in
equality, is false. Tiaits that are biological can be altered not just medically, 
as in the case of surgery to eliminate inherited maladies, but also through 
changes in environment and culture. Myopia is largely hereditary, yet this 
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natural defect can be corrected through eyeglasses or contact lenses. By 
contrast, some environmentally acquired traits like Henry Kissinger's for
eign accent are very hard to change. 

IQ critics such as Leon Kamin and Richard Lewontin have for years in
sisted that there is no basis for regarding variations in IQ to be hereditary. 
In 197 4, Leon Kamin argued that "there is no reason to reject the hypoth
esis that IQ is simply not heritable." Elsewhere Kamin took an agnostic 
position. "We can make no statement at all about how heritable intelli
gence might be. We cannot measure such capacities and abilities. "92 In 
1993 Richard Lewontin wrote, 'We know nothing about the heritability of 
human temperamental and intellectual traits."93 Kamin's and Lewontin's 
argument has collapsed in recent years as a result of a number of reliable 
studies which show that the hereditary contribution to individual varia
tions in IQ can be measured. The most interesting and compelling way 
scholars do this is through the study of identical and fraternal twins. Iden
tical twins have the same genes, whereas fraternal or nonidentical twins 
have about half their genes in common. By comparing the IQs of 
monozygotic or identical twins raised separately and dizygotic or fraternal 
twins raised together, psychologists can try to isolate the relative contribu
tions of genes and environment to human intelligence. 

After extensive research since 1979 on more than a thousand pairs of 
monozygotic and dizygotic twins, of whom 128 pairs were reared in dif
ferent homes, Thomas Bouchard and his colleagues at the University of 
Minnesota's Center for Twin and Adoption Research found that identical 
twins, even when raised in different environments from a very early age, 
remain extremely close to each other in IQ. Meanwhile fraternal twins, 
even when raised together, maintain IQ gaps that do not automatically 
close as a consequence of their shared environment. Based on the twin 
studies, Bouchard calculates the heritability of IQ at approximately 0. 7 or 
70 percent.94 Similar findings have been published by geneticist Robert 
Plomin. Long a proponent of the importance of environment in shaping 
intelligence and personality, Plomin' s recent research has convinced him 
and many of his colleagues that genes and inheritance play an important 
role not just in IQ but also in shaping "parenting, childhood actions, tele
vision viewing, peer groups, work environments, education and socioeco
nomic status." These are clearly environmental outcomes, but Plomin 
insists on what he terms "the nature of nurture," which means that genes 
seek out propitious environments: "to some extent individuals create their 
own experiences for genetic reasons. "95 
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In the face of mounting evidence against the zero heritability hypothe
sis, Stephen Jay Gould has grudgingly admitted that it is "trivially true" 
that IQ has a genetic basis and that "it is hard to find any broad aspect of 
human performance that has no heritable component. "96 Leon Kamin has 
also recanted, conceding in a book coauthored with Richard Lewontin 
that a human being is not a tabula rasa at birth and that both genes and 
environment shape human intelligence and behavior. 97 As these conces
sions suggest, there is now widespread agreement among scholars that in
telligence is to a significant degree inherited and claims about the infinite 
plasticity of human nature, which trace back to the Boasian school, should 
be regarded as refuted. Although he has been attacked in the popular 
media as biased and bigoted, Arthur Jensen's conclusion turns out to be 
true: "The small handful of dissenters who argue that genetic factors play 
no part in IQ differences are not unlike the few persons living today who 
claim that the earth is flat. "98 

TRANSRACIAL ADOPTION 

IQ critics such as Richard Lewontin and Stephen Jay Gould have retreated 
to a fallback argument which they claim is decisive. They have repeatedly 
deplored what they take to be the fallacy of using within-group heredity to 
prove between-group heredity. Lewontin writes, "The fundamental error 
of Jensen's argument is to confuse heritability of a character within a popu
lation with heritability of the difference between two populations. "99 

Stephen Jay Gould offers an example to prove this point: height is largely 
hereditary within groups, yet there may be substantial differences in height 
between two genetically similar American Indian populations one of which 
is raised in utterly deprived circumstances.100 

Logically this is unassailable, although Lewontin and Gould are attack
ing a position that none of the leading hereditarians hold. 101 Moreover, for 
Lewontin's and Gould's point to have any relevance to the black-white IQ 
gap one would have to show an enormous difference in the environmental 
circumstances between blacks and whites as a group. Historically, it is not 
hard to show a huge chasm between opportunities available to whites and 
those available to blacks. 102 Blacks in the rural South even had far fewer 
opportunities than blacks elsewhere: in a little-known study conducted in 
the 1970s, Arthur Jensen attributed IQ differences between blacks in rural 
Georgia and blacks in California wholly to differences in environment, 
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specifically to racism and lack of opportunities. 103 Today, however, it seems 
implausible to believe that external environmental factors such as racism 
and lack of opportunity are wholly responsible for the IQ gap. The reason 
is that if a trait is heritable to a considerable degree, there has to be a huge 
environmental gap in order for average discrepancies in observed perfor
mance to be completely attributable to external circumstances. "For the 
racial differences to be entirely environmental," Herrnstein and Murray 
write, "the average environment of blacks would have to be at the 6th per
centile of the distribution of environments among whites."104 That such a 
gap exists they consider unlikely. 

The best way to analyze the effect of environment on the intelligence of 
blacks is to study the children of transracial adoption.l05 Stephen Jay Gould 
points to evidence of "impressive IQ scores for poor black children adopted 
into affluent and intellectual homes."106 Gould's argument is supported by 
the results of a 1961 study, in which researchers tracked down 264 of the 
4,000 or so illegitimate offspring produced during the Allied occupation of 
Germany between black American soldiers and white German women and 
raised by their mothers. The researchers compared the IQ of these postwar 
children to those of 83 illegitimate offspring of white American troops and 
found no significant difference. One problem with the study is that the IQ 
of the fathers was unknown-if military selection procedures assured that 
black and white soldiers had roughly equal intelligence, then the results of 
the study could not be taken as representative of the black and white popu
lation. Despite this caveat, the study is rightly invoked to support environ
ment as the primary basis for intelligence differences.107 

What Gould fails to discuss is the fact that the results of the German 
study have been largely overwhelmed by the findings of perhaps the most 
famous examination of transracial adoption conducted in America. San
dra Scarr, Richard Weinberg, and Irwin Waldman administered IQ tests to 
more than four hundred adopted children, virtually all from poor or dis
advantaged backgrounds. Since all the children, white, black, and mixed
race, were adopted by relatively affluent and well-educated families, Scarr 
and her colleagues hypothesized that an improved environment would 
considerably raise measured intelligence across racial lines, producing a 
rough parity between racial groups. The children were tested for improve
ments over several years, and their IQs at age seven and seventeen were 
recorded for comparison. 

Scarr, Weinberg, and Waldman first reported their results in 197 6 and 
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they were encouraging: by that time, IQ levels for all groups escalated, with 
the white average reaching 112, the mixed-race average reaching 109, and 
the black average reaching 97. These figures were consistently lower than 
the IQs of the adoptive parents as well as their biological offspring, and 
they continued to show indications of racial gaps, yet they suggested the 
optimistic result that being in a richer ambiance undoubtedly boosts IQ for 
all racial groups. But when Scarr and her colleagues did follow-up tests in 
1986, they found that IQ levels for all racial groups had plummeted. Now 
the white average was down to 106, the mixed-race average down to 99, 
and the black average down to 89. In other words, blacks scored only four 
points above the nationwide black average of 85 after more than a decade 
of being placed in a relatively favorable environment. 

Scarr, Weinberg, and Waldman emphasize that there is no way to prove 
that IQ differences between groups are hereditary without exposing rep
resentative cohorts of each group to identical social environments, which 
is virtually impossible to do. And Scarr and her colleagues highlight the 
hopeful result that "being reared in the culture of the tests and the culture 
of the schools benefits all children's IQ scores."108 Yet their results also 
show that even when black children are subjected to the most radical en
vironmental change, the ameliorative effects seem transient and quite 
small. "If our studies showed that at age 18, blacks and whites had identi
cal IQs, then we would have refuted the notion that there are hereditary 
differences between the two groups," Scarr says. "But our data do not 
permit us to reject that hypothesis. And our results show that changing so
cioeconomic opportunities will not by itself close the IQ gap." 

THE SOCIOECONOMIC FALLACY 

Whatever their source, group differences in intelligence and achievement 
are proving very difficult to eliminate, as many liberal scholars and ac
tivists have discovered in recent years. The record of remedial education 
in the United States over the past generation illustrates this failure. Reme
dial education was based on the premise that the primary reason for racial 
differences in test scores was lack of opportunity, generated by a long his
tory of discrimination. In this view, blacks who were disproportionately 
poor may have developed a "culture of poverty" which contributed to an 
ethic of underachievement. Popularized by Oscar Lewis, the "culture of 
poverty" thesis held that poor people who frequently belong to minority 
groups develop attitudes and behaviors that are an adaptation to chronic 



The Content of Our Chromosomes 45 5 

joblessness and social immobility. The effect of these cultural patterns, 
however, is to exacerbate these conditions. Thus begins a vicious cycle of 
poverty and underachievement. 109 Since the 1960s, thoughtful liberals 
have been forced to acknowledge two major disappointments. The first is 
that despite hundreds of millions of dollars of funding and a wide range 
of experimental approaches over the past three decades, remedial pro
grams to raise performance have proved disappointing, showing minimal 
or no effects. ''What we have learned," says psychologist Rogers Elliott, "is 
that we have to be cautious about ambitious claims to raise IQ scores, 
which are to a large degree media hype." 

In the 1980s high hopes were attached to the Milwaukee Project, 
which at the cost of millions of dollars subjected preschool African Ameri
can children to a six-year program of intensive stimulation. At first the 
press reported sizable improvements in IQ and performance, but three 
years later the children's scores had reverted to the below-normal range, 
only slightly above the low level at which they started. 110 Reviewing other 
similar initiatives, John Ogbu writes, "Even the most ardent advocates of 
early intervention programs now admit that the projects have not thus far 
succeeded ... in enabling poor and black children to perform at the same 
rate as their white middle-class peers."111 

Similarly Head Start programs targeted at preschool children in poor 
families have spent billions of dollars annually on hundreds of thousands 
of young people, seeking to raise their intellectual capacity and perfor
mance. Head Start is a comprehensive socioeconomic and remedial pro
gram which includes parental involvement in education, better nutrition, 
as well as medical and psychological services. Yet contrary to periodic 
good-news reports in the media, scholarly reviews of the effect of Head 
Start are consistent: children report initial improvement, but gains in the 
first grade are typically reduced by the third grade and disappear by the 
sixth grade.m 

Despite funding levels in excess of $5 billion a year, Chapter I of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act, the government's most ambi
tious program for educationally deprived children, reports equally modest 
results.l 13 Consequently the liberal rationale for continuing and even ex
panding these programs has generally shifted from the intellectual to the 
social. And undoubtedly such social effects as providing poor children 
with dental services and involving their parents in education are desirable. 
A case can even be made for environments that provide disadvantaged 
children with a kind of vacation from the trauma of their harsh worlds. 
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Many liberals have been frustrated, however, in their initial and main ex
pectation for such programs: to improve cognitive skills and educational 
performance. 

Liberal faith in the "culture of poverty" diagnosis and in remedial pro
grams as a solution has been further shaken by the discovery that IQ and 
performance gaps between groups do not appear to be socioeconomic but 
rather ethnic. For years, textbooks and media reports exhaustively docu
mented the correlation between socioeconomic class and test scores, the 
implication being that coming from a wealthy family helps you do better 
on the test. The conventional wisdom is expressed in a recent article in 
the Journal of Blacks in Higher Education: ''As family income levels rise, 
SAT scores also rise. Since black median family income in the U.S. is less 
than . . . white family income, black income differentials may explain 
much of the SAT score shortfall."114 But this claim is refuted by data 
showing that even controlling for socioeconomic status, blacks still do far 
worse on tests than whites and Asians. 

Consider the results of the Scholastic Aptitude Test for 1994. According to 
data provided by the College Board, at every socioeconomic level, beginning 
with children coming from families earning less than $10,000 a year and end
ing with children coming from families earning more than $60,000 a year, 
whites and Asians routinely outperformed blacks. Moreover, the racial gap 
consistently increased at higher levels of socioeconomic status. Blacks who 
came from families earning less than $10,000 a year scored about 150 points 
lower than whites and Asians of the same socioeconomic background. Blacks 
who came from families earning more than $60,000 a year scored approxi
mately 200 points lower than whites and Asians of the same background. 
Stunningly, blacks who came from families earning more than $60,000 a year 
scored lower in the aggregate math and verbal score than whites and Asians 
who came from families earning less than $10,000 a yearJ15 

On the assumption that income provides only a partial clue to socio
economic status, in 1994 the College Board released data correlating SAT 
scores with the level of parental education of the students taking the test. 
Once again, the results were startling. Blacks whose parents had only a 
high school diploma scored more than 150 points lower than whites and 
Asians whose parents had the same level of education. Blacks from col
lege educated families were nearly 200 points below whites and Asians of 
similar family educational background. Indeed blacks whose parents had 
graduate degrees scored lower on the verbal and math section of the test 



The Content of Our Chromosomes 4 57 

than whites and Asians whose parents only had high school diplomas.l 16 

The real problem, Dana Takagi observes in her book The Retreat from 
Race, is not class but "racial differences in academic achievement."117 

Even taking into account socioeconomic class differences, the racial IQ 
gap between blacks and whites remains large: about 10-12 points.l 18 

Moreover, the gap between whites and blacks of high socioeconomic sta
tus is larger than that between whites and blacks of lower socioeconomic 
status. 119 In other words, it is a mistake to imagine that as black socioeco
nomic levels improve, the IQ gap will automatically disappear. In addition, 
it is a statistical fallacy to correct for socioeconomic differences and then 
compare racial groups for the simple reason that intelligence affects socio
economic status. In other words, if intelligent families are on average more 
affluent, then the correlation between family income and high scores may 
simply be the result of a third factor, namely IQ, propelling both figures 
upward. 120 Socioeconomic corrections frequently have the misleading ef
fect of comparing a small fraction of top-scoring African Americans with a 
very large group of whites of average performance. 

My conclusion is that it is an illusion to believe that racial differences 
between blacks and whites are largely a phenomenon of socioeconomic 
class and that such differences will disappear with the current menu of 
preschool and public-school government interventions. Thus we should 
be skeptical of future reports of the latest remedial panacea, although it is 
certainly possible that new initiatives, heretofore unknown, will overcome 
our justified skepticism. 

THE QUESTION OF CULTURAL BIAS 

In recent years IQ tests have come under strong indictment for racial and 
cultural bias. Such charges have been launched by groups such as the As
sociation of Black Psychologists, the NAACP, the National Education As
sociation, and the Mexican American Legal Defense Fund. These 
organizations have expressed their opposition to all forms of IQ and stan
dardized testing, apparently on the grounds that the results of such testing 
show substantial racial differences in test scores.121 Alleging cultural bias, 
James Comer and Alvin Poussaint advise black families, "Beware of IQ 
tests for black children. "122 J. L. Dillard writes, "It is no more a disgrace to 
make a low score on the other man's test than it is to lose money playing 
poker with the other fellow's deck of cards."123 
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The accusation of cultural bias is a direct product of the assumptions of 
cultural relativism. Since all cultures are equal, tests that show group dif
ferences are presumed to be culturally biased. In other words, the allega
tion of cultural bias emanates from the existence of racial differences 
itself. In this view, tests could only avoid accusations of bias by producing 
identical group average scores. Cultural relativists argue that group cul
tures can only be evaluated or criticized from within. Otherwise an exter
nal scale of values is being arbitrarily imposed on a particular culture, 
which is regarded as inferior when it is merely different. In this view, if 
young people from different ethnicities are socialized differently, then 
they are not likely to approach the test from the same cultural back
ground. Consequently they cannot be expected to score equally well. 

In its radical form, the charge of cultural bias is unanswerable, because it 
dogmatically refuses to consider the possibility that groups could score dif
ferently on a legitimate test. In most areas other than race, such an argument 
is not likely to command rational assent. H we proclaimed at the outset that 
men and women are (or should be) equally tall and dismissed all tape mea
sures that consistently show one group to be, on average, taller than the 
other, most scholars would regard us, rather than the tape measure, as in 
need of professional attention. In more moderate forms, however, the accu
sation of bias does not insist outright upon equal outcomes, but expresses 
doubt that measurements which produce unequal outcomes are valid. 

IQ critics such as Richard Lewontin, Steven Rose, and Leon Kamin 
have publicized horror stories in which students are asked to answer ques
tions that are heavily loaded with cultural content. During World War I, 
we hear, the U.S. army asked immigrants to identify products manufac
tured by Smith and Wesson, and to give the names of professional base
ball teams. One test showed foreign newcomers a picture of a tennis court 
without the net and asked them to identify what was missing. Even today, 
Richard Lewontin writes, things have hardly improved. "What do IQ tests 
measure? They ask such things as: Who was Wllkins McCawber? What is 
the meaning of sudz/erous? What should a girl do if a boy hits her (Hitting 
him back is not the correct answer.)" Lewontin concludes, "How do we 
know that someone who does well on such a test is intelligent?"124 Such 
examples almost always rely on a small number of cases usually drawn 
from tests administered decades ago when psychological testing was in its 
very early stages. Since then tests have been carefully prepared and exten
sively reviewed to minimize if not eliminate problems of bias, so that the 
predictive power of the tests is greatly increased. 
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Contrary to Lewontin's claim, virtually no tests administered today re
quire a familiarity with baseball teams or an acquaintance with Wilkins 
McCawber. Rather, they include such things as block designs, in which 
plastic blocks each with two red sides, two white sides and two red-and
white sides must be assembled into a given pattern. Tests also include 
mazes, in which young people are asked to track their way to the other 
end without running into a dead end. Tests typically include basic mathe
matical problems: if a bicycle can travel at 15 miles an hour, how far can it 
go in 40 minutes? Some tests seek to measure visuospatial ability: in a 
multiple choice question, if a cone is rotated in the manner depicted in a 
diagram, which of the four given cones represents the next position in its 
journey? Then there are digit span tests, which require the subject to re
peat a series of three, four, or five digits-a test of simple memory-and 
then to repeat them backwards-a test of conceptual ability because the 
mind has to picture the digits in reverse order. IQ tests such as Raven's 
Progressive Matrices and the Cattell Culture Fair test have very little spe
cific cultural content. The Raven's test includes a series of designs printed 
on flat surfaces, and the problem is to detect uniform features running 
through and expanding regularly in the sequences of designs. Only blind
ness, it seems, could prevent someone from taking this test. Similarly the 
Cattell test offers rows of drawings that form a logical series; the problem 
is to select from given multiple choices the item that completes the series. 
No writing is required on either of these tests. 

Hundreds of studies of black and white performance have been con
ducted, and scholars have reached what appears to be a strong consensus: 
the tests are not biased against Mrican Americans, who do no better on 
verbal questions than on mathematics questions, whose scores do not im
prove when tests move from high cultural content to little or no cultural 
content. Indeed black Americans do worse on IQ tests than Eskimos and 
immigrants from Far Eastern countries whose way of life is far more dis
tant from white middle-class norms. Mrican American performance is 
generally poorest on tests that require conceptual, visuospatial, and rea
soning ability. By and large, blacks have no trouble identifying the missing 
net from the tennis court. 125 In addition, as Stephen Jay Gould admits, 
IQ tests predict academic success equally well for blacks as for whites.126 

Given these embarrassing findings, scholars and activists have tried for 
many years to come up with a test on which blacks do not do worse than 
other groups. After all, if blacks, Hispanics, and American Indians are not 
less intelligent than whites, there must be some test that actually shows 
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this. Perhaps the best example in this category is the Goodenough Draw
A-Man test, devised by Florence Goodenough in the 1920s and adminis
tered to children from some fifty countries around the world. 127 In the 
Draw-A-Man test, children between the ages of six and seven are asked 
simply to draw a person including as many features as they can remember. 
American Indian students outperform whites on this test, which is some
times taken as proof that genuinely culture-free tests allow the manifesta
tion of true intelligence. Yet even the Draw-A-Man test proved to have 
cultural limitations when researchers found that Bedouin children from 
Arab countries scored lowest in the world, apparently in large part be
cause Islamic doctrine prohibits representative art as a form of idolatry. 128 

The most serious problem with tests like Draw-A-Man, however, is that 
they do not seem to predict performance in anything except the specific 
task involved. The results of most IQ tests parallel each other closely be
cause they all measure general reasoning ability, whereas the results of the 
Draw-a-Man test stand virtually alone. 129 Another classic in the same 
genre is a test called the Black Intelligence Test of Cultural Homogeneity, 
developed by Robert Wllliams. It includes questions such as the following: 

Who wrote the Negro National Anthem? (a) Langston Hughes, (b) James 

Weldon Johnson, (c) Paul Laurence Dunbar, (d) Frederick Douglass 

Ayawk is: (a) gun, (b) fishing hook, (c) high boat, (d) heavy coat 

I know you shame means: (a) you don't hear very well, (b) you are a racist, (c) 

you don't mean what you're saying, (d) you are guilty. DO 

Both the Draw-a-Man test and the Black Intelligence Test illustrate a 
sense in which IQ tests are culturally biased. IQ tests are not administered in 
a cultural vacuum. They measure skills and abilities that are highly valued in 
a modem technological society. And those skills and abilities are culture 
bound. Consequently, it is futile to measure them with a culture-free or even 
a culture-fair test. Indeed the English psychologist Philip Vernon has cate
gorically asserted that "there is no such thing as a culture-fair test, and never 
can be."m Psychologists across the spectrum are in general agreement on 
this point. 132 'l\11 definitions of intelligence are shaped by the time, place and 
culture in which they evolve," Howard Gardner writes. "Placing logic and 
language on a pedestal reflects the values of our Western culture."133 

Throughout history, various human communities have emphasized cer
tain skills of survival and achievement and these vary enormously. Ameri
can IQ tests do not measure, nor do they seek to measure, the ability to 
herd sheep in the Sudan, or the capacity to elude a hungry lion, or the 
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skills to survive in the mountains of Tibet. The requirements of life in the 
Arctic or the rain forests are likely to differ considerably from those in the 
West. Indeed skills such as mathematical equations and reading compre
hension may be largely irrelevant for successful adaptation in those envi
ronments.134 It is possible to envision a wide range of techniques and 
skills that are ignored by IQ tests. We can imagine life in radically differ
ent social contexts in which the ensemble of modern requirements disap
pears or recedes into insignificance. If we lived on Mars, perhaps, we 
would not need the same kinds of communication, comprehension, and 
reasoning skills that our society demands. In communities that rely for 
subsistence on hunting, perceptual ability would most likely be far more 
important than numerical ability as a measure of relevant intelligence. But 
the fact is that we do not live in those worlds. IQ tests are biased in favor 
of the kind of intelligence sought in the modern world, because we have 
no choice but to inhabit it. As Andrew Hacker writes: 

Tests reflect not a racial or national corpus of knowledge, but a wider modern 

consciousness. Modem now stands for the mental and structural modes that 

characterize the developed world. It calls for a commitment to science and 

technology, as well as the skills needed for managing administrative systems. 

The modem world rests on a framework of communication and finance, in

creasingly linked by common discourse and rules of rationality. 135 

The issue is the functional utility of the tests, not their importance as a 
Platonic index of pure intelligence. Unlike, say, the Amish, who con
sciously reject modernity and many aspects of Western civilization-and 
are admired for it-African Americans and immigrants seek full member
ship in the institutions of the modern West: they want to be on the board 
at General Motors, they want tenured positions in the universities, they 
want political power. Those who embrace the goals of the contemporary 
West must be committed to the acquisition of the resources which are 
necessary to reach those ends. 

Thus the charge that IQ tests are culturally biased is true but irrelevant. 
Tests are culturally biased in favor of those intellectual demands imposed 
by a changing and increasingly competitive global market. If blacks as a 
group lack those skills because they have not been exposed to the culture 
of reading comprehension and mathematical problem solving, then it is 
not the tests but black cultural mores that appear to require reform. Con
trary to the assumptions of cultural relativism, the problem, it seems, is 
not test bias but the functional inadequacy of African American culture. 
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Is IQ TESTING RACIST? 

Let us now take up the question of whether racial measurements of IQ are 
racist because they have historically served to promote nativism and bigotry, 
and because they justify segregation and discrimination against Mrican 
Americans. Stephen Jay Gould's The Mismeasure of Man is largely devoted 
to an attack on the nineteenth century scientific racists. Gould writes, 
''What craniometry was for the nineteenth century, intelligence testing has 
become for the twentieth."136 Charles Lane publicizes what he terms the 
"tainted sources" of The Bell Curoe and Alvin Poussaint deplores the book's 
"racist effect."137 Stefan Kuhl in The Nazi Connection insists that contempo
rary IQ testing bears "striking similarities to earlier studies that provided the 
scientific basis for Nazi measures."138 The National Research Council wor
ries that IQ data "could become a tool of racial and ethnic prejudice, gener
ating feelings of superiority in some groups and inferiority in others."139 

Gould's attack on the nineteenth-century phrenologists has gone large
ly unchallenged, mainly because the practice has been obsolete for the 
better part of a century. Without bothering to defend the craniologists, 
Arthur Jensen responded to Gould by arguing that current work in physi
cal anthropology, psychometrics, and behavioral genetics cannot be tarred 
by associating it with late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century 
tests which were admittedly devised when these modern sciences were in 
their primitive stage. Gould deserves little congratulation, in Jensen's 
view, for trying to "condemn the modern automobile by pointing out the 
faults of the Model T."l40 

Much more keenly felt, however, are the assaults by Gould, Kamin, 
and others on the motives of the leading early IQ testers such as H. H. 
Goddard, who brought IQ testing to America, or Lewis Terman, who de
veloped the widely used Stanford-Binet test, or Robert !erkes, who con
vinced the U.S. Army to test more than a million men during the World 
War I period. The racism of some of these early IQ theoreticians is hard to 
deny. In 1916 Terman wrote that low intelligence "is very common among 
Spanish-Indian and Mexican families and also among Negroes. Their 
dullness appears to be racial, or at least inherent in the family stocks from 
which they come .... From a eugenic point of view they constitute a grave 
problem because of their unusually prolific breeding."l41 

In the 1920s, psychologist Carl Brigham published A Study of American 
Intelligence which used the low IQ scores of immigrants from southern and 
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eastern Europe to advocate that they be kept out and immigration restrict
ed to people of Nordic heritage.l42 In his introduction to Brigham's book, 
Robert Yerkes wrote, "The author presents not theories or opinions but 
facts. No one of us as a citizen can afford to ignore the menace of race de
terioration."143 These psychological findings were trumpeted by popular 
authors such as Madison Grant and Lothrop Stoddard who campaigned 
aggressively against immigration and in favor of eugenic breeding.144 Not 
only are such arguments morally repulsive, Leon Kamin argues, but he also 
maintains that advocates of eugenics like psychologist Henry Goddard ad
ministered tests which produced the ridiculous result that more than 80 
percent of Jews, Russians, Hungarians, and Italians were "feebleminded." 
For Kamin and many others who rely on his claim, the self-evident absurdi
ty of Goddard's conclusion is taken as irrefutable proof of the worthless
ness of the tests and the racist motives of the testers. 145 

There is no denying that some of the early IQ testers were true believers 
in white supremacy and advocates of restricted immigration. How much 
influence they had on the Immigration Act of 1924 remains a matter of dis
pute. Historian Carl Degler, who has investigated the matter, reports that 
"the role of intelligence testing in the law's enactment was insignificant."146 

More seriously, when Mark Snyderman and Richard Hermstein reviewed 
Goddard's early research, they found that for testing purposes he had pre
selected immigrants who showed signs of being of borderline intelligence 
or below. In other words, Goddard never claimed to be testing a represen
tative sample of immigrants. On the contrary, he specifically stated that his 
study "makes no attempt to determine the percentage of feeble-minded 
among immigrants in general or even of the special groups named-the 
Jews, Hungarians, Italians and Russians."147 No credence can be given to 
Kamin's account of the apparent unreliability of Goddard's tests in light of 
this evidence of scholarly ignorance or distortion. 

Although Stefan Kuhl alleges that American and German hereditarians 
admired each other's work, there is no evidence that American IQ re
search inspired or supported Hitler's genocidal campaign to exterminate 
the Jews. IQ critics do charge, however, as Richard Lerner puts it in Final 
Solutions, that the consequences of attributing intellectual deficiencies to 
nature can lead to great atrocities, while the consequences of attributing 
them to environment are "less often socially pernicious."148 The Nazis did 
advocate their own theories of racial supremacy and used them to justify 
mass killings-undoubtedly their hereditarian dogma about race helped 
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to inspire genocide. What Lerner fails to mention, however, is that any 
computation of the casualties of hereditarianism would also have to admit 
that the opposite doctrine, which claims that human nature is infinitely 
plastic and can be remade in order to generate radical equality, has also 
been invoked to justify the mass murder of millions. Mao in China and 
Stalin in Russia have rivaled and even exceeded Hitler in the grisly busi
ness of human extermination, including massive systems of slave labor, 
and their excuse was not hierarchy but egalitarianism. 

Because of their commitment to relativism, many American intellectuals 
seem peculiarly vulnerable to ignoring and apologizing for Marxist atroci
ties.149 Indeed academic groups such as the American Anthropologist As
sociation have consistently refused to condemn Communist mass murder 
in Afghanistan, Cambodia, and Ethiopia.l5° African Nobel laureate Wale 
Soyinka deplores the way in which Western liberals, who claim to be parti
sans of freedom, engaged in "passionate reconstructions of reality" and 
"tortuous rationalizations" for Stalinist and Marxist totalitarianism. 151 Eu
gene Genovese notes that while the collapse of Nazism produced a major 
moral accounting on the part of those who silently acquiesced in Hitler's 
crimes, the collapse of Soviet communism has generated no comparable 
soul-searching on the part of American leftist intellectuals.152 

The deepest fear of IQ critics who employ the reductio ad Hitlerum
an argument is necessarily false if Hitler happened to share the same 
view-is the apocalyptic possibility of a revival of public pressures for eu
genics and racial discrimination. Discussing Richard Herrnstein and 
Charles Murray, Adolph Reed raises the familiar specter of "extermina
tion, mass sterilization and selective breeding."153 Richard Lewontin 
warns that America might undo all its civil rights laws and revive the worst 
horrors of the ancien regime: "Should all black men be unskilled laborers 
and all black women clean other women's houses?"154 Such concerns are 
not entirely unjustified, but they seem wildly exaggerated. They rely en
tirely for corroboration on the infrequent proposals of eccentrics, such as 
that of some California members of the high-IQ society Mensa whore
cently proposed euthanasia for the mentally defective.155 

Yet if we have no reason to fear the Frankenstein-like experiments that 
Lewontin and others warn about, I am equally unconvinced by the argu
ment, advanced by Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray, that even 
though inherited IQ differences probably exist between the races, no poli
cy implications follow and we can all celebrate multicultural difference 
and embrace Martin Luther King, Jr.'s precept to judge people as individ-
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uals, based on the content of their character. Herrnstein and Murray's 
reasons for arriving at this brisk conclusion are clear: they wish to forestall 
unpleasant questions about whether they favor a return to policies of offi
cially sanctioned segregation and discrimination. Yet it is not clear that 
they have confronted the implications of their views. If IQ differences be
tween racial groups are inherited and are substantial, then it is impossible 
to close the Pandora's Box and we have to ask the alarming questions: 
was the Southern racist position basically correct, and are some forms of 
segregation and discrimination justified? 

An example may clarify why such an inquiry logically follows from 
Herrnstein and Murray's premises. Men are faster and stronger than 
women, which gives them a natural advantage in such sports as running 
and playing tennis. This does not mean that every man is quicker or more 
powerful than every woman; yet group differences do exist on average, and 
they are substantial. We may postulate that very few women could play 
competitively among the thousand highest-ranked male tennis players, or 
that the average female runner would fall between the 1Oth and the 15th 
percentile of male runners as a group. The consequence of such large dif
ferences, of course, is that (despite the protestations of some radical femi
nists) men and women do not compete against each other in running and 
in tennis. The reason is that such competition would be grossly unfair: 
women would lose virtually all the time. In order to avoid this, we have 
what may accurately be termed segregation: men and women compete in 
the same sport, but only against other members of their own group. 

There are two implications to this argument, neither of which fit har
moniously into Herrnstein and Murray's vision of a race-blind society. 
The first is that sizable inherited IQ differences between groups do pro
vide a rational basis under certain circumstances for segregation and for 
discrimination. After all, in terms of some conventional measures of acad
emic achievement, blacks fall about two years behind whites of the same 
age. Does this mean that blacks who are old enough to be in the seventh 
grade should take fifth-grade courses? Michael Levin has called for both 
segregation and discrimination against blacks based on their alleged bio
logical inferiority. 156 And the newsletter American Renaissance, which rou
tinely reports IQ findings, welcomed The Bell Curoe as "a remarkable 
achievement-a milestone on the road back to national sanity" andre
joiced that it may soon be possible for someone to stand up and say: "No 
I don't want blacks moving into the neighborhood because they are not 
like us."157 Although these are extreme voices, liberal critics are correct 
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that uninterrupted movement down this path would surely lead to un
pleasant and unjust consequences. 

The second implication of Herrnstein and Murray's work is that large 
inherited differences in IQ, far from undermining the case for affirmative 
action, as the authors intend, may actually strengthen it. 158 After all, if 
blacks cannot compete on a level playing field with whites and Asians, a 
humane argument car .. be made for preferences to artificially elevate their 
status. Since as John Rawls points out, people do not deserve their ration 
in the genetic lottery, 159 hereditary deficiencies can provide a strong 
ground for egalitarian correction. If nature produces radical inequality, 
then racial preferences on a permanent basis could be defended to raise 
blacks to the same plane as everyone else. 

A new argument for affirmative action now emerges based not on the 
aspiration to equality of opportunity but on the evidence for cognitive 
equality. This is where contemporary liberalism appears to be headed. 
Consider the controversy early in 1995 at Rutgers University, where 
President Francis Lawrence, in a speech denouncing standardized tests 
and promoting affirmative action, blurted out that blacks don't have the 
"genetic hereditary background to have a higher average." 160 Although 
Lawrence insisted that he had misspoken, many believe that he had mis
takenly spoken publicly a private conviction that since blacks cannot 
compete they should not be judged by the same standards as everyone 
else. 

Consider also this: The National Merit Scholarship Board is so embar
rassed about the tiny number of blacks who win its annual scholarships 
that it has established a "separate but equal" scholarship program for 
blacks. 161 This is liberal paternalism, which bears a close and uncanny re
semblance to the old Southern paternalism. Like their Southern prede
cessors, many contemporary liberals seem to support racial preferences on 
the grounds that since blacks cannot compete, they should be treated 
philanthropically. Liberal segregation doesn't require geographical separa
tion, but it does require a multiple-track racial system in which members 
of each group run within their own ethnic lanes. In this view; blacks con
tinue to attend schools with whites, but they are admitted and judged by 
different standards. Blacks vote with whites, but they get specially de
signed minority districts. Blacks work alongside whites, but they are hired 
and promoted according to different criteria. Although implemented with 
a view to fighting racist claims of black inferiority, contemporary liberal 
social policy appears increasingly premised on precisely that assumption. 
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No one should be surprised if many liberal activists heatedly deny this; by 
their actions we should judge them. 

To sum up, IQ tests are not automatically discredited by their disrep
utable origins-on this point the critics exaggerate their case-but tests 
which show substantial differences between racial groups do open the 
door to discrimination-on this point the critics are correct. What these 
critics fail to add, however, is that IQ gaps can be invoked to justify dis
crimination in favor of blacks as well as discrimination against blacks. 
Racists and liberal paternalists could both advocate preferences: the for
mer to encourage survival of the fittest, the latter to ensure proportional 
success for the unfittest; the former to enable intellectually superior 
groups to forge ahead; the latter to forestall racial hierarchy, alienation, 
and conflict. 

THE ICEMAN COMETH 

Before conceding the natural basis of IQ differences and accepting the le
gitimacy of racial discrimination, however, let us examine the basis for 
critics' skepticism about how such gaps could have developed. Theories 
of natural inferiority, to be plausible, must account for the possible source 
of substantial inherited gaps in reasoning ability. The liberal assumption
articulated by Clifford Geertz-is that despite evolutionary changes "dif
ferent groups of homo sapiens must be regarded as equally competent" 
because they "vary anatomically within a very narrow range."162 Stephen 
Jay Gould has emphasized evolutionary theories that suggest that all 
human beings are descended from a common ancestor "Eve" who lived in 
Africa perhaps 100,000 years ago. Gould argues that such recent shared 
origins would not be likely to provide enough time for a "race gene" to de
velop. Indeed Gould triumphantly points out that "we have found no race 
genes ... fixed in certain races and absent from all others."163 Others like 
Christopher Hitchens and Susan Sperling seem to rely on Gould in re
peating this claim.164 

But Gould's argument is fallacious. First, it is no longer clear that all 
human beings have a recent shared origin. In a fascinating revival of poly
genism, the "Eve" hypothesis has been strongly contested by what scien
tists call the "candelabra" hypothesis which holds that the races may have 
evolved separately under different climatic conditions in Asia, Africa, and 
Europe. Anthropologist Dennis Etler argues, "The evidence suggests that 
no one region of the world is the exclusive area from which modem hu-
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mans evolved."165 Since advocates of multiregional evolution like anthro
pologist Milford Wolpoff argue for a divergence of human populations 
perhaps a million years ago, this would be plenty of time for substantial 
racial variations to develop in both physical and mental characteristics. 

In addition, the "race gene" argument dethrones a straw man. There is 
no gene for race, just as there is no gene for brown eyes or blue eyes. 
None of the experts in IQ testing have ever claimed that there is a specific 
gene or even an identifiable group of genes that produces the whole range 
of IQ differences. Rather, they assert that racial differences are polygenic: 
they are the result of different frequencies produced by large numbers of 
genes interacting in complex ways. Even under the "Eve" scenario, there 
is no scientific reason for why racial groups could not have evolved differ
ent frequency distributions of overlapping genes, resulting in marked vari
ation among groups. Psychologist Lloyd Humphreys terms Gould's 
race-gene rhetoric and similar arguments to be "science fiction" and "po
litical propaganda" calculated to deceive the ignorant.166 

Yet the fact that racial differences in IQ could have developed does not 
mean that they did. For decades, advocates of IQ testing have struggled 
to give plausible cultural or evolutionary explanations for why Jews seem 
to score highest, why Asians score higher than whites, and why blacks 
score lowest of all groups. In one provocative theory-in an area that 
abounds with them-Hans Eysenck suggests that perhaps Mrican Ameri
cans have relatively low intellectual ability because they were selected by 
slave traders on the basis of physical strength rather than intellectual 
prowess; Eysenck hints that perhaps the smartest ones got away. 167 

Nathaniel Weyl accounts for high Jewish IQ scores and Jewish overrepre
sentation among entrepreneurs, lawyers, and scientists by hypothesizing 
that for most of Western history the most intelligent Christians joined the 
priesthood and took vows of celibacy, while the intelligent Jews became 
rabbis and traders and multiplied. Weyl also suggests that the Jewish pop
ulation was "winnowed out" by centuries of persecution, leaving a residue 
of men and women of steely determination and superior intelligence.168 

The most comprehensive theories that seek to explain racial gaps in IQ 
rely on the evolutionary concept of natural selection. Psychologist Richard 
Lynn argues that a tabulation of IQ test results from around the world 
shows a consistent pattern: Asians have the highest IQs, whites fall in the 
middle, and blacks are far behind. Lynn contends that black Mricans have 
IQs virtually at the retarded level: 80 in Uganda and Ghana, 75 in Nige
ria, 65 in Zaire, with an Mrican average of about 70. Lynn theorizes that 
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Caucasians and especially Mongoloids who migrated to the cold climates 
of northern Europe and Asia were forced to contend with the cognitive 
demands of enduring mountainous terrain and frigid winters. By contrast, 
blacks remained in the relatively warm and benign latitudes, where they 
could survive without extensive use of their heads. In Lynn's view, whites 
and Asians were forced to develop, through natural selection, strong 
visuospatial abilities in order to make distinctions in a snow-driven envi
ronment. He writes of "the ability to isolate slight variations in visual stim
ulation from a relatively featureless landscape, such as the movement of a 
white Arctic hare against a background of snow and ice." Also, Lynn ar
gues, whites and Asians evolved, out of necessity, such group characteris
tics as individual resourcefulness and collective future-oriented planning 
in order to capture and store food. Lynn adds that blacks, however, found 
the challenges of eating and clothing themselves relatively undemanding, 
and storage could even be counterproductive since food goes bad quickly 
in hot weather. 169 

An even more flamboyant theory comes from the Canadian psycholo
gist ]. Philippe Rushton. Rushton argues that races differ not simply in 
mean intelligence but in virtually every human characteristic: they have 
different brain sizes, brain weights, maturation rates, personality and tem
perament, sexual hormone levels, reproductive behavior, and social orga
nization. Races even differ, Rushton maintains, in their rates of identical 
and fraternal twinning. He adds, "There is a black-white difference in 
testosterone levels." Rushton regards all these differences, including cul
tural differences, as having a genetic and specifically evolutionary origin. 
Rushton insists that, adjusted for body size, Asian brains are bigger than 
Caucasian brains, and Caucasian brains are bigger than Negroid brains. 
Drawing on some relatively old data, he also claims that (I was surprised 
to discover) Asian penises are smaller than Caucasian penises, and agrees 
with the earliest European racists: blacks have the largest penises. Rush
ton weaves these items into a theory that seeks to account for why Asians 
are the most intelligent and the most sexually restrained, while blacks are 
the least intelligent and the most promiscuous, with whites falling into the 
unremarkable middle. In a theory that calls to mind the Afrocentric dis
tinction between "ice people" and "sun people," Rushton proposes that 
evolutionary pressures in early times imposed on Asians a "K" type repro
ductive strategy, in which Asians produce few eggs and work to maximize 
parental care of their offspring, while a different set of circumstances 
caused blacks to adopt an "r" strategy, in which they produce maximum 
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offspring with minimum parental involvement. These different strategies, 
which optimize survival chances in intensely cold and warm climates re
spectively, Rushton argues, are central to an understanding of contempo
rary race differences in IQ and sexuality.170 

What is one to make of these disturbing claims? Many biologists and 
physical anthropologists are dubious about these theories on scientific 
grounds, entirely apart from their inflammatory political content. First 
there is the questionable validity of drawing conclusions based on interna
tional comparisons of IQ tests. Since brain weight, brain protein, and 
DNA and RNA all increase during the early months of life, it is reasonable 
to assume that malnutrition could account for much or all of the measured 
deficiencies in African cognitive capacity. Arthur Jensen concedes that 
"prolonged severe malnutrition, as occurs in some Third World countries, 
can stunt mental growth by as much as 20 IQ points or more."171 This 
would suggest a response that did not merely observe evolutionary differ
ences, but worked to improve African infants' diets with milk and vitamin 
supplements in order to maximize the human potential of those children. 
Even more important, since IQ tests are normed on Western populations, 
and measure the kind of intelligence currently valued by modem techno
cratic society, it seems risky to administer them to rural Africans and then 
proclaim them intellectually deficient. How well would American students 
fare on an IQ test devised by the headmen of those tribes? 

Finally there is the question of what scientists really know about the 
evolution of racial differences. Very few scholars doubt that blacks are 
now more susceptible to sickle-cell anemia because their ancestors in 
Africa developed immunities to malaria. The sickle-cell mutation, which is 
not unique to Africa, offers the malarial parasite less favorable breeding 
ground than normal cells do. Thus Africans could endure the mosquitos 
that quickly disabled and killed Europeans in earlier centuries.172 Varia
tions in skin color almost certainly evolved as a consequence of differen
tial exposure to the ultraviolet radiation of the sun. Melanin, the 
colorizing agent in the skin, protects against sunburn and skin cancer. 
Light skin is valuable in temperate climates because it assures maximum 
penetration of sunlight and adequate supplies of vitamin D. Light skin 
may also be less vulnerable to frostbite, although it makes Caucasians 
more prone to skin cancer.m Other minor differences in stature, nose 
shape, and hair form could also have developed in this way. Some African 
peoples have longer limbs and bodies that diffuse heat more easily. Mon
golians and Eskimos who live in the coldest climates have flatter noses 
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which are less exposed to cold, and rounder frames that are better 
equipped for storing food and fat. The Mongolian epicanthic fold, or skin 
lining covering the eye, may have evolved in order to protect the eye from 
the glare and force of blizzards and snow drifts. 174 Yet these are only sur
mises by scholars who acknowledge that the precise evolutionary pres
sures operating upon different groups and the adaptive significance of 
particular racial features are not well understood. Why, for instance, do 
white males seem to go bald more frequently than males of other races? 
Why do the Bantus and the Pygmies, two of the world's tallest and short
est groups, inhabit the same tropical environment? Why does the skin of 
blacks and Asians seem to resist wrinkling, compared with that of whites? 
In many cases, there are no answers, only hypotheses. 175 

Although there is much in this area that remains to be discovered, most 
scholars now agree that the genes that account for racially distinguishing 
characteristics are a very small fraction of the human genetic makeup. 
Even if it is possible to identify some intellectual and temperamental dif
ferences between groups, scientists know of no evidence that the genes 
that produce physical differences between people are the same genes that 
produce mental or psychological differences. The melanocytes, for exam
ple, which are the cells that produce pigment in the skin, eyes, and hair, 
are not in any way connected with intellectual activity. It is not blackness 
that makes anyone dull or lazy, nor whiteness that makes anyone smart or 
hardworking; if this were so, albinos would be Nobel laureates. Even ar
dent hereditarians make this point: as one scholar writes, "Race and intel
ligence are not logically or scientifically related."176 

Beyond this, however, the evolutionary argument raises further ques
tions. It seems farfetched to believe that whites and Asians do well on 
American measures of academic achievement because their ancestors had 
to develop skills in storing food and hunting polar bears. James Flynn ar
gues that theories of evolutionary adaptation can be tailored to fit virtually 
any set of facts. H blacks scored higher on IQ tests than whites, he writes, 
"it would be easy to argue that selective pressures were really more severe 
in the tropical jungle than in the Arctic cold." Flynn concludes, cautiously 
but sensibly, that Lynn and Rushton's evolutionary arguments are "too 
suspect to count."l77 

The plausibility of the evolutionary view must be set against its alterna
tive, which is that groups score differently on IQ tests for cultural reasons. 
This alternative does not deny evolution, but builds upon it to argue that for 
homo sapiens, the most important agent of evolution has been cultural rather 
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than biological. The reason is that, virtually unrivaled in nature, man has the 
ability to transcend biological instinct and creatively manipulate his circum
stances. By contrast with insects, whose behavior is genetically fixed, human 
beings are capable of education and improvisation. Indeed it is this capacity, 
rather than brute strength, which is of the greatest survival value for hu
mans. So while it is quite possible that the races developed different physi
cal attributes in order to cope with evolutionary pressures, even under 
conditions of separate evolution, they could all have similar patterns of in
tellectual development as a consequence of encountering diverse but com
parably demanding mental challenges. This is especially true of modern 
society. As Theodosius Dobzhansky puts it, "Differential adaptations of the 
races of man are most probably concerned with environments of a remote 
past, largely superseded by the environments created by civilization."178 

Sociobiologist E. 0. Wilson puts it somewhat differently: while biologi
cal evolution is Darwinian, cultural evolution is Lamarckian. Lamarck, 
who argued that acquired traits could be inherited, turned out to be 
wrong: as Darwin showed, evolution operates by natural selection, so that 
nothing we learn is genetically transmitted to our children. But in the do
main of culture, acquired traits can be transmitted to our offspring. We 
can speak of a kind of cultural DNA, which transfers knowledge and val
ues from one generation to the next. Socialization and education, not sex, 
are the means for this. Evolutionary theories that seek to account for high 
Asian and poor black IQ test performance by invoking equatorial sun
bathing and Mongolian treks through the snow seem simplistic, even ludi
crous, unless they also take into account the large intervening history of 
cultural evolution. 

THE CULTURAL ALTERNATIVE 

Let us imagine that those who believe in the existence of a genetically su
perior race are correct: it would seem to follow that through all the va
garies of history, this group would have maintained a permanent and 
decisive civilizational advantage over all other groups. But in fact this is 
nowhere the case. No race has a monopoly on achievement. Civilizational 
levels have dramatically shifted throughout recorded history. Perhaps the 
first human civilizations developed not in the coldest climates but in the 
moderate environs of North Africa and the Mediterranean. Sumerian, 
Babylonian, Egyptian, and Greek civilization can hardly be attributed to 
the pressures of enduring snowdrifts. These were mixed-race civilizations 
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located at the juncture where Asians, Africans, and Europeans met and 
exchanged goods and ideas. 

By contrast, as Ernest Gellner points out, "The regions of the world 
which produced most of the innovations which lie at the base of modern 
industrial civilization were themselves cultural backwaters a small number 
of generations earlier . . . yet it is unlikely that their gene pool changed 
radically." 179 Even in the industrial age, civilizational development has not 
been closely correlated with race. At the risk of offending some people, 
we may discreetly recall that the blond white-skinned Scandinavians have 
contributed little to Western civilization, then or subsequently. Hardly any 
major advances in scientific theory or major inventions have come from 
Sweden, Norway, or Iceland, whatever the visuospatial skills of their in
habitants. In the same vein, we should recall that China and the Islamic 
world were once great civilizations; their gene pool has remained relative
ly constant, but their cultural fortunes have changed dramatically. After a 
long ascendancy, both empires collapsed. China now seems to be making 
an economic comeback, but much of the Islamic world, once a center of 
scientific learning, seems resistant to the electric currents of modernity, 
preferring the pleasures of religious devotion instead. Japan, once a samu
rai culture of swordsmen, is now a pacific society which invests its re
sources in the technological paraphernalia of modern capitalism. These 
examples suggest that people from the same gene pool respond different
ly when incentives and circumstances change. And in the contemporary 
global marketplace, as Joel Kotkin and Lawrence Harrison document, 
successful groups such as the Mormons, Gujaratis, Parsees, and Tho rely 
not on genetic uniqueness but on developed cultural traits such as hard 
work and entrepreneurship to distinguish themselves. 180 

Even within the United States, Thomas Sowell offers evidence for a 
cultural basis for IQ differences between groups. Sowell points out that 
the measured intelligence of numerous white ethnic groups has risen since 
the early part of this century. Indeed the gap between whites then and 
now is about 15 points-the same as the black-white gap today. Since the 
gene pool has not changed dramatically, these rises must have an environ
mental explanation. 181 As if to confirm the slow but steady upward trend 
for ethnic groups, the performance of black students on standardized 
tests such as the NAEP and the SAT has risen slowly but steadily, narrow
ing the black-white gap by about 20 percent: undoubtedly better nutri
tion, greater opportunities, and improved socioeconomic circumstances 
have contributed to this. 182 
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Scholars who study Asian Americans have advanced plausible cultural 
explanations for the group's relatively strong academic performance. 
Asian Americans have IQs that are slightly higher than those of whites, yet 
American Indians-who originally migrated from Asia-score lower than 
whites. Even among Asians, some groups such as the H'mong, who came 
to the United States from Laos and are now settled in the Midwest, 
demonstrate weak academic performance and high dropout rates.183 In a 
comparative study of whites and Asians, psychologist James Flynn found 
that the two groups do not perform much differently on IQ tests adminis
tered at an early age. Asians do, however, perform far better in school and 
university for what Flynn concludes are largely cultural reasons: Asians 
come from close families, they attach a high value to education and entre
preneurship, and they study and work harder.184 

Finally an increasing body of research shows that child-rearing and so
cialization practices during the first few years have a decisive impact on 
brain functioning. Recent advances in neuroscience and cognitive devel
opment reveal that brain cell formation occurs mostly during pregnancy, 
but brain maturation continues during childhood and adolescence, and is 
particularly vigorous in the early years. In a process called synaptogenesis, 
the brain produces a surplus of synapses, which are pruned and modified 
in response to external stimuli. What this research confirms is that the 
mind is not a fixed but an adaptive structure, and that there is a symbiotic 
relationship between genes and environment: nature and nurture literally 
shape each other.t85 

Awkward though this may be, we have to look at black family structure 
and socialization practices which could partly explain the IQ gap. We know 
that IQ is affected by such prenatal and postnatal factors as the health of 
the mother during gestation, whether or not the mother smokes, drinks, or 
takes drugs during pregnancy, whether the child is premature, the birth 
weight of the baby, infant nutrition, early sensory deprivation, infant social
ization, relationship with parents and other siblings, and so on. 186 There is 
a good deal of evidence that black and white children are not equal on 
these measures: for example, black children are more likely to be born pre
maturely, to have low birth weight, and to be deprived of conditions for op
timum development in the home. 187 Psychologists have known for some 
time that the first child in a family tends on average to have the highest IQ 
and, as Arthur Jensen puts it, "each successive child has on average a 
slightly lower IQ."188 The reasons for this continue to be debated, but one 
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implication is that blacks, who have substantially larger families than 
whites, are likely on that account alone to have lower average IQ scores. 

Two researchers, Elsie Moore and Zena Blau, have conducted studies 
which purport to show that early socialization differences between white 
and black parents explain a large component of the IQ gap between white 
and black children. Moore, an Mrican American scholar, reviews research 
that distinguishes between white and black "behavioral styles." Black 
mothers, for example, are less likely to teach children how to cope with in
tellectual problems ("Why don't you work on it one section at a time?") 
and more likely to express general disapproval and hostility ("You could 
do better than this if you really tried").189 Blau traces IQ differences to 
varied levels of available human, material, and intellectual resources in the 
children's home environment. She finds, for instance, that "black children 
in father-present homes average significantly higher achievement scores 
than those in father-absent homes." Blau argues that IQ scores can be 
raised through such practices as reading to children, imbuing in them the 
belief that hard work generates rewards, and encouraging from an early 
age their curiosity and talents in music, art, numbers and science. Blau' s 
conclusion is that IQ differences "are social, not genetic, in origin."190 

Moore and Blau's small-scale studies must be read in the context of the 
far more authoritative twin studies and transracial studies cited earlier 
which do not provide grounds for heady optimism about raising IQ scores 
in the near term. The conclusion of most scholars is that despite many 
caveats, there is no scientific basis for rejecting the possibility that race 
differences in IQ are partly hereditary. Howard Gardner says he has "de
liberately avoided" investigating the question, partly because "appropriate 
studies ... might suggest differences across groups."191 This, by the way, is 
also Stephen Jay Gould's newfound position: retreating from earlier 
claims, Gould now declares the issue of race-based differences in IQ "a 
complex case that can yield only agnosticism."192 

Most people, myself included, do not want to live in a racial caste soci
ety. Yet The Bell Curve makes a strong case that cannot be ignored. What
ever the book's shortcomings, it remains an undisputed fact that the 
fifteen-point IQ difference between blacks and whites has remained 
roughly constant for more than three quarters of a century, even though 
the environmental conditions for Mrican Americans have vastly improved 
during that period. It is possible to reject the fatalism of genetic theories of 
IQ differences, as I do. My view is that of psychologist Rogers Elliott: 
while physical differences between the races are hereditary, it is a "reason-
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able hypothesis" that IQ differences can be explained by culture and envi
ronment. 193 In order to substantiate this hypothesis, however, it is not 
enough to hurl epithets or blame societal racism for blacks' poor scores on 
tests of numerical and logical reasoning. Rather, we need to examine the 
controversial subject of internal environment, or cultural dysfunctionalities 
in the black community. Both external and internal environments interact
ing together may account for why blacks are not competitive with other 
groups on measures of IQ and academic performance. No such investiga
tion is possible, however, if we continue to insist upon the liberal dogma 
that all cultures are equal. Only by reconsidering relativism can liberals 
provide an adequate answer to Richard Hermstein and Charles Murray 
and thereby refute charges of inherited black inferiority. 



12 
UNCLE TOM'S DILEMMA 

Pathologies of Black Culture 

Sometimes I believe the hype, man, 

We mess it up ourselves, and blame the white man. 

-IceCube1 

The last few decades have witnessed nothing less than a breakdown of 
civilization within the Mrican American community. This breakdown is 
characterized by extremely high rates of criminal activity, by the normal
ization of illegitimacy, by the predominance of single-parent families, by 
high levels of addiction to alcohol and drugs, by a parasitic reliance on 
government provision, by a hostility to academic achievement, and by a 
scarcity of independent enterprises. Civilizing institutions such as the 
small business, the church, and the family are now greatly weakened and 
in some areas they are on the verge of breaking down altogether. The next 
generation of young blacks is especially vulnerable. The crisis in black 
America is privately acknowledged by black scholars and activists, who 
discuss it incessantly among themselves.2 

'We talked 30 years ago about genocide," Jesse Jackson told an audi
ence of black government workers in 1993. "It's now fratricide. At this 
point, the Klan is not nearly the threat that your next-door neighbors 
are."3 Jewelle Taylor Gibbs in Young, Black and Male in America: An En-

477 
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dangered Species describes a world in which Mrican American youths "sell 
drugs openly on major thoroughfares without fear of apprehension, 
teenage girls have multiple out-of-wedlock pregnancies without fear of os
tracism, youthful gangs terrorize neighborhoods without fear of retalia
tion, and young teenagers loiter aimlessly at night on street corners 
without fear of reprobation. "4 Anthony Walton argues that even racism 
loses its appeal when blacks cease to be worth exploiting. "We are in dan
ger of becoming superfluous people in this society. We are not essential or 
even integral to the economy. White folks don't need us anymore."5 Marian 
Wright Edelman of the Children's Defense Fund says, ''We have a black 
child crisis worse than any since slavery. "6 

The civilizational crisis of the black community is not the result of 
genes and it is not the result of racism. This can be shown indisputably by 
the fact that this crisis did not exist a generation ago. In 1960, 78 percent 
of all black families were headed by married couples; today that figure is 
less than 40 percent.7 Similarly in the 1950s, black crime rates were higher 
than those for whites, but they were vastly lower than they are today. Dur
ing that period the black gene pool has not changed substantially, and 
racism was far worse, especially in its ability to deny blacks access to basic 
rights and opportunities. The conspicuous pathologies of blacks are the 
product of catastrophic cultural change that poses a threat both to the 
Mrican American community and to society as a whole. These pathologies 
are far more serious than the fact that, for whatever reason, there are too 
few black math professors and nuclear physicists. 

Although Mrican American intellectuals and civil rights activists are 
well aware of the problem, oddly there seems to be a powerful public 
taboo preventing a national debate about it. This taboo is perhaps under
standable when it comes to whites discussing the cultural deficiencies of 
blacks: ever since the 1960s, when Daniel Patrick Moynihan issued his 
hapless report on the black family, mainstream black scholars and civil 
rights activists have been quick to attribute public notice of Mrican Amer
ican pathology to white racism.8 Yet even when blacks publicly engage in 
moral criticism of these pathologies, they find themselves castigated and 
reviled. This fury has been especially directed against black conservatives. 

• Michael Williams, an Mrican American who promoted race-neutral 
scholarships as a senior official in the Bush administration, was de
nounced by Spike Lee as an Uncle Tom who deserves to be "dragged into 
the alley and beaten with a Louisville Slugger. "9 

• Commenting on the writings of Thomas Sowell, columnist Carl 
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Rowan of the Washington Post observed that "Sowell is giving aid and 
comfort to those who ... are taking food out of the mouths of black chil
dren. Vidkun Quisling in his collaboration with the Nazis surely did not 
do as much damage ... as Sowell is doing."IO 

• Rowan seems equally outraged about Clarence Thomas, insisting that "if 
you give Thomas a little flour on his face, you'd think you had David Duke."11 

• Speaking of Gary Franks, who was until recendy the only black 
Republican in the House of Representatives, Congresswoman Cynthia 
McKinney admits that he is treated with abuse and contempt by most of 
his African American colleagues: "I'm one of the few members of the 
Black Caucus who treats him as a person."12 

• In 1993 the Congressional Black Caucus sponsored an attempt, later 
reversed, to oust Franks from membership in the group. Congressman 
William Clay argued that Franks showed "callous disregard for the basic 
rights and freedoms" of Mrican Americans, and that his views were "inim
ical to the permanent interests of black folk." 13 

• Writing in Black Enterprise, Frank McCoy accuses Franks of harbor
ing "racially traitorous views."I4 

• "It is a clear distortion of the term dissenter to apply it to black con
servatives," warns Martin Kilson, who accuses Clarence Thomas, Shelby 
Steele, and others of being "akin to client or satellite states ... who do the 
ideological bidding of the WASP establishment."15 

• Former NAACP head Benjamin Hooks denounces Mrican Ameri
can conservatives as "a new breed of Uncle Tom ... some of the biggest 
liars the world ever saw."16 

• Discussing the views of Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas, 
political scientist Manning Marable charges that "ethnically, Thomas has 
ceased to be an Mrican American."17 

• Invoking an old slaveowner image, Spike Lee calls Thomas "a hand
kerchief-head, chicken-and-biscuit eating Uncle Tom."IS 

• In a similar vein, author June Jordan condemns Thomas as a "viru
lent Oreo phenomenon," a "punk ass," and an "Uncle Tom calamity."I9 

• Columnist Julianne Malveaux fumes that "these people such as 
Thomas who claim to have pulled themselves up by the bootstraps are 
very likely to use the bootstraps to strangle people."20 

• Nikki Giovanni writes, "The Thomas Sowells, Shelby Steeles and the 
Clarence Thomases ... are trying to justify the gross neglect of the needs 
of black America. We know that such conservatives have no character. 
They are in opportunistic service. "21 
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• Civil rights activist Roger Wlikins accuses Sowell of being hostile to 
"the weakest and the poorest of his brethren ... an enemy of the interests 
of his people."22 

• Drawing on colonial analogies, literary critic Houston Baker terms 
Thomas Sowell and Glenn Loury "prospectors on the new frontiers of an 
urban dark continent. Gentrification and black genocide go hand in hand. 
Sowell and others are capitalism's and the state's new Livingstones in 
blackface. "23 

• Alvin Poussaint and Price Cobbs diagnose such men as suffering 
from what they call Token Black Syndrome, a mental disorder in which 
African American conservatives internalize white stereotypes about blacks 
and then try to escape them and win white approval.24 

• For retired New York judge Bruce Wright, an African American, 
blacks on the bench who impose sentences no different from white judges 
are ''Afro-Saxons" who are acting "white in their ... reaction to black de
fendants."25 

• Political scientist Alphonso Pinkney alleges that blacks who dissent 
from the policies of the civil rights establishment "are not unlike govern
ment officials in South Vietnam who supported American aggression 
against their own people."26 

• Writing in Emerge magazine, Playthell Benjamin ridicules "neocon 
Negroes" who, for him, are simply "colored quislings" suffering from an 
obsequious "Sambo personality."27 

• Afrocentric historian John Henrik Clarke goes even further, warning 
that "black conservatives are really frustrated slaves crawling back to the 
plantation. "28 

This rhetoric, in its vehemence and ferocity, is unrivaled in any other 
area of contemporary debate. Roger Wlikins argues in favor of the en
forcement of black orthodoxy: 

For black Americans who live in a society where racism exists, it is legitimate 

to set parameters. In arguing about how best to struggle, there is some politi

cal and intellectual behavior in which you engage that keeps you from being a 

black person. Every oppressed community has drawn lines and says certain 

behavior puts you outside the community.29 

Curiously community standards, as Wilkins defines them, are imposed 
not to regulate pathological forms of behavior by blacks, but to restrict at
tempts to point out such behavior. For many scholars and activists, whites 
who criticize black pathologies are racist, and blacks who do so are mouth-
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pieces for white bigots, craven apostates, virtual black impersonators who 
deserve ostracism, if not physical punishment. "The leadership has suc
cessfully imposed a gag rule on the black community," remarks Robert 
Woodson.3° Orlando Patterson says, "In America, if you break away from 
the party line, you are seen as a reactionary. It's very crippling."31 

What accounts for the truculent resistance to criticism on the part of 
the civil rights establishment? The reason is the politics of victimization 
which has been endorsed by white liberals and perfected by activist 
groups like the NAACP. Claims of victimization are established by blam
ing societal racism for the problems of blacks. Such blame serves two pur
poses: to rationalize the pathologies of the black underclass, and to 
legitimize racial preferences and set-asides for the black middle class. 
Civil rights organizations are singlemindedly devoted to white bigotry as 
the primary explanation for black suffering. They raise money from their 
donors and appeal for government funding for programs in order to com
bat the effects of this racism. If racism was not the primary obstacle cur
rently facing blacks, many in the civil rights industry would have to find 
something else to do. 

Activists denounce criticism of black pathologies as a callous form of 
"blaming the victim." This term was made famous in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s by sociologist William Ryan.32 Today it is repeatedly invoked 
to deflect criticism of even the most outrageous and destructive forms of 
behavior. Kimberle Crenshaw argues that culture, rather than race, repre
sents the fashionable contemporary technique for inferiorizing blacks.33 

Henry Louis Gates, Jr. asserts that whites create the barriers that force 
blacks to fail, and then accuse blacks of being pathological and inferior.34 
David Wellman argues that culture, like biology, is now used as a "ratio
nalization and justification for the superior position of whites." Wellman 
rejects all theories that "place the reason for inequality with the oppressed 
people themselves-their biology, their psyche, their culture."35 

Yet if the problems endured by Mrican Americans today are substan
tially the result of cultural pathologies on the part of blacks, these individ
uals would not be victims but perpetrators. The notion that blacks cannot 
be perpetrators is a legacy of cultural relativism. Since all cultures are 
equal, all inequalities between groups are considered to be the unnatural 
product of historical and continuing oppression. Thus offensive or atro
cious behavior is a symbol not of civilizational defects but of externally in
flicted deformation. In this view blacks are portrayed as living largely 
involuntary lives, wholly manipulated by the structures of visible and in-
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visible racism. Therefore, this logic holds, it is unfair to criticize the cul
ture of the group that is failing, because to do so is to avert one's gaze 
from the conduct of the oppressor. Moreover, such criticism is said to re
inforce the oppressor's self-serving racist perception of the victim group 
as somehow inferior. Black self-criticism, in this paradigm, becomes a 
form of self-hate. 

Of course no one is to blame for being a victim. But if as a reaction to 
being victimized, a group develops dysfunctional or destructive patterns 
of behavior which perpetuate a vicious cycle of poverty, dependency, and 
violence, then continuing to inveigh against the oppressor cannot offer 
the victim much relief. As African American scholar Milton Morris puts it, 
"When black people slaughter other black people on the street, they all 
come back to: look what the white people made us do.''36 In dealing with 
pathologies like black-on-black violence, it may be the victim who is in the 
best position to address the problem, even though the victim was not en
tirely responsible for causing it. Unless victim groups are considered utter
ly prostrate and helpless, there are measures that they can take to remedy 
their plight. This does not absolve society of its obligation to help, but it 
also means that victims should recognize the benefits of taking responsi
bility even for cultural traits that they did not freely choose, and that were 
to some extent imposed on them. 

This chapter is a frank examination of black pathologies which are so 
flagrant that no one can ignore them. It identifies these in explicit detail, 
because it is impossible to address a problem that is not first named and 
confronted. It also shows how mainstream Mrican American intellectuals 
and activists are ideologically prevented from seriously discussing ways to 
deal with black pathologies. Finally it identifies a small but intrepid group 
of reformers who are trying to reestablish civilizational norms. 

AN OPPOSITIONAL CULTURE 

For all their regional and economic diversity, blacks in America do share a 
culture. This culture is not racial but ethnic. It is the product not of a 
physiological likeness but of a shared history. Black culture emerged out 
of the crucible of racism and historical oppression directed specifically at 
blacks. Earlier we saw that as a result of slavery, blacks who came from di
verse tribes speaking different languages and practicing varied ways of life 
forged a distinct Mrican American identity in the new country. This iden-
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tity was further solidified under segregation, when blacks were involuntar
ily united by the one-drop rule. Although black culture contains elements 
of Southern rural culture, modern urban culture, and low-class culture, it 
has fused these elements into a distinct amalgam. The term ':Mrican 
American" is an accurate one in that-like Italian American or Jewish 
American-it signifies a coherent ethnic identity. Lawrence Levine in 
Black Culture and Black Consciousness describes the traditions and institu
tions that evolved in the black community during slavery and segregation. 
Among these traditions are "the mask" for concealing true feelings, the 
theme of "struggle" as an instrument of spiritual and political liberation, 
and the celebration of the "trickster" and the "bad nigger" as wily and 
heroic resisters of white oppression. Even today blacks as a group exhibit 
characteristic patterns of speech and behavior that can be traced back to 
the group's historical experience in the old South.37 

Some scholars view black culture as largely, if not wholly, imposed from 
the outside. These scholars are structural determinists: like Marxists, they 
tend to view culture as the epiphenomenal product of external forces such 
as poverty and oppression. William Julius Wilson argues that "cultural val
ues grow out of specific circumstances and life changes and reflect one's 
position in the class structure." Wilson is right to see ghetto pathologies 
partly as a response to lack of opportunity. Yet he goes too far in asserting 
that "cultural values do not determine behavior or success."38 Contrary to 
Wilson, culture is not simply an expression of external circumstances; it is 
also a powerful instrument in shaping those circumstances. Even under 
the extreme deprivations of slavery, segregation and racism, black culture 
was never entirely controlled from without, but also generated from with
in. As Manning Marable writes, "Blackness or African American identity 
... is not something our oppressors forced upon us. It is a cultural and 
ethnic awareness that we have collectively constructed for ourselves. "39 

The notion of culture as to some degree inwardly generated should not 
lead to the opposite extreme of cultural determinism.4° Cultural deter
minists tend to view culture as the unique set of attitudes and orientations 
of a particular group which persist across the vicissitudes of time and 
space. What this view misses is the fact that cultures frequently change in 
response to the restrictions and opportunities generated by particular cir
cumstances. The most balanced view of culture, therefore, is dynamically 
interactionist. It views culture as both the product of external conditions 
and of internal choices for adapting to those conditions. 
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The concept of culture as an adaptation is of course central to Boasian 
relativism. In this view, all cultures are inherently legitimate social adjust
ments to local conditions. Yet what happens when circumstances change 
and yet old cultural patterns of behavior persist and become impediments 
in the new climate? The concept of maladaptive or dysfunctional cultures 
represents a departure from relativism, and imposes a higher standard 
than the Boasian one. It suggests that cultures can be judged to be func
tionally deficient based on a civilizational standard that is not entirely rela
tive. In the American multicultural context, this possibility suggests that 
cultures of failure can learn from cultures of success. 

Blacks in America seem to have developed what some scholars term an 
"oppositional culture" which is based on a comprehensive rejection of the 
white man's worldview.41 Alvin Poussaint articulates a position popular 
among African American leaders: "For blacks to mindlessly strive to be 
like the white middle class in a white racist, capitalist, exploitative society 
is without question detrimental to the cause of black people."42 It is not 
hard to see how this oppositional culture would develop in a black com
munity which has historically suffered so much at the hands of whites. 
Until recently, Eugene Genovese says, "There was hardly any room at the 
top or in the middle for blacks who tried to play by the rules of bourgeois 
society." Under slavery it made sense to do as little work as possible, be
cause slaves received no share in the master's profits. In some cases even 
extreme forms of violence constituted a reasonable adaptation, because it 
was the only way to preserve dignity. Yet as Genovese says, ''What consti
tuted strategies for survival under one set of circumstances have now 
emerged, in an entirely different context, as celebrations of self-indul
gence and irresponsibility." Today black culture has become an obstacle, 
because it prevents blacks from taking advantage of rights and opportuni
ties that have multiplied in a new social environment. 

African Americans are not the only group to develop something resem
bling an oppositional culture. Poor Italian immigrants growing up in New 
York in the earlier part of this century were raised in a culture that held 
that going to college and taking up a profession was something alien and 
unattainable; therefore the very effort was sometimes condemned as a 
ridiculous form of WASP imitation. Yet at the same time Italian grand
mothers taught their grandchildren to look up to, and seek to emulate, 
successful members of the community. "Look at Uncle Mario and what 
he has done." By an anomaly of history, however, the oppositional culture 
of African Americans causes even many middle-class and upper-middle-
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class blacks to permit blackness to be defined by the underclass. Middle
class behavior by Mrican Americans is seen as inauthentic, while low-class 
behavior is seen as genuinely black-a reversal of what Du Bois had in 
mind with his Talented Tenth. Thus while most immigrant groups tend to 
look to their most successful citizens for emulation and self-definition, on 
many issues the moral tone in the black community is set from below. The 
underclass exercises such a powerful influence in shaping black cultural 
norms because this group is perceived as the most oppositional of all: it is 
remote from, and organized in resistance to, white middle-class stan
dards. 

Almost a century ago, Booker T. Washington warned of the existence 
of pathologies that both strengthened white racism and inhibited black 
development. Those pathologies have existed in the black community 
since slavery, but they have been restricted and contained both by white
imposed discipline and by black-imposed norms enforced by churches 
and local community institutions. But those institutions have been greatly 
weakened since the 1960s, and in a new environment of social permissive
ness and government subsidy, black pathologies have proliferated. Today 
they pose a serious threat to the survival of blacks as a group as well as to 
the safety and integrity of the larger society. 

Black pathologies, of course, are not uniformly distributed throughout 
the Mrican American community. There are millions of blacks who work 
hard, maintain cohesive families, raise their children with productive and 
humane morals, eschew crime, and find a way to live decently even 
though they endure destabilizing economic and social pressures.43 In 
many desolate neighborhoods, the black church remains a bulwark of sta
bility, calling members to personal responsibility in holding jobs and dis
charging family obligations.44 Many individuals and groups work against 
considerable political and financial odds to maintain enclaves of decency. 
Yet their work is made more difficult because of the prevalence of patho
logical norms, especially strong in the black underclass, which mock and 
resist all efforts at neighborhood restoration. It should also be obvious 
that these pathologies are not exclusively Mrican American problems: to 
some degree, they are national problems. Yet they are disproportionately 
concentrated in the black community, and they often affect people who 
are least equipped to cope. Rich whites, for example, may adopt cocaine 
habits but they can take advantage of expensive treatment programs that 
are unavailable to the crack addict. Similarly when middle-class white 
teenagers get pregnant they frequently draw on the support of parents 
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and grandparents; these resources do exist among poor blacks, but they 
are scarce. Historically there is a tendency for both those at the top and 
those at the bottom of society to rebel against middle-class norms, but the 
people at the top can afford it. 45 

No culture is entirely positive or negative, and black culture is no ex
ception. Despite external hardships, blacks have built what is in many 
ways a kaleidoscopic and creative cultural tradition-a tradition of jazz 
and blues, epitomized by the performances of Duke Ellington, Charlie 
Parker, Count Basie, and Miles Davis; a tradition of popular music, as ev
ident in the success of Nat King Cole, Ray Charles, Dionne Warwick, 
Diana Ross, Michael Jackson, and Whitney Houston; a tradition of poetry 
and literature, characterized by the work of Richard Wright, Langston 
Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, Ralph Ellison, James Baldwin, and Toni 
Morrison; a tradition of performing in films and on television, as seen in 
the films of Sidney Poitier, Sammy Davis Jr., Bill Cosby, and Morgan Free
man; and a tradition of athletic distinction, as is obvious from the careers 
of Reggie Jackson, Muhammad Ali, Carl Lewis, Jackie Joyner-Kersee, and 
Michael Jordan. American popular culture is highly influenced and fre
quently enriched by the contributions of blacks.46 ~ton Marsalis, the 
musician and jazz artist, recently observed, in a passage of lyrical beauty: 

Jazz is the most modem expression of the way black people look at the world. 

It's not like what black people did in sports, where they reinterpreted the way 

the game could be played, bringing new dimensions to competitive expression 

in boxing, basketball and so forth. Jazz is something Negroes invented, and it 

said the most profound things not only about us and the way we look at 

things, but about what modem democratic life is really about. It is the nobility 

of the race put into sound; it is the sensuousness of romance in our dialect; it 

is the picture of the people in all their glory, which is what swinging is.47 

Yet black culture also has a vicious, self-defeating, and repellent under
side that it is no longer possible to ignore or euphemise. As more and 
more blacks seem to realize, no good is achieved by dressing these 
pathologies in sociological cant, complete with the familiar vocabulary of 
disadvantage and holding society to account. Society must do its part, and 
blacks must do theirs. But first, the magnitude of the civilizational crisis 
facing the black community must be recognized. This crisis points to defi
ciencies not of biology but of culture; yet they are deficiencies, and they 

should be corrected. 
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RACISM AS AN EXCUSE 

The first dysfunctional aspect of black culture is racial paranoia-a reflex
ive tendency to blame racism for every failure, even those that are intense
ly personal. Historically African Americans had every justification for 
suspecting the controlling influence of racism and discrimination on their 
everyday lives. Yet now, when racism is no longer so prevalent, many 
blacks experience it vicariously. Like someone looking to buy a Volkswa
gen, that's all they see on the road. Goaded by the propaganda of the civil 
rights establishment, which has a stake in recycling racist horror stories, 
many blacks seem to live in the haunted house of the past, apparently pa
trolled by the ghosts of white racism. In 1992 the Wall Street Journal inves
tigated reports of a large and growing market for racist memorabilia, such 
as hand-made slave shackles and Little Black Sambos from the segrega
tionist South. Yet what looked like evidence of white racists on a spending 
spree turned out to be middle-class blacks seeking to preserve recollec
tions of past suffering.48 Others attend racism workshops, where through 
film and oratory they can experience the outrages of the antebellum peri
od, an experience that seems both horrifying and, in a perverse way, pro
foundly satisfying. 

Sometimes racism is all too real, but it is bad enough to endure real 
racism without having to suffer imaginary racism as well. Racism appears 
to have become the opiate of many middle-class blacks. For society, 
promiscuous charges of racism are dangerous because they undermine the 
credibility of the charge and make it more difficult to identify real racists. 
For blacks, the risk of exaggerated and false charges of racism is that they 
divert attention from the possibilities of the present and the future. Exces
sive charges of racism set up a battle with an adversary who sometimes 
does not exist. Consequently, blacks are in a struggle that they always lose. 
Racism itself becomes a scapegoat: it is blamed for problems that have lit
tle to do with racism, such as blacks failing math tests. This sets up blacks 
in a classic situation where some of them pursue the white whale of racism 
with Ahab-like determination. The displacement of personal or group 
problems onto the bugaboo of racism inspires a frenetic assault on society 
at large. But since racism is not the problem, the assault proves futile. The 
problem endures, and the frustration mounts. Once again, racism becomes 
the culprit, now accused of having taken an even subtler and more insidi
ous shape. A wider campaign for extirpating racism becomes necessary. Ul
timately some blacks like Colin Ferguson become convinced that the 
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universe has been designed to oppress them personally. Bitterness, cyni
cism, and thoroughgoing alienation are the result. 

• In May 1994 Louis Farrakhan asserted that white racism was respon
sible for black people killing other blacks. The reason that whites do not 
stop black-on-black violence, he added, was that whites need the organ 
donations. "When you're killing each other, they can't wait for you to 
die," Farrakhan told a large audience in Toledo, Ohio. "You've become 
good for parts."49 Farrakhan's intimations of a homicidal white plot are 
not unique. In 1990, in a poll of black Americans, 60 percent said it was 
true or possibly true that the government was deliberately encouraging 
drug use among African Americans, and 29 percent suspected that scien
tists deliberately created the AIDS infection in order to decimate the 
black population.50 "Many of us are convinced there is a conspiracy to 
anesthetize and ultimately do away with as many blacks in American soci
ety as possible," the Reverend Cecil Williams of San Francisco's Glide 
Methodist Church told Newsweek. "This is genocide, 1990s style."51 "It's 
a deep-seated suspicion," remarks Andrew Cooper, publisher of the City 
Sun, a black weekly in New York. "I believe it. It's almost an accepted 
fact. "52 Recent articles in the black press carry titles such as "Black Male 
Genocide: A Final Solution to the Race Problem in America."53 Even 
Spike Lee alleges that "it is no mistake that the majority of drugs in this 
country is being deposited in black and Hispanic neighborhoods," and 
actor Bill Cosby says he has a "feeling" that AIDS had been concocted "to 
get after certain people. "54 

• The health care system is not the only site for apparent black para
noia. In his book Black Men: Obsolete, Single, Dangerous? Haki Madhubu
ti warns of an organized plan by the "white supremacy system" seeking to 
"drive black men out of the economic sector," to "disrupt black families," 
to "use the prison system as a breeding ground for black men who ... will 
return and prey on their own communities," to "drive African American 
men crazy," and to "make them into so-called women, where homosexual 
and bisexual activity become the norm."55 According to a recent book, I 
Heard It Through the Grapevine, blacks are remarkably susceptible to ru
mors that there is a racist plot to destroy the race. Among the false reports 
that have received widespread circulation and serious treatment in the 
African American community: Church's Fried Chicken is owned by the 
Ku Klux Klan, which uses ingredients that make black men sterile; the 
FBI was responsible for the killing of twenty-eight black children in At
lanta as part of an experiment in the genocidal elimirlation of all blacks in 
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America; some popular brands of athletic clothing and footwear are sold 
by racist groups like Skinheads and the Ku Klux Klan; Reebok sneakers 
are made in South Africa and the profits of sales helped to sustain the 
apartheid regime; popular fruit juices such as Tiopical Fantasy are secretly 
manufactured by white supremacist organizations, once again to reduce 
black sexual potency.56 

• Now here are strong claims of racism more evident than in the criminal 
justice system. The Rodney King beating, according to one African Ameri
can activist, means that "Negroes are lynched in America."57 A columnist 
for the Los Angeles Sentinel, the largest African American newspaper on the 
West Coast, offered the King verdict as further proof that "the United 
States is on the verge of becoming a police state, if it is not there already." 
The author noted "many similarities between present-day USA and early 
stages of the Nazi Third Reich in prewar Germany."58 In early 1992 former 
boxing heavyweight Mike Tyson was accused of raping a contestant in a 
beauty pageant. Even though Tyson's accuser was black, and he was con
victed by a jury of his peers, Ishmael Reed compared his incarceration to a 
lynching. '~ soon as a black man wins the heavyweight championship, a 
movement begins among some whites to dethrone him."59 In a similar vein, 
Spike Lee said the system was trying to "demoralize" Tyson because "he was 
making too much money" for an African American.60 When Washington, 
D.C., mayor Marion Barry was arrested on charges of purchasing and smok
ing crack cocaine, leading figures in the black community promptly launched 
charges of a racist conspiracy. According to NAACP head Benjamin Hooks, 
Barry's arrest was part of a "pattern of harassment of black elected officials." 
Jesse Jackson charged that Barry was not being prosecuted but rather "perse
cuted." Mary Frances Berry of the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights declared, 
"All black officials ought to assume that someone is after them because of 
racism." Eventually Barry was convicted, served his sentence, and has publicly 
acknowledged and apologized for his wrongdoing. Subsequently, he was re
elected to office.61 

• Although African Americans routinely receive racial preferences in 
universities and the work force, this does not seem to have inhibited 
imaginative accusations of racism where none seems evident. When black 
poet Amiri Baraka was denied tenure at Rutgers University in 1990, he 
accused fellow professors and administrators of being Nazis and Ku Klux 
Klansmen in disguise. "We must unmask these powerful Klansmen. These 
enemies of people's democracy and Pan American culture must not be al
lowed to prevail. Their intellectual presence makes a stink across the cam-
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pus like the corpses of rotting Nazis."62 In 1992, after St. Mary's College 
in Maryland threatened to terminate the teaching contract of Reginald 
Savage for not showing up for work for months and teaching during that 
time at another college, Savage argued that he was unable to function at 
St. Mary's as a result of being traumatized by the level of racism on cam
pus. He produced a report from a psychiatrist diagnosing him as suffering 
from "situational anxiety." Asked to cite examples of racism, Savage noted 
that several years earlier the college president had confessed that he had 
trouble hiring black professors because of the national shortage of black 
Ph.D.s. Others in his department said that Savage was in the habit of 
charging everyone who disagreed with him of racism.63 In Racism: Ameri
can Style, Dempsey 'fravis accuses heads of major companies of being 
"Klansmen in pin-striped suits." He compares various job rejection letters 
that one of his friends received, and is struck by the ominous similarity of 
their tone and language. Without irony, 'fravis writes: 

The letters of rejection are so similar in tone and content that they raise the 
specter of corporate officers from across the country gathered in back 
rooms deciding on a kinder and gentler language for rejecting black appli
cants. Such gatherings could be called a conspiracy and it is undeniable that 
such schemes are in place.64 

• No public report of racism in recent years turned out to be as spec
tacularly false as the case of Tawana Brawley. Although she claimed to 
have been attacked and defiled by three white men, who allegedly 
smeared her with excrement and wrote "KKK" and "Nigger" on her body, 
police soon discovered that Brawley had not been attacked and that she 
had perversely faked the incident in order to make herself appear a victim 
of racism. Even though a New York grand jury concluded that Brawley 
fabricated the offense that she sought to blame on white racists, some 
leading Mrican American activists and scholars declared that if Brawley's 
accusation was literally false, it remained figuratively or metaphorically 
true. Remarked Otis Brown, president of the Atlanta chapter of the 
NAACP, "It doesn't matter to me whether Brawley did it or not, because 
of all the pressure these black students are under at these predominantly 
white schools. If this will highlight it ... I have no problem with that. "65 

Legal scholar Patricia Williams wrote: 

Tawana Brawley has been the victim of some unspeakable crime. No matter 
who did it to her-and even if she did it to herself. Her condition was clear
ly the expression of ... some tremendous violence, some great violation.66 
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THE RAGE OF TilE PRMLEGED CLASS 

A second dysfunctional aspect of black culture, a feature mainly of mid
dle-class Mrican American life, is a rage that threatens to erupt in an orgy 
of destruction or self-destruction. Ironically when middle-class blacks 
found their opportunities severely restricted under segregation, black rage 
was either submerged or less apparent. But now that middle-class blacks 
find themselves on the receiving end of racial preferences and govern
ment set-asides, many are beside themselves with anger. "I do not believe 
that we can restore and expand the freedoms that our lives require," June 
Jordan writes, "until we embrace the justice of our rage."67 

Actually, this rage is not so difficult to comprehend. It represents post
affirmative action angst, the frustration of pursuing unearned privileges and 
then bristling when they do not bring something that has to be earned, the 
respect of one's peers. Moreover, black rage arises out of the recognition that 
even as middle-class activists deplore the pathologies of the underclass, by 
moving out of inner-city neighborhoods they have sometimes contributed to 
those pathologies and are dependent on their continuation for the race
based privileges they enjoy. The effect of this molten frustration is what 
William Grier and Price Cobbs, in their book Black Rage, term "a posture 
close to paranoid thinking and mental disorder. "68 In Living with Racism, Joe 
Feagin and Melvin Sikes sympathetically portray middle-class blacks describ
ing their state of mind. Written by two activist scholars, one white and the 
other black, the book is intended to spotlight white racism; instead, it pro
vides illuminating insight into some blacks' questionable grip on reality. 

I come in here and scream! I talk to my friends. I come in here and talk to my 

assistant. She's even seen me cry because I'm so angry that I am to the point 

of violence. But I know that I have to really, really be cognizant of what I'm 

doing, because why go to jail for nothing? 

On a scale of one or ten, my level of anger is a ten. Mine has had time to grow 

over the years more and more until I now feel that my grasp on handling my

self is tenuous. I think that now I would strike out to the point of killing, and 

not think about it. I really wouldn't care. 

One step from suicide! The psychological warfare games that we have to play 

every day just to survive. It's a mental health problem. It's a wonder we 

haven't all gone out and killed somebody or killed ourselves. 69 

These are the observations of relatively well-placed men and women: 
an executive, a government worker, and a college professor. Since no rea-
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sons are given that would justify such reactions, one might conclude that 

we are dealing with cases of people who live in a world of make-believe, in 

mental prisons of their own construction. For them, apparently, antiracist 

militancy is carried to the point of virtual mental instability. It is hard to 

imagine whites feeling secure working with such persons: surely such in

flamed ethnic sensitivities are not what companies have in mind when 

they extol the diversity of work environments. Yet if these individuals are 

cranks, they are in respectable company. Leading African American writ

ers and scholars seem to share their persecution complex and the atten

dant rage. Here is a fairly typical incident described by law professor 

Patricia Williams: 

A man with whom I used to work once told me that I made too much of my 

race. ''After all," he said. "I don't even think of you as black." Yet sometime 

later, when another black woman became engaged in an ultimately unsuccess

ful tenure battle, he confided to me that he wished the school could find more 

blacks like me. 

It is not hard to envision the scene: a white colleague, probably eager to 

please, tells Williams that he tries to judge her by her ability rather than 

her skin color. Apparently confronted on another occasion with an affir

mative action candidate seeking a tenured appointment, the colleague ex

presses to Williams the hope that the university will find more qualified 

African American scholars like herself. Here is how Williams reacts: 

I felt myself slip in and out of a shadow, as I become non-black for the purpos

es of inclusion and black for the purposes of exclusion. I felt the boundaries of 

my very body manipulated, casually inscribed by definitional demarcations 

that did not refer to me. 

Williams is not finished. Reflecting on similar cases in a kind of stream-

of-consciousness rhetoric, she eventually explodes: 

I am afraid of being alien and suspect .... My rage feels dangerous, full of 

physical violence, like something that will get me arrested. All this impermissi

ble danger floats around in me, boiling, exhausting. I can't kill and I can't 

teach everyone. So I protect myself. I don't deal with other people if I can help 

it. I don't risk exposing myself to the rage that will get me arrested.7° 

We have to remind ourselves that this is a highly paid professor at a dis

tinguished university, and one of the leading black female scholars in the 

nation. Yet her sentiments are shared by others. "I'm a volunteer slave," 
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announces Jill Nelson, an Mrican American, upon being hired as a re
porter for the Washington Post. "My price? A house, a Volvo, and the illu
sion of disposable income." This seems to be the kind of servitude that 
most Americans of any background would settle for. Nelson, however, calls 
herself a "race woman": she seems both uncomfortable and angry about 
being a successful Mrican American working in a mainstream profession. 

Middle-class black folk, especially those with straight or pseudo-straight hair 

who are nearer light-skinned than dark, tend to grow up feeling we have 

something to prove-not just to white folks, but to just about everyone, in

cluding each other. We greet one another with skepticism, treating each other 

as potential Eurocentric sellouts until proven otherwise. 

Nelson's suspicions of Eurocentrism become more intense when an edi
tor at her newspaper informs her that another black writer, Juan Wt!liams, 
has concerns about the way one of her stories was written. 'Wt!liams is the 
perfect Negro, at least in the eyes of white folks," Nelson reacts. Wt!liams, 
who is of Panamanian descent, is "a black Republican type ... an oppor
tunist ala Clarence Thomas." Such blacks, Nelson writes, "mouth the prej
udices of white immigrants in blackface." Indeed Nelson does not even 
describe Wt!liams as black; rather, "he appears to be black." He is, she 
bluntly asserts, "a vicious, competitive Uncle Neocon son of a bitch." She 
confronts him about his objections to her story and the following exchange 
occurs, an exchange rendered more believable in that it is reported not by 
Wt!liams but by Nelson herself 

WILLIAMS: I was trying to help. 

NELSON: Listen, Juan, don't fuck with me. You know, you're worse than a 

Negro who carries white folks' water for them, because your own water is 

dirtier than theirs could ever be. Don't get into my business again, because if 

you fuck with me, I'll destroy you. 71 

Nelson eventually resigned from the Post after being suspended for 
signing an editor's initials on one of her travel vouchers. Nevertheless, it 
seems from her account that Nelson is out of place in a mainstream inte
grated environment, experiencing the pea of racial victimization under 
many mattresses and engaging in conduct that is, by most commonly ac
cepted standards insecure, paranoid, and uncivil. 

In Brent Staples's autobiography Parallel Time, the Mrican American 
writer describes how, as a graduate student, he spent his time stalking 
white people in order to scare them. He invested many weeks in tracking 
the novelist Saul Bellow but apparently without much success. Here is a 
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man who is conversant with philosophy and literature, and who should 
seemingly have better things to do with his time, relishing a game that he, 
to his own great amusement, calls Scatter the Pigeons. 

I became expert in the language of fear. Couples locked arms or reached for 

each other's hand when they saw me. Some crossed to the other side of the 

street. People who were carrying on conversations went mute and stared 

straight ahead, as though avoiding my eyes would save them. A few steps be

yond them I stopped and howled with laughter . . . I felt a surge of power: 

these people were mine: I could do with them as I wished. If I'd been younger, 

with less to lose, I'd have robbed them, and it would have been easy. 72 

Recalling these incidents many years later, Staples might be expected 
to have some regrets about his bizarre youthful behavior, perhaps to offer 
critical analysis of what was wrong with the situation and his response to 
it. Yet Staples's perspective on his stalking days seems exactly the same 
today as it was then. Despite his training as a student of psychology, Sta
ples offers a recollection devoid of analytical self-consciousness. Obvious
ly Staples is simply blind to the immaturity and strangeness of his 
conduct. The conclusion is hard to avoid: one of America's leading black 
intellectuals gets kicks out of playing hoodlum, and then proceeds to ac
cuse whites of racism for engaging in what, under the circumstances, can 
only be termed rational avoidance of blacks like him. 

Another infuriated Mrican American is Derrick Bell, whose national 
recognition and hefty income do not inhibit him from describing his social 
status as below that of the most ignorant and unemployed white man. 
Bell's writings are filled with images of holocaust: he imagines a group of 
Citizens for Black Survival whose mission is "to build a nationwide net
work of secret shelters to house and feed black people in the event of a 
black holocaust." Bell is not speaking here of Ethiopia or Rwanda but the 
United States: 

What precisely would you do if they came for you? How would you protect 

your family? Where would you go? How would you get there? You have 

money. Could you get access to it if the government placed a hold on the as

sets in your checking and savings accounts? 

Bell is not finished. He now conjures up an elaborate case study of 
white Americans selling blacks into slavery to aliens from outer space. 
Predictably, Bell's account features a black conservative, Gleason Go
lightly, who supports the white proposal and is tragically, though deserved-
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ly, betrayed by whites who use him as a puppet. Bell imagines white 1V 
evangelists holding massive rallies in the Houston Astrodome, where they 
inform the nation that it is blasphemous not to sell Mrican Americans to 
the Martians. Finally Bell achieves his psychic release: 

On the dunes above the beaches, guns at the ready, stood U.S. guards. There 

was no escape, no alternative. Heads bowed, arms now linked by slender 

chains, black people left the New World as their forebears had arrived. 

All this could be dismissed as macabre science fiction, but Bell is dead
ly serious. Drawing on these literary fantasies about white racism, Bell 
proposes a practical Weltanschauung for young blacks, using a phrase he 
learned from an angry woman: "I lives to harass white folks."73 

GOVERNMENT AS TilE BIG HOUSE 

Another destructive stance that seems deeply ingrained in Mrican Ameri
cans, especially those in the middle class, is a heavy dependence on gov
ernment, accompanied by the belief that public programs are the way to 
solve virtually all social problems. Not only are blacks heavily reliant on the 
state, but as a group they are remarkably weak in developing independent 
businesses that have proved, for many ethnic groups, to be a durable 
source of employment and income. "Capitalism and its institutions are ba
sically individualistic," James Hund writes in Black Entrepreneurship. "But 
the ethos of the black community is collectivistic."74 Thomas Kochman 
writes that while whites view their social advantages as earned-"! worked 
for what I have"-blacks tend to view theirs as the fruit of political ac
tivism-'We fought for it" or 'We struggled for it."75 

Today a large fraction of middle-class blacks works for the government. 
Although blacks make up 10 percent of the civilian work force, about 24 
percent of blacks (compared with 14 percent of whites) are employed by 
the federal, state, and local governments.76 State and local agencies which 
service a poor and predominantly black clientele, such as housing and 
welfare, employ substantial proportions of Mrican Americans: 38 and 23 
percent respectively.77 According to sociologist Bart Landry, about half of 
black professional males and two-thirds of black professional females 
work for some arm of the state.78 In addition, 50 percent of blacks (more 
than 15 million persons) live in households that receive some form of wel
fare, compared with 19 percent of whites. Blacks are between two and 
five times more likely than whites to receive means-tested cash assistance 
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and food stamps, and to live in subsidized or public housing_79 In short, 
much of the black community is parasitic on government for its basic 
livelihood. 

According to a recent survey, 67 percent of blacks believe that the gov
ernment, rather than private business or individuals, has the greatest re
sponsibility for creating jobs. Poor and middle-class blacks both shared 
this belief. By contrast, whites were far less likely to look to government 
for jobs; even among the poorest whites, less than 50 percent cited the 
government's responsibility. Sixty-eight percent of blacks compared with 
36 percent of whites insisted that increases in government spending were 
the way to invigorate the economy and provide employment. A typical 
comment was from Della Simmons, an Mrican American who told the 
"Wall Street Journal: "Employment is the big issue the government needs to 
be dealing with. "SO 

Meanwhile, blacks have done very poorly in the one area that is a rapid 
source of jobs and social mobility for other groups: small business. Ac
cording to U.S. government data, in 1987 blacks, who make up 12 per
cent of the population, owned about 420,000 businesses in America with 
receipts of $19 billion. By contrast, Asians, who make up 3 percent of the 
population, owned 350,000 businesses with receipts of $33 billion.81 

Mrican Americans currently start and run less than 3 percent of the na
tion's businesses, and take in less than 1 percent of the nation's gross re
ceipts. Black enterprise is so fragile that 60 percent of its receipts come 
from the government; many black businesses would collapse instantly if 
they were taken off government contracting preferences and set-asides. A 
substantial majority of black enterprises are tiny, with receipts of less than 
$5,000 a year. About 80 percent are family-run enterprises, employing no 
outside workers. Only about 4 percent of Mrican American spending 
each year goes to black-owned enterprises.sz 

The reliance on government is a relatively recent development in black 
culture, and it stands in sharp contrast with the way that whites have tradi
tionally viewed government. Like the American founders, many whites 
view the government with suspicion, as an obstacle to rights. The Bill of 
Rights with its repetitious "Congress shall not" clauses was intended as a 
restraint on government. Yet for blacks, government has been the protec
tor and guarantor of rights. It was federal intervention in the 1860s that 
freed the slaves. The basic right of blacks to equal protection of the laws 
was recognized in the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which 
was somewhat incongruous with the rest of the document in that it was 
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passed to expand federal power. In the twentieth century, black leaders 
found themselves compelled to turn to the federal government to combat 
state-sanctioned segregation and private discrimination. Government was 
recruited as an ally out of necessity, not preference. Today many black 
scholars affirm their faith in political struggle and state provision. 

• In The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement, Aldon Morris offers a ro
mantic picture of how "the tradition of protest is transmitted across gen
erations by older relatives, black institutions, churches and protest 
organizations. Blacks interested in social change inevitably gravitate to 
this protest community, where they hope to find solutions. "83 

• James Farmer of the Congress of Racial Equality wrote, "We might 
think of the demonstration as a rite of initiation in which the black man is 
mustered into the sacred order of freedom. "84 

• Civil rights activist Julian Bond says that blacks are much more likely 
than whites to view government as "a positive helpful force" for the sim
ple reason that they "have seen government make an enormous differ
ence in their lives. Government eliminated discrimination in the ballot 
box, government ended segregation."85 

• Linda Faye Williams, an African American scholar who conducts re
search for the Congressional Black Caucus Foundation, agrees. "The reason 
blacks put far more emphasis than other groups on government," she says, 
"is because of what we've seen. It took the government for us to get these 
voting rights. It took the government to do the Great Society programs."86 

All of this is true, but the contemporary problems of blacks are less sus
ceptible to a federal solution. It is much more difficult to envision how the 
government could keep black families intact, or force mothers to monitor 
their children's study habits, or counteract the strong peer appeal of juve
nile gangs. None of these problems can be easily addressed by marching 
to or from Selma, or by signing more civil rights legislation. Black reliance 
on government, once justified, may now have become a liability. 

"When I graduated from college," Nikki Giovanni writes in Racism 
101, "The only true credential I had for a job was that I was pretty good at 
picketing. "87 Giovanni has fortunately made a career for herself writing 
books and verse about racism, but most blacks who pursue the vocation 
of revolutionary poet find themselves at a career dead end. The only de
tour is into the racism industry, where protest becomes a way of life and 
indignation becomes a job qualification. Meanwhile, other ethnic groups 
are selling cars and computer software, and moving to the suburbs. Black 
confusion about the entrepreneurial success on the part of Koreans and 
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other groups is indicated by the widespread suspicion in the inner city that 
the U.S. government is secretly providing capital to Koreans.88 

Economist John Kasarda argues many Asians establish small businesses 
in order to overcome the obstacles that newcomers to this country face: 
problems of language and access to credit. Kasarda points out that eco
nomic solidarity helps Koreans to keep capital circulating within their 
community. "Tills is what used to happen in the black community during 
segregation," Kasarda says. ''A single dollar would turn over five or six 
times, because it would be spent on goods and services provided by other 
blacks."89 Other scholars such as Ivan Light and Ttmothy Bates have writ
ten about how Asian groups establish rotating credit associations for the 
purpose of pooling capital and investing it in new enterprises.90 Ironically 
this research points to the fact that, used correctly, ethnocentrism can be a 
business asset. People from a homogeneous group who trust each other 
can avoid the legal and bureaucratic structures that are necessary to ad
minister the transactions of strangers. Groups that succeed through the 
private sector don't need many civil rights leaders, only entrepreneurs. Yet 
although blacks as a group have a gross and per capita income that ex
ceeds that of many industrialized nations, very little of this money is spent 
on products sold by black-owned business. Despite a few modestly suc
cessful "buy black" campaigns,91 African Americans who are famous for 
their political solidarity as a group to date show no comparable sense of 
economic solidarity. Indeed at a recent black family gathering on the mall 
in Washington, D.C., many of those present were outraged to see Koreans 
and not their own people manning the stores selling Malcolm X T-shirts, 
African paraphernalia, and food. 

Despite the opportunities provided by entrepreneurship,92 and the lim
itations of government in solving social problems, many black leaders 
continue to counsel resistance as a means to secure greater transfers of 
wealth from the public treasury to the African American community. Man
ning Marable defines "the contemporary challenge" as calling for "are
naissance of black militancy" in order to generate "new organizations for 
collective resistance." Bell Hooks issues a call for "systematic resistance to 
the existing social order" on the grounds that "as long as black people be
lieve that our liberation lies in aping ruling-class white culture, we help to 
perpetuate white supremacist capitalist patriarchy."93 Congressman John 
Lewis offers advice that is more moderate but just as futile: 'We have an 
obligation to organize and mobilize the African American community like 
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never before. We must continue to push, continue to agitate, continue to 
get the government to say yes when it may have a desire to say no. "94 

Government, of course, has a legitimate role in providing needed ser
vices and a safety net. But the degree of black reliance on government is 
dysfunctional because it prevents many Mrican Americans &om being 
"spurred by necessity," as John Kasarda puts it, into the risks and rewards 
of entrepreneurship. Like the Big House in times of slavery, government 
can provide security. But frequently that protection from cradle to grave 
comes at the cost of self-reliance and private initiatives which offer better 
long-term rewards and, perhaps more important, an abiding sense of per
sonal freedom. 

IT'S A WHITE THING-YOU WOULDN'T UNDERSTAND 

A further dysfunctional feature of black culture is its repudiation of stan
dard English and academic achievement as forms of "acting white." (By 
the same token, white students who adopt a black walk, listen to rap 
music, speak in broken English, and do poorly in school are sometimes 
called "wiggers.") Resistance to "acting white" is widespread among the 
Mrican American underclass, but it also seems to exist for many middle
class blacks. The problem must be viewed in the context of the education
al crisis facing black America: a large proportion of the Mrican American 
population is illiterate, many adults cannot read beyond the fourth-grade 
level, the performance of blacks in school lags behind that of whites on 
every measure of performance, only about one third of blacks who go to 
college graduate within six years.95 Mrican Americans seem woefully lack
ing in the skills needed to compete effectively in a multiracial society. 

In the face of this crisis, one might expect a vigorous campaign to im
prove vocabulary skills, clarity of expression, numerical facility, and gener
al academic standards among African Americans. Instead many students 
seem to have adopted, with the approval of their elders and civil rights 
leaders, a hostile stance toward the values of the white world, including 
the values of scholarship and study. Among some blacks, "getting igno
rant" is considered a virtue and a source of self-esteem. Indeed several 
studies have shown, contrary to popular wisdom, that the self-esteem of 
young black males is higher than that of any other group.96 Apparently 
those who do not value educational success do not feel bad when they fail 
at something they don't care about. 
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Skepticism toward the values of whites may be a cultural stance that 
served blacks well in the past: it was a technique for refusing to be defined 
by the categories of the oppressor. Under slavery, we saw, if whites held 
stealing to be bad, the slaves under some circumstances would consider it 
to be good. That historical inversion of values is reflected even today in 
black lingo: the term "bad" often means "good." White values have been 
historically identified with an assertion of Western cultural superiority, 
which provided a justification for racism. Also blacks in the past who did 
try to assimilate in white society often found themselves rebuffed and 
scorned. So now an attitude of rejection seems to have set in, and values 
identified as white are spumed by many blacks. 

• Proviso West is a racially mixed school outside of Chicago where the 
grades and test scores of black students fall consistently behind those of 
white students. A reporter for the New York Times found an atmosphere 
of ignorance: Herbert Hoover was identified as "the vacuum guy" and 
Lloyd George was confused with "Boy George." More telling, the caliber 
of writing submitted by Mrican American students is conveyed by the fol
lowing excerpts: "The pepel from wen Martin Luther King Jr. Lived and 
did not wrly get along." "It was three boys with some mast up hair coming 
into my house. I cute their hair, because they need it." "Once I saw a boy 
get shot at a fair where I lived at it was about three people got shot that 
night." Black students, the Times reported, avoid the company of whites 
and accuse blacks who are in honors tracks of being "nerds" and "sell
outs." They are frequently taunted, "Why are you in a class with all the 
white kids?" and "Why are you using a white man's book?" Laura Banks, 
a senior, complains, ''We're not accepted by the white people because 
they think we're not smart enough. We're not accepted by black people 
because they think we're too smart."97 

• When Nwamaegwu Jeremi Duru, president of the student body at 
Montgomery Blair High School in the Washington, D.C., area, stepped up 
to the podium to receive a Gannett Foundation scholarship in 1991, he 
told parents and educators present that he felt constant pressure from 
other blacks not to study hard, and that as a result of his success he had 
been nicknamed "whitey." Duru argued that young blacks had been taught 
to believe that "it is somehow bad for black men to achieve academically" 
and that violent and disorderly behavior constituted more romantic ex
pressions of black identity. 98 

• Za'kettha Blaylock, a high-performing student at a middle school in 
Oakland, California, told Time magazine in 1992 that she is regularly ha-
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rassed by other students, who telephone her with threats of violence. 
These threats come from low-achieving blacks, according to Blaylock, 
who "think that because you're smart, they can go around beating you 
up." The hoodlums set the social tone in school, Blaylock reports, in part 
because they identify themselves with genuine blackness, and accuse stu
dents like her of behaving like a white person.99 

• In 1994 the Wall Street Journal profiled Cedric Jennings, a hard
working student at Frank Ballou High School in Washington, D.C. Jen
nings acknowledged that he had almost no friends at school, that he had 
been called names and threatened, and that most students in his school 
performed poorly and regarded him as a racial apostate. "The charge of 
wanting to be white, where I'm from, is like treason," Jennings says. 
"Doing well here means you better not show your face." Another student 
derided academically successful blacks: "Everyone knows that they're try
ing to be white, get ahead in the white man's world." Phillip Atkins, an ac
quaintance of Jennings, says that despite his own intellectual potential 
and good grades in junior high, he ensures that his high school grades do 
not exceed a C average. "The best way to avoid trouble," he says, "is to 
never get all the answers right on a test." Teachers at the school describe 
what they call the crab-bucket syndrome: when some crabs try to crawl 
out of the bucket, the rest pull them back down. And academic awards at 
the school are often given in secret, because otherwise no students would 
showup.100 

• Nomathombi Martin, a nineteen-year-old student at the University 
of California at Berkeley, recently recalled the intense pressures he en
countered in high school to avoid speech and behavior identified as white. 
"I got a lot of criticism about speaking proper speech," he says. "I don't 
speak street talk and I never did. When I try I sound really weird. I don't 
pronounce words wrong like wi£ birfday, bafroom, and things like that. 
They would say: why do you talk so proper? Why do you talk like you're 
white?"101 

Many teachers acknowledge the pressures that African American stu
dents fall under-peer pressure not to succeed, but to fail. Marc Eirich, 
who teaches fourth grade in suburban Maryland, writes that black students 
treat fellow students of color who try and succeed as white "wannabes." 
Such wannabes invite amusement and contempt, according to Eirich, "be
cause they pretend to be what they can't be."102 And the resistance to "act
ing white" is not restricted to African Americans; it can also be found 
among lower-class Chicanos.103 Yet it seems most pervasive in the black 
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community. In an influential article in the Urban Review, two black scholars, 
Signithla Fordham and John Ogbu, describe the "acting white" phenome
non among Mrican American students and give specific examples of such 
objectionable behavior: speaking standard English, listening to classical 
music, going to the opera or ballet, spending time at the library studying, 
working hard to get good grades in school, winning academic honors of any 
kind, going to the Smithsonian Institution, doing volunteer work, going 
camping or hiking, engaging in civil conversation at a cocktail party, being 
on time, and reading and writing poetry.104 

Fordham and Ogbu seem to recognize the educational disadvantages 
of the "acting white" approach. In another paper Fordham concedes that 
successful black students tend to have strong beliefs in equality of oppor
tunity and merit. Yet in typical relativist fashion, Fordham and Ogbu in
terpret the cultural resistance to "acting white" as an adaptive response to 
the fear of failure. Consequently, they offer few proposals for how blacks 
can or should behave differently. Remarkably Fordham condemns blacks 
who seek to transcend their racial identity and conform to the require
ments of academic success. She criticizes these students as "raceless," 
complains that they have "subordinated their identity as black Americans 
to their identity as Americans," and accuses them of being "clear exam
ples of internalizing oppression."105 On a more popular note, rapper 
Chuck D of Public Enemy took credit for the role that rap music has 
played in reinforcing black students' rejection of the academic ethos. "You 
know," he told the Village Voice, "You walk into a fourth or fifth grade 
black school today, I'm telling you, you're finding chaos right now, 'cause 
rappers came in the game and threw that confusing element in it, and kids 
is like, Yo, fuck this."106 

Perhaps one of the clearest ways for black students to distance them
selves from whites is to communicate with each other in the distinctive 
lingo of Black English. Scholars estimate that around 80 percent of African 
Americans use some form of black dialect. 107 There is little doubt, as lin
guists point out, that ghetto idiom does possess, like most forms of com
munication, its own coherent form and structure.108 Yet it seems equally 
clear that if African American students wish to succeed in American soci
ety, they cannot do it with Black English. "I'm not so sure about that," 
Alvin Poussaint says. "li you want to be a rapper, then black English is 
what you need." 1iue, but such language would not work so well in a legal 
brief, and more blacks are likely to succeed as lawyers than as rappers. 
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In an intriguing study, Twice as Less, Eleanor Wilson Orr argues that be
cause of its use of unorthodox terms and tense, Black English hampers 
African American students in their logical and mathematical reasoning, 
because relationships of time, place, and number become garbled. 109 Yet 
African American linguist Geneva Smitherman argues in favor of Black 
English instruction. June Jordan exults, "If it's wrong in standard English, 
it's probably right in Black English." And a recent article in a black studies 
journal declared, "\Vhites should not become reference points for how 
black children are to speak and behave. Black children's encounter with 
the white world should be filtered through a black frame of reference, 
which includes the use of Black English."110 

CULT OF THE "BAD NIGGER" 

Violence has now become a tragic defining feature of life in the black un
derclass. African Americans in this group seem divided into two factions: 
perpetrators, and potential victims. Indeed violence unleashed by blacks 
seems to have reached a point where it threatens the future of the African 
American community and the stability of society as a whole. 

• In 1992 the violent crime rate for blacks was the highest ever 
recorded. 111 

• That same year, almost half of all murder victims were African Ameri
can. Ninety-four percent of murdered blacks were killed by other 
blacks.112 

• Black males are about twice as likely as white males to be victims of 
robbery, theft, and aggravated assault, and seven times more likely to 
be victims of murder.m 

• The life expectancy of black men in central Harlem is shorter than that 
of men in Bangladesh.114 

• In the District of Columbia, black residents are more likely to be killed 
than are people in war-torn regions such as Northern Ireland and the 
Middle East. 115 

• Partly as a consequence of black crime, American crime rates are the 
highest in the industrialized world.116 

One of the main sources for this violence is the African American cul
tural orientation of the "bad nigger." As we have seen, this outlaw figure 
has been a revered archetype since slavery. In the view of many blacks, his 
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very badness becomes a symbol of heroic resistance to white oppression. 
As Eugene Genovese writes, "Oppressed peoples cannot avoid admir
ing their own nihilists, who are the ones dramatically saying No! and 
reminding others that there are worse things than death." 117 Harnessed 
constructively, the "bad nigger" stance can be converted into revolution
ary or reformist zeal, as the examples of Frederick Douglass, 
WE. B. DuBois, and Malcolm X suggest. But the "bad nigger" always 
had a gross and homicidal underside. Orlando Patterson remarks: 

There was a distinct underclass of slaves. They were the incorrigible blacks of 

whom the slaveowner class was forever complaining. They ran away. They 

were idle. They were compulsive liars. They seemed immune to punishment. 

We can trace the underclass, as a persisting social phenomenon, back to this 
group. us 

The "bad nigger" orientation persisted into the twentieth century. Writ
ing in 1937, John Dollard observed in Caste and Class in a Southern Town 
that blacks "seem to have a touch of Homeric attractiveness ... as a result 
of prison experience or a shooting affair. They are envied their freedom of 
aggressive expression as well as their superior ability to take care of them
selves.l19 Similarly, Claude Brown wrote in Manchild in the Promised Land 
that in Harlem, people respected those who had killed somebody, and 
children looked up to adults who could protect themselves from violence 
by fast talk if possible, and by reciprocal and deadly force if necessary. 
Brown described the inner-city black as "more cunning, more devious and 
often more vicious than his middle-class counterpart."120 Today, if the sta
tistics are any indication, the culture of the "bad nigger" flourishes in a 

permissive social climate. 
Most African American scholars simply refuse to acknowledge the 

pathology of violence in the black underclass, apparently convinced that 
black criminals as well as their targets are both victims: the real culprit is 
societal racism. Activists recommend federal jobs programs and recruit
ment into the private sector. Yet it seems unrealistic, bordering on the sur
real, to imagine underclass blacks with their gold chains, limping walk, 
obscene language, and arsenal of weapons doing nirie-to-five jobs at Proc
ter and Gamble or the State Department. Many of these young men seem 
lacking in the most basic skills required for steady employment: punctual
ity, dependability, willingness to perform routine tasks, acceptance of au
thority. Moreover, studies show that even when jobs are available, many 
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young blacks refuse them, apparently on the grounds that the jobs don't 
pay enough or that crime is more profitable.121 

Black scholars who do write about underclass violence typically do so 
in a tone of moral neutrality. In their book Cool Pose, Richard Majors and 
Janet Mancirli Billson outline many of the characteristics that have gained 
acceptance in the inner city as a contemporary form of coolness: a way to 
establish a "rep" or reputation, a way to be "in. "122 According to Majors 
and Billson, being cool is a kind of public pose, a self-defense strategy as 
well as an evasion of responsibility. Style substitutes for substance, so that 
being unemployed with a criminal record, acting "loco" or deranged, and 
speaking in slurred obscenities are no obstacle but rather essential tech
niques for being cool. Majors and Billson are virtually anthropological in 
their account of the oppositional "bad nigger" archetype at work. 

African American gangs have their own rules and culture. They are consumed 

with symbols that identify and promote masculirle cultural display: distinctive 

handshakes, hairstyles, stance, walks, battle scars, turf wars, hand signals, lan

guage and nicknames. Clothirlg can signify solidarity: baseball caps, jackets, 

sweatsuits, bandannas, and leather sneakers. Use of certain colors or the wear

ing of gold chains can signify loyalty. Gang violence can be used to achieve 

symbolic gains: drive-by shootings, the placing of a black wreath on a person's 

door (serving notice that the gang wants to execute that person), or a Colom

bia Necktie displayed at the site of someone's death-a murder victim's 

throat is cut, and the tongue is pulled through the cut. 

Yet despite their nonjudgmental tone, the authors seem to recognize 
the pathological consequences of what they call the cool pose. "The sec
ond leading cause of death among young black males is accidents," Ma
jors and Billson write. "Many single-car fatalities are the result of 
aggressive, high-risk driving such as leaning-in-the-car, one-arm driving, 
and drag racing." Being cool can also entail heavy drug and alcohol use; 
statistics show that black males have far higher rates of addiction and al
cohol dependence than white males. 123 For all their social prestige, "bad 
niggers" often end up in jail, in the hospital, or in the morgue. 

Yet statistics and scholarly description do not convey what the culture 
of the "bad nigger" means on the street level. For this one has to turn to 
the real experts: members and former members of the black underclass. 
Some recent writings and statements by members of this group give a re
vealing look at what such a social posture entails. In his book The Ice 
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Opinion, subtitled "Who Gives a Fuck?", rapper Ice T describes the ghet
to as a kind of jungle: 

In the jungle, masculinity is at a premium. Anybody weaker than the next man 

will be victimized. In the 'hood, violence and even murder become something 

honorable. You've got this walk, this attitude, that says: Don't fuck with me. 

Everybody walks around looking at each other crazy.124 

Ice T contends that conventional learning is simply irrelevant to the life 
of the black underclass; consequently, communication often takes place in 
newly developed forms of sign language. 

You're given books to read and learn from about shit that just seems so far

fetched from what you are and what you know and how you live .... All these 

gangs have their own hand signals. A Hoover Crip would throw two fingers 

down and put another finger across, to look like an H. The Crips hold up a C. 

A Blood will make his fingers look like a B. Even the hand signals are intricate. 

They can tell each other to fuck off from one set to another by throwing up 

their hand signals. 

Although his financial success has enabled him to move away from the 
ghetto, Ice T continues to celebrate the ethos of the black underclass, in
forming blacks who move to the suburbs: "You can still be a homeboy. 
You can keep the same attitude once you start breaking out of the ghetto. 
I'm very proud I associate with convicts." He issues a resounding con
demnation of the system. "The ghetto is set up like a concentration camp . 
. . . The biggest criminals in this country aren't the street hustlers or the 
men behind bars. They are probably the small, nameless group of people 
who actually run this country." Looters and rioters, Ice T concludes, "look 
at the big stores as being the system, and the system owes them. They're 
saying: pay muthafucka." 

In his recent book Monster, Sanyika Shakur, a former Los Angeles gang 
member, offers candid reflections on the life of the black underclass, 
"armed and dangerous," as he describes it, "prowling the concrete jun
gle." He articulates an unconventional approach to the work ethic: "Work 
does not always constitute shooting someone, though this is the ultimate. 
Anything from spitting on someone to fighting-it's all work. And I was a 
hard worker." Monster's narrative is not always easy to follow because it 
uses the distinct vocabulary of the inner city, with passages such as, "We 
gon' kill yo' muthafuckin' ass in the mo'nin', crab. Fuck you slob-ass 
muthafucka, this is ET muthafuckin' G, fool." Yet it is impossible to mis-
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understand Monster's stark accounts of his comrades-in-arms boasting 

about their shootings: 

"So what's up with them niggas across the way? Y'all been droppin' boclies 

or what?" 

''Aw, nigga, I thought you knew!" said Li'l Crazy De. "Tell him Joker." 
"Monsta, we caught this fool the other night in the hood, writin' on the 

wall. Cuz, in the 'hood. Can you believe that shit? Anyway, we roll up on boy 

and ask him: Yo, what the fuck you doin'? Boy breaks and runs and ... " 

"I cut his ass down wit' a thirty-oh-six wit' a infrared scope!" interrupted 
Li'l De. ''Aw, Monsta, I fucked cuz up! He was all squirmin' and shit, suffer

ing' and stuff, so ... " 

"I put this," Joker said, pulling out a Colt 45 from his waistband. ''And Ka
boom! To the brain, you know. Couldn't stand to see the bitch-made mutha

fucka sufferin' and shit." 
''Who was he?" I said. 
"Shit, we ain't heard yet."I25 

In his new incarnation as a black Muslim, Sanyika Shakur has joined a 

group called the Republic of New Mrika. He has not eschewed violence; 

rather, he wants to mobilize blacks to direct their revolutionary violence 
against whites. Shakur's current agenda is to organize, as part of a repara

tions campaign, a forced Mrican American seizure and occupation of five 

states: South Carolina, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana. 
Shakur is so alienated from society that he calls whites ''Americans." He is 

confident that he has unmasked the basic problem facing his comrades in 

the ghetto. ''Although I was, like very other person of color on this planet, 
oppressed, I didn't know it." 

The life of hoodlums like Monster is vividly described by journalist 

Leon Bing in her book Do or Die. Bing offers further insight into the 

pathological behavior and rationalizations that have become common
place in the Mrican American underclass. Bing records and transcribes a 
typical conversation among young men. 

''What y'all call me, nigger?" 

"I'll kick you in yo' place, you call me that again!. Don't you never call me 
no bitch!" 

"How about I call you a click-eatin' ho?" 
"I'll kick the shit outta you, you think you so down, you click-eatin' little 

homo!"126 
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At times this rap-style repartee disintegrates into virtual incoherence: 

But/uck slobs. That's what he's sayin'. Right, Cuz? Yeeeeeeh. Regardless

fuck slobs, that's what we all sayin'. Fuck all snoops, nigger. Bang! Bang 

Mighty West Side Crip gang. Unnhhh! They busters and they all gonna die

fuck them niggers! 

Bing provides vignettes of underclass black culture by simply quoting 
its members' descriptions of their lifestyle. 

When I was younger I was a straight killer. They'd have me killin'-everythin'. 

And when you eleven years old and you get you a gun, you got to be a little 

shook up. Then you get used to it, no problem. You got to prove a lot when 

you first start, see. You gotta prove that you down. Then, like I said, you get 

used to it-it ain't no thing. 

My homeboys be doin' rapes. They'll just rape a girl, any girl, if she look good 

and she don't wanna kick in. Hey, if they want it bad enough, they gonna take 

it. All of them together. And beat on her too if she try to hold back. 

See, when you shoot someone, like with a 45 automatic, one that goes, pow

pow-pow, like that-br-r-r-r-r. Make a big hole. It look real nasty. Take they 

brain right out. Afterward, you might feel like you want to throw up. Like: 

Hey, I did this? Just sittin' there, watchin' somebody's brains come out. I saw 

it. Looked like oatmeal. 

We put him in the car and went over to a field and put a rope over that thing 

you hook a trailer on with. We tied him on it and drag him in the field. He got 

skinned up all bad, tore his scalp half off. Got all dirt and gravel and stuff 

stuck in the blood. Then we put him back in the car and drove him over to 

where one of the homies had two pit bulls in the back yard, and we threw him 
in there with them. Man, they chewed him up-big ole chunks of meat comin' 

off his arms and legs, blood pourin' out, and him just screaming and cryin' for 

us to take him on outta there. After we let him out the yard we made him 
kneel down and say stuff like: I'll suck your clicks. 

VIrtually without exception these morally anaesthetized muggers, drug 
pushers, and rapists refuse to consider themselves responsible for their 
behavior, placing the blame instead on whites and the government. Gang 
member G-Roc says: 

The big enemy is the system, this government. They say they want to help you, 

they say they are helping you, but then, really, they ain't doin' nothing but 
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killin' you off with words. The government don't want any of us to get no 

kinda good jobs. And that's based on the color of our skins. So you feel as 
though, well, I need money and I need it now. So you will go out and try to 
hurt whoever you can. The government plays a big part in why we kill our own 

kind. 

In a similar vein, gang leader Li'l Monster appears on ABC's Nightline 
and informs Ted Koppel that he is not surprised that Asians succeed while 
African Americans like him are targeted by the police. "Because when you 
get a foreigner, they can come to this country and step to a bank and get 
$20,000 with no problem, they can open a business anywhere they want 
to, you see what I'm saying? But now here I am, I can't even get a bank 
account, born and raised in America. "127 Recently an Omaha drug dealer 
explained his illegal activity as the understandable response to societal op
pression. "Society is set up so that black people can't get ahead. I'm not 
supposed to have the American dream and all that. I'm supposed to be in 
jail."128 Fight the Power. Tawana Told the Tiuth. No Justice, No Peace. 
Understand the Rage. This familiar rhetoric seems to have been picked 
up by black criminals and derelicts from the civil rights establishment and 
from mainstream African American intellectuals.129 

Bruce Wright, a retired New York judge, seems untroubled by gang 
lawlessness by his fellow African Americans, because they are simply vio
lating "a social contract that was not of their making in the first place." 
Wright focuses his outrage on societal neglect of education and prison 
conditions. "Prisoners complain that they are punished for breaking rules 
they never knew existed," Wright argues. He calls for prisons that provide 
"middle-class vacation comforts" such as tennis and computers. Of 
African American murderers and rapists he urges: "Let them have swim
ming pools, saunas and prisons without walls."130 

In Why Blacks Kill Blacks, Alvin Poussaint argues that "economic and 
psychological survival has often meant that blacks have had to participate 
in 'anti-social' acts." Rather than engage in "facile labelling," Poussaint ar
gues, we should learn "to distinguish deviant behavior from what is, in 
fact, different behavior." Poussaint blames white racism for making black 
life unlivable and black violence understandable. 

Reacting to the futility of his life, the individual derives an ultimate sense of 
power when he holds the fate of another human being in his hands .... Simi
larly, frustrated men may beat their wives and children in order to feel manly. 
Expectedly, these impulses are exaggerated in men who are hungry and with-
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out work. Violent acts and crime often become an outlet for a desperate man 
struggling against feelings of inferiority. Needless to say, black men often do 
not have access to legitimate means of making it in our society.l31 

Derrick Bell insists that black crime is a natural response to the fact 
that society simply doesn't care enough. ''Victimized themselves by an un
caring society, some blacks vent their rage on victims like themselves, 
thereby perpetuating the terror that whites once had to invoke directly."132 
For Bell, solutions are unlikely not because Mrican American criminals 
cannot change their behavior, but because whites don't want them to do 
so. Bell offers a scenario to explain why any cure for the problem of black 
crime would be against white interests. 

The Black Crime Cure drastically undermined the crime industry. Thousands 
of people lost jobs as police forces were reduced, court schedules cut back, 
and prisons closed. Manufacturers who provided weapons, uniforms and 
equipment of all forms to law enforcement agencies were brought to the brink 
of bankruptcy. Estimates of the dollar losses ran into the hundreds of millions 
of dollars.m 

As with mainstream black scholars, leading Mrican American politi
cians and civil rights activists have endorsed the activities of criminals and 
gang members. The alliance between hoodlums and mainstream civil 
rights activists came into public view after the Los Angeles riots, when 
Representative Maxine Waters brought gang leaders before the Congres
sional Black Caucus to denounce white racism and demand public fund
ing. Waters introduced three young men as "friends, brothers, who are 
leaders in my community." One of the three said he had been in prison for 
three years, another for ten years. The third, who did not reveal his prison 
record, told news photographers that together the three had probably 
killed about thirty people. ''We ask for jobs," these gang members com
plained, "yet when they bring us jobs, it's only 10 jobs, but there are 500 
gang members. "134 Former NMCP head Benjamin Chavis offered simi
lar credibility to gang leaders, who were invited by him to a "summit" 
where they declared "truces" and signed "peace treaties" like diplomats. 
Although the treaties turned out to be short-lived, Chavis announced at 
the time, "This summit has demystified who gang members are. It has 
shattered the stereotype that gang members are social deviants. They are 
some of the best members of society, who just need a chance and some 
encouragement. "135 
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RAP SHEETS 

All cultures have their characteristic forms of communication and artistic 
expression, which provide a revealing look at the group. Rap music con
veys the distinctive tone of the culture of young Mrican Americans. Many 
whites, especially young people, find rap music appealing because of its 
rebellious and anti-establishment themes. The renegade appeal of rap is 
suggested by the names of several groups: Above the Law, Arrested De
velopment, The Alkaholiks, Black Sheep, Criminal Nation, Convicts, 
Brokin English, Fat Joe Da Gangsta, Geto Boys, Jungle Brothers, 
Naughty by Nature, Niggers With Attitude, Poison Clan, Public Enemy. 
Titles of rap songs are similarly antisocial: "How I Could Just Kill a Man," 
"illegal Business," "I'm Your Pusher," "'freat Her Like a Prostitute" and 
"Fuck tha Police." Yet what for whites is nothing more than an in-your
face esthetic has far more serious consequences for blacks. Alice Walker 
recalls the way in which black men frequently address black women: 
"Hey, Brown Coat! Come here, Black Jacket! Hey, girl! Cutie! Won't 
speak, huh? What you need is a good fucking, bitch!" Walker adds, 
"These were all things addressed to me while attempting to get my shop
ping done in the past two days. "136 Linguist Geneva Smitherman in Black 
Talk has assembled a lexicon of distinctively Mrican American terms, 
many of them not found in traditional dictionaries, which provide a win
dow into life in urban black America. 

Bad: Good, excellent, great, fine. 

Bad Nigga: One who "doan take no shit from nobody." 

Bitch: A generic term for any female. 

Blue-eyed devil: A European-American. 

Drive-by: Shooting from a vehicle and then driving on. 

Gangsta: One who refuses to buckle under white norms. 

Glass dick: The pipe used to smoke crack. 

Go out: Die or be killed. 

Head hunter: A woman who performs sex for drugs. 

Ho: A generic reference to any female. 

Put a baby: To claim as father of your child one who is not. 

Rat pack: A group that gangs up to beat somebody up. 

Shit: Can refer to almost anything.m 

The debate about rap has focused on the conflict between inflammato
ry lyrics and cries of censorship. Critics of rap, such as film star Charlton 
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Heston, have pointed to songs such as Ice T's "Cop Killer" which de
scribe rape, arson, and the murder of policemen.138 Defenders of rap 
point out that rap music deserves to be protected as freedom of expres
sion. They also argue that some rap music is socially constructive, advo
cating parental responsibility and study; such lyrics do exist, but they are 
rare. Finally rap enthusiasts maintain that even at its earthy core, rap does 
not promote antisocial behavior; rather, it is a vivid and accurate reflec
tion of actual life in the inner-city. As Ice Cube puts it, "We call ourselves 
underground street reporters."139 Taking this claim at face value, let us ex
amine rap as a kind of mirror, providing a revealing portrait of the Mrican 
American underclass. Lawrence Stanley's book Rap: The Lyrics reveals the 
consistent rap themes of violence and sexual exploitation. One famous 
tune celebrates the joys of being a "menace to society," a vocation that in
cludes remorseless beatings and slayings '"cause sympathy is for the pa
thetic and the victim." A policeman, in the view of another song, is simply 
"a sucker in a uniform waitin' to get shot by me or another nigger." Even 
sadistic rape and necrophilia are presented in a positive light: 

Her body's beautiful so I'm thinkin' rape 
Shouldn't have had her curtains open so that's her fate. 

The rapper proceeds to give a gruesome account of how he "grabbed 
the bitch," then "slammed her down on the couch," drew his knife, and 
"commenced to fucking." The young girl's pleas went unheeded, fl.S the 
rapist "slit her throat and watched her shake till her eyes close[d]." At this 
point he "had sex with the corpse before [he] left her." Another consistent 
theme that surfaces in Rap: The Lyrics is the excuses given for violent and 
irresponsible behavior: 

The system is designed to lead us astray 
So we turn to guns and drugs for pay.140 

Although rappers sometimes present themselves as observers rather 
than participants in underclass black culture, several so-called "raptivists" 
have become public advocates for the values of their communities. Ice 
Cube has endorsed the Nation of Islam's Secret Relationship Between 
Blacks and Jews, and Professor Griff of Public Enemy accuses Jews of col
laborating with the South Mrican white supremacists to perform AIDS 
experiments on blacks. 141 Moreover, the highly publicized problems of 
leading rap stars suggest that for some rappers there is a fine line between 
rhetoric and action. Rapper Eazy-E, founder of the group Niggers Wtth 
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Attitude, boasted that he had fathered seven children by six different 
women; sadly, one of his sexual expeditions apparently resulted in his con
tracting AIDS, which took his life in April 1995. William Drayton, who 
goes by the name of Flavor Flav in the rap group Public Enemy, was ar
rested on weapons and attempted murder charges after allegedly shooting 
at a man he suspected was having sex with his girlfriend. Earlier Flav 
served time in jail for assaulting the same woman. Snoop Doggy Dog, an
other rapper, was recently charged with being an accessory to murder be
cause he was driving a car from which an associate fired shots that killed a 
Los Angeles man. And Tupac Shakur, whose publicity packet boasts of his 
"revolutionary credentials" and whose music celebrates violence against 
policemen, has been arrested several times on various charges: sexual 
abuse, assault with a baseball bat against a fellow rapper, and shooting 
two off-duty police officers. "We are who we are," Shakur candidly says. 
"It's beyond good and evil."l42 

It should surprise no one that young fans of rappers look to them as 
role models. Lol Hayes, a thirteen-year-old Harlem youth, told Newsweek 
that he viewed Tupac Shakur not as a felon but as a freedom fighter. 
"There ain't been nobody like him since Malcolm. He shot those white 
cops in Atlanta and didn't miss a step."143 Many mainstream black intel
lectuals and activists, although quick to condemn Rush Limbaugh and 
other talk-show hosts for incendiary rhetoric that allegedly provoked the 
Oklahoma bombing of a federal building, refuse to recognize that the 
ideas and example set by "gangsta rappers" also have consequences. In
stead of seeking to counter the cultural influence of rap, leading African 
American figures unabashedly condone and celebrate rap music as the 
embodiment of black authenticity. 

• Houston Baker in his book Black Studies, Rap and the Academy ar
gues that rap musicians are the "black poets of the contemporary urban 
scene." Baker credits them with being "the last voices in America talking 
bravely back and black."144 Informed that 2 Live Crew promotes "vile, ju
venile, puerile and misogynistic" lyrics that celebrate illegal drug use and 
violence, Baker remarks, 'Well, that's fine. I got nothing against that."145 

• For Cornel West, rappers are offering nothing less than "a subversive 
critique of society ... of the power structure as a whole." Indeed in West's 
view they are supposedly "part of a prophetic tradition."146 

• Michael Eric Dyson commends rappers as "urban griots" who 
should be credited with "refirling the art of oral communication" even as 
they "take delight in undermining 'correct' English usage."147 And rappers 
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return the compliment: Dyson's latest book contains a blurb from rapper 
Chuck D who praises Dyson as a "bad brother."148 

• Ishmael Reed praises barely literate youths badmouthing each 
other's mothers as a form of high art: '~ong come the rappers with a style 
that is sassy, militant, energetic, original and avant-garde. Some uptight 
folks find this difficult to deal with, just like their ideological ancestors, 
the Salem Puritans."l49 

• In Raising Black Children, James Comer and Alvin Po us saint draw on 
the insights of rap music to give parents the inside story on black cultural 
lingo: "Today the use of mother/ucker has so changed that some young 
blacks use it as a term of endearment and respect. The terms shit, bitch 
and nigger also serve as both epithets and expressions of endearment with
in sections of the black community."l50 

• Henry Louis Gates, Jr. defends the lyrics of the rap group 2 Live 
Crew not on legitimate First Amendment grounds, but on the more dubi
ous esthetic grounds that its music is "brilliant ... astonishing and refresh
ing ... exuberant hyperbole." For Gates, the group's "so-called obscenity" 
is comparable to Shakespeare's lyrics. "Many of the greatest classics of 
Western literature contain quote-unquote lewd words," Gates declares. 2 
Live Crew's "nursery rhymes" were "part of a venerable Western tradi
tion." At the same time, Gates pronounces the rap group part of a sophis
ticated Mrican literary tradition of "signifying" and says the group has 
earned its place "in the history of black culture."151 Unbelievably, Gates 
seems not to have listened to 2 Live Crew's homegrown version of Romeo 
and Juliet. The group hails the pleasurers of forced intercourse ("I'll break 
you down, and dick you long," "So we try real hard just to break the 
walls," "I'll bust your pussy, then break your backbone") and proceeds 
with a coarse and degrading sexual account that even Harvard libertines 
should find objectionable: 

Suck my dick, bitch, and make it puke 

Lick my ass up and down 

Lick it till your tongue tum doo-doo brown.l52 

UNMARRIED, WITH CHILDREN 

Perhaps the most serious of Mrican American pathologies-no less seri
ous than violence-is the routinization of illegitimacy as a way of life. The 
bastardization of black America is confirmed by the fact that nearly 70 
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percent of young black children born in the United States today are ille
gitimate, compared with 22 percent of white children.153 More than 50 
percent of black households are headed by women.154 Almost 95 percent 
of black teen mothers are unmarried, compared with 55 percent of their 
white peers. 155 illegitimacy and single-parent households are not exclusive 
characteristics of the black underclass: college-educated African Ameri
can women have children outside of marriage at a rate about seven to 
eight times higher than that of college-educated white women.156 The re
sult is what sociologist Andrew Cherlin terms an "almost complete separa
tion of marriage and childbearing among African Americans."157 

Whites too have a problem with illegitimacy, but to date the white 
norm remains the two-parent household. What is significant in the African 
American community is that illegitimacy is normalized, both statistically 
and morally. Studies have shown that "the black community is more toler
ant about births for unwed mothers than society at large."158 Yet as an
thropologist David Murray remarks, "No community can survive over the 
long term without the family as a viable institution." Murray argues that 
"marriage is a productive institution because it makes relatives out of 
strangers. It provides a matrix of support for children that no other struc
ture can provide." 

It is dangerous to euphemize the problem of broken families because it 
is connected with a range of other social pathologies. According to the 
Centers for Disease Control, the AIDS rate among African Americans is 
about three times higher than among the U.S. population overall, and 
more than 50 percent of children with AIDS are black.l59 Part of the rea
son for this is the common practice of poor black women exchanging sex 
for drugs. Robert Hampton writes that "sexual abuse, physical child 
abuse, and family violence are arguably among the most serious social 
problems in the black community."16° Richard Majors reports that wife 
abuse is four times more common among blacks than among whites, and 
that black men kill their wives at a higher rate than any other ethnic 
group.161 These interrelated pathologies are evident in the Robert Taylor 
Homes and Cabrini Green, the largest and second largest housing proj
ects in Chicago. William Julius Wtlson reports that in Robert Taylor 
Homes, with a virtually all-black population of twenty thousand, 90 per
cent of households are headed by women, and 81 percent are on welfare. 
Although less than 1 percent of Chicago's population lives in the project, 
residents commit about 10 percent of all assaults, rapes, and murders in 
the city. In Cabrini Green, with a population of fourteen thousand, once 



516 The End of Racism 

again the single-parent families numbered about 90 percent, and 70 per
cent were supported by welfare. Within a few weeks, Wilson counted ten 
murders and thirty-five woundings by gunshot in that project.162 

In an authoritative review, Single Mothers and Their Children, Irwin 
Garfinkel and Sara McLanahan show that single parenthood is closely 
correlated with, and contributes to, poverty and lack of opportunity. 
Garfinkel and McLanahan point out that mother-only families are five 
times more likely than two-parent families to be poor. Indeed, of all black 
families with children below the poverty line in 1991, 83 percent were sin
gle-parent households headed by a woman; only 13 percent were married
couple families. 163 Moreover, daughters of single parent families are more 
likely to have illegitimate children themselves. Garfinkel and McLanahan 
conclude, "The scientific evidence suggests that children who grow up in 
families headed by single mothers do worse as adults than children who 
grow up in families with two parents. "164 

As we have seen, high black illegitimacy rates cannot be blamed on 
slavery or segregation.165 For much of the twentieth century, Sidney Kro
nus reports, "The personal standards of conduct and behavior of the 
black middle class were modeled after the prevailing norms of the middle
class white community which stressed responsibility and the leading of the 
respectable life." 166 After remaining relatively stable for the first half of 
this century, the black illegitmacy rate seems to have reached a critical 
mass during the 1960s and simply exploded since then. Scholars continue 
to debate whether welfare causes illegitimacy. Garfinkel and McLanahan 
draw a cautious but sensible conclusion: "Increases in welfare benefits 
contributed to, but were not the major cause of, the growth of mother
only families." 167 Perhaps the best way of putting it is that welfare makes it 
possible for many young women who (for whatever reason) get pregnant 
to have their children and set up residence on their own. 

To understand illegitimacy in the black underclass, one must turn to the 
work of urban anthropologist Elijah Anderson, who--in his book Street
wise and other articles--describes the inner city in the same immersed and 
detailed way that some Western scholars portray tribes in distant lands. 
Walk through urban Mrican American neighborhoods, Anderson writes, 
and you will see young black men at intersections, boasting about their sex
ual exploits, laughing, and strutting. Another common sight is that of many 
pregnant young women with distended bellies, their youthful faces belying 
the fact that they are often close to delivering their second or third child. 
Thirty-two-year-old black grandmothers abound, and the status of great-
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grandmother is sometimes attained before the age of fifty. These women, 
Anderson argues, are the complicit agents of a highly reproductive culture 
of sexually rapacious black males. With some discomfort, we see that there 
is some truth to the historical stereotype of the black male stud, or, at least 
in the case of the black underclass, what used to be a stereotype now con
tains an ingredient of truth. 

These young men are "streetwise," in Anderson's term. "To be street
wise is to risk one's claim to decency, for decency is generally associated 
with being lame or square." Rejecting such conventional strategies of up
ward mobility such as getting a job, young men resort to a flourishing un
derground economy of drugs, alcohol, prostitution, mugging, carjacking, 
gambling, and other forms of criminal revenue. Within this culture, An
derson says, Mrican American males take pride in seducing women with 
extravagant but dishonest promises of commitment and marriage, getting 
them pregnant, then abandoning them contemptuously and repeating the 
process with another woman. "The girls have a dream," Anderson writes, 
"the boys a desire." The seduction begins with the "rap," Anderson says. 
Rap constitutes "the verbal element of the game," whose winnings are de
scribed as "hit and run" or "booty." Anderson writes that "the boys know 
what the girls want and play that role to get sex. To many boys, sexual con
quests become so many notches on one's belt." Young men who fail at 
booty-getting sex-are taunted by their peers as "bitches" and "sissies." 
Raising one's own children can also be viewed as being "pussy-whipped." 
Ruthless abandonment, sometimes accompanied by insult-"That baby 
ain't mine, bitch"-is regarded as the authentic black maneuver when a boy 
makes a girl pregnant. Such abuse-distinctive for its flagrancy and celebra
tion of cruelty-is part of a culture of what Anderson terms "immediate 
self-gratification." 

In most societies young men cannot readily impregnate and leave 
young women because these females are protected by their fathers and 
male relatives. In the black underclass, however, fathers are scarce and 
male relatives are either in prison or themselves responsible for producing 
illegitimate offspring with one or more women. Anderson points out that 
unmarried fathers typically do not provide for their children but frequent
ly use government support for the child to provide for themselves. The 
welfare economy, he argues, supplements the underground economy as a 
source of income for young black males. Indeed some youths speak of 
"mother's day," a reminder to visit their girlfriends because the welfare 
check has arrived. Anderson argues that the women, too, are using the 
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men although in a less blatant and irresponsible manner. The typical 
young woman does not seek children outside of marriage--on the con
trary, "she wants desperately to believe that if she becomes pregnant he 
will marry her or at least be more obligated to her." Many young black 
women frequently offer sex "as a gift in bargaining for the attentions of a 
young man." Yet once they become pregnant, they find that having illegiti
mate children "becomes a rite of passage to adulthood." Suddenly these 
sad young women have something that they can call their own, and "the 
teenage mother derives status from her baby." They become part of what 
Anderson calls the "baby club": many other similarly placed women wel
come the newcomer into their fold. "Becoming a mother," Anderson 
writes, "can seem to be a means to authority, maturity and respect." 

Welfare is not the reason for getting pregnant, Anderson insists. But it 
affords "a limited but steady income" which becomes the means for 
teenagers to escape the often painful circumstances of their own homes, 
and to establish their own single-family household "and at times attract 
other men who need money." Welfare even encourages young women to 
endorse the denial of their male sexual partner who does not want to 
claim paternity. "This incentive is the prospect of a check from the welfare 
office, which is much more dependable than the irregular support pay
ments of a sporadically employed youth." Because of the relative security 
and emancipation that illegitimate children can bring, Anderson argues 
that bastardy has--despite the condemnation of some churches-lost 
most of its earlier stigma and now become "socially acceptable."I68 

It is easy to appreciate the difficulties of young single girls raising their 
children with no sources of financial support except the government. Bro
ken homes reduce the chances for children to be socialized in an environ
ment that provides adequate attention, firm yet consistent discipline, and 
intellectual and social stimulation. All too often, such families degenerate 
into institutions of neglect, where shrieking and slapping is common and 
the child's mental development is virtually ignored. From a very early age, 
children learn about sex and drugs, and that violence is an acceptable way 
to resolve problems.169 Despite the scandalous pain generated by illegiti
macy in the underclass, leading Mrican American intellectuals abstain 
from criticizing and go so far as to revel in what they describe as another 
alternative lifestyle. 

• Julianne Malveaux is appalled that anyone would question the 
lifestyle of welfare mothers who live off taxpayers or seek to impose work 
requirements on them; she insists that "being on welfare is hard work."I70 
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• Bell Hooks contends that female-headed households are part of a 
tradition of "meaningful and productive lifestyles that do not conform to 
white societal norms."171 

• Alice Walker argues that single motherhood is an honorable vocation 
for Mrican Americans and the European tradition of marriage is obsolete 
and should be abolished.172 

• June Jordan says that it is a "heartless joke" to "blame the black fam
ily for not being white .... We have never been standard or predictable or 
stabilized in any normative sense." Jordan calls for a revival of Mrican kin
ship and extended family systems as a possible solution for the break
down of conventional marriage in the black community.173 

• Similarly Johnnetta Cole finds nothing wrong with single-parent fam
ilies. "The 'problem' with these households is that they are deprived of 
decent food, shelter, medical care, and education." Moreover, in Cole's 
view, if families abuse their children or if children take to crime and drugs, 
society is to blame. "Deprivation breeds frustration that can become so 
intense as to drive a mother to neglect or abuse her children, and propel a 
youngster into destructive and self-destructive behavior." Cole's solutions 
include exploring "a range of alternatives ... from a fairly permanent state 
of singleness to lesbianism to significant-othering."174 

• For Toni Morrison the problem is not that unmarried black women 
are getting pregnant, but that societal sexism refuses to acknowledge 
women as heads of households. Taking a cue from Margaret Mead, Mor
rison proposes an abandonment of societal restraints and a return to the 
elemental urge of nature. The ghetto is the new Samoa. 

The little nuclear family is a paradigm that just doesn't work. Why we are 

hanging onto it, I don't know. I don't think a female running a house is a 

problem. It's perceived as one because of the notion that a head is a man . 

. . . The child's not going to hurt the women. Who cares about the sched

ule? What is this business that you have to finish school at 18? The body is 

ready to have babies. Nature wants it done then. I want to take them all in 

my arms and say: Your baby is beautiful and so are you .... And when you 

want to be a brain surgeon, call me-l will take care of your baby.175 

TAKING RESPONSIBILITY 

As should be clear by now, the mainstream of black intellectuals simply re
fuses to criticize Mrican American pathologies or to seek internal reform. 
All that the scholars and activists of the civil rights establishment have to 
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offer is what may be termed excuse theory: an extensive literature offering 
literally hundreds of reasons for why external constraints make it impossi
ble for blacks to succeed. For William Julius Wtlson, black pathologies are 
the product (and not a contributory cause) of a lack of jobs: in Wtlson's 
view, blacks just happened to arrive in the cities around the time that un
skilled jobs were leaving.176 Douglas Massey and Nancy Denton argue 
that residential separation accounts for the formation and persistence of 
the underclass. 177 Bernard Boxill even argues that black pathologies 
should be classed as a cultural injury which entitles Mrican Americans to 
further subsidies from the government. 178 

One problem with this approach is that by emphasizing how poverty 
and deprivation cause crime and other pathologies, excuse theorists can
not explain why the majority of poor people remain law abiding. Another 
problem is that by focusing almost entirely on the cause of pathologies, 
excuse theorists offer no coherent vision about what to do about them. 
Since external factors are always to blame, these activists cannot do better 
than propose societal remedies like redoubled federal funding, more so
cial engineering, or a renewed campaign to root out white racism. In some 
cases government programs may help, yet none of them show much 
prospect of reducing the pathologies themselves. The reason for the 
moral paralysis of mainstream black intellectuals is that their relativist 
framework makes it impossible for them to identify black pathology with
out placing the onus for causing and remedying it on society at large. 

The "prophetic" philosophy of Cornel West illustrates the deficiencies 
of excuse theory. West eloquently describes black nihilism, spiritual de
spair, and self-destructive wantonness-"the eclipse of hope, the unprece
dented collapse of meaning, the incredible disregard for human life and 
property, and empty quest for pleasure, property and power."179 Yet his 
biblical-style pronouncements are promptly directed against two external 
groups: society in general and white racists in particular. "We indeed must 
criticize and condemn immoral acts of black people," West writes, "but 
we must do so cognizant of the circumstances into which people are born 
and under which they live."l80 This passage illustrates the basic incoher
ence of West's position: blacks are not responsible for their circum
stances, yet they should be criticized and condemned for engaging in 
behavior that is really someone else's fault. This is the Du Boisian prob
lem all over again. West, who consciously places himself in the tradition of 
DuBois, begins by seeking to reform black culture and ends up fulminat
ing about the inadequacies of American culture. West's solutions are a 



Uncle Tom's Dilemma 521 

quixotic combination of watered-down Marxism, radical feminism, and 
homosexual rights advocacy, none of which offers any realistic hope for 
ameliorating black pathologies.181 

The only people who are seriously confronting black cultural deficiencies 
and offering constructive proposals for dealing with them are members of a 
group we can call the reformers. 182 Many of them are conservatives such as 
Clarence Thomas, Colin Powell, Thomas Sowell, Glenn Loury, Shelby 
Steele, Alan Keyes, Walter Williams, Robert Woodson, John Sibley Butler, 
Stanley Crouch, Tony Brown, Anne Wortham, Elizabeth Wright, Ken 
Hamblin, and Armstrong Williams. Conservative thought can be found in 
two new magazines: Destiny, edited by Emanuel McLittle, and National 
Minority Politics, edited by Willie Richardson. Since the 1960s, black con
servatives have been a vox clamantis in deserto, a voice in the wilderness 
calling for the community to improve through self-help and entrepreneur
ship. For their efforts, these thinkers have received nothing but relentless 
abuse and virtual excommunication. Yet in the last few years the conserva
tives have been getting some credit for being farsighted in predicting the 
cultural crisis of the black community. Indeed some of their themes have 
been taken up by a group whose members would insistently describe 
themselves as liberals: Randall Kennedy, Orlando Patterson, Carol Swain, 
Arlthony Appiah, Gerald Early, Nancy Fitch, Stephen Carter, William 
Raspberry, Clarence Page, Juan Williams, Hugh Price, Michael Meyers, 
Hugh Pearson, Mark Mathabane, and Itabari Njeri. Of late these liberals 
have been under assault for adopting unorthodox positions and support
ing black conservatives like Clarence Thomas. 183 At a surface level, what 
unites both conservative and liberal reformers is the invective to which 
they are subjected. But at a deeper level, these groups are on the same 
side of the battle to oppose destructive and pathological trends. Arid their 
best hope is to strengthen the morale and expand the resources of thou
sands of inner-city pastors and school teachers, who are politically liberal 
but culturally conservative. Heretofore unknown and unrecognized, these 
figures are striving heroically to make the underclass not respectable but 
(a crucial difference) worthy of respect. 

The reformers stress three basic themes. The first is that while racism 
exists, it no longer controls the destiny of African Americans as a group, 
and it should not be used as a pretext for blacks to avoid dealing with their 
own problems. "I continue to experience racial indignities and slights," 
Shelby Steele writes. "Yet I have also come to realize that I have been more 
in charge of my fate than I always wanted to believe."184 Mark Mathabane, 
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a black South African who now lives in South Carolina, writes that during 
his speeches before African American groups "many people seem disap
pointed when I cannot relate harrowing stories of persecution at the hands 
of hooded Klansmen."185 Orlando Patterson writes: 

America, while still flawed in its race relations, is now the least racist white

majority society in the world; has a better record of legal protection of minori

ties than any other society, white or black; offers more opportunities to a 

greater number of black persons than any other society, including all of Africa; 

and has gone through a dramatic change in its attitudes toward miscegenation 

over the past 25 years.I86 

Hugh Price, the new president of the Urban League, argues that "we 
must not let ourselves and especially our children fall into the paranoid 
trap of thinking that racism accounts for all that plagues us."187 In a simi
lar vein, Colin Powell tells African American students, "Don't use racism 
as an excuse for your own shortcomings."188 Clarence Thomas warns 
young blacks that "unlike me, you must not only overcome the repressive
ness of racism, you must also overcome the lure of excuses."189 Stephen 
Carter writes that blacks should not feel too bitter about sometimes hav
ing to work harder than everyone else. "It would not be a bad thing at all 
for us as a race to develop as our defining characteristic: Oh, you know 
these black people, they always work twice as hard as everybody else. "190 

Thomas Sowell stresses the destructive effects of blaming omnipresent 
racism: "How are you going to tell a young black to work hard or study 
hard in order to get ahead, when many so-called black leaders are con
stantly telling him that everything is rigged against him?"191 William Rasp
berry writes: 

Racism has become our all-purpose explanation for every disadvantage. We 

spend precious resources, time, energy, imagination and political capital 

searching, always successfully, for evidence of racism, while our problems get 

worse .... The difference between us and Asian Americans is that our myth is 

that racism accounts for our shortcomings. Theirs is that their own efforts can 

make a difference, no matter what white people think.I92 

The second theme of the reformers is that black pathologies need to be 
boldly identified and squarely confronted. ''A group can never get cleaner 
over time," Thomas Sowell writes, "if the suggestion that it was ever dirty 
was only a figment of bigots' imaginations."193 Colin Powell tells black au
diences that "the worst kind of poverty is not economic poverty" but 
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rather "the poverty of values."194 Randall Kennedy urges that blacks show 
less solicitude for the rights of criminals and more concern for the rights 
of African Americans victimized by them. 195 Deploring the "exhibitionism 
of nonachievement" in which some black activists engage, Glenn Loury 
writes, "Further progress toward the attainment of equality depends most 
crucially at this juncture on the acknowledgment and rectification of the 
dysfunctional behaviors which plague black communities, and which so 
offend and threaten others."196 The irresponsible underclass male, Anne 
Wortham writes, wants freedom but "the only way he can obtain it is by 
force and destruction . . . the freedom he seeks is freedom from the 
judgement of others."197 Orlando Patterson writes: 

Black American ethnicity has encouraged the intellectual reinforcement of as

pects of black life that are just plain rotten. The street culture of petty crime, 

drug addiction, paternal irresponsibility, whoring, pimping, and superfly inani

ty, all of which damage and destroy fellow blacks, instead of being condemned 

by black ethnic leaders has, until recently, been hailed as the embodiment of 

black soul. 198 

Third, the reformers are skeptical of the capacity of external sources 
such as the government to address black pathologies; rather, they argue, 
the primary initiative should come from the pursuit of excellence and en
trepreneurship within the black community. "Enforcement of civil rights 
can assure us only a place at the starting gate," William Raspberry writes. 
''What is required for victory is that we run like hell. "199 Although a sup
porter of moderate forms of affirmative action as a remedy for existing 
forms of white nepotism, Randall Kennedy argues that blacks should seek 
the strict enforcement of meritocratic standards for all groups.200 Shelby 
Steele puts it more bluntly, "Representation can be manufactured. Devel
opment is always hard-earned."20l 

Voicing a bold criticism of the civil rights establishment as ideologically 
resistant to cultural reform, Stanley Crouch inveighs against the unpro
ductive "tantrum politics" of the race merchants.202 Michael Meyers says 
that mainstream civil rights institutions "have become moribund, dysfunc
tional and self-destructive" and warns that many black leaders have em
braced the principles of the racists-in his words, they "really do believe 
that skin color determines personality, culture and even intelligence."203 
Juan Williams alleges that some African American leaders exploit the issue 
of racism for monetary gain, fueling "the idea that blacks can be bought 
and that the civil rights movement is for sale. "204 Clarence Page urges that 
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groups such as the NAACP "move on to new strategies to revive inner
city economies, educate our young, fight street crime and empower em
battled parents in low-income households."205 

"No people can be genuinely free," Glenn Loury writes, "so long as 
they look to others for their deliverance." Loury argues that self-help is 
not a substitute but a prerequisite for assistance from society, because 
people are more disposed to help groups that are doing for themselves.206 

Tony Brown argues that Mrican Americans need to come together as a 
group to develop institutions that promote entrepreneurship and self
help. 'We have conducted the most successful economic boycott in histo
ry-against ourselves. "207 Alan Keyes emphasizes moral renewal and the 
need to strengthen the black church and the black family.208 Orlando Pat
terson writes, ''As long as Mrican Americans remained outsiders, we were 
forced to concentrate on the central issue of getting in and, in the process, 
to downplay the many problems that beset us. I think the time has now 
come to confront those problems squarely. "209 Stanley Crouch says it in 
the simplest way possible, "The values of civilized behavior must be 
reestablished. "210 

Uncle Tom's dilemma becomes apparent. During the days of slavery 
and segregation Uncle Tom recognized the cultural superiority of his op
pressor, even as he accommodated himself to the system of oppression. 
Thus Uncle Tom became a figure who could be understood but not ad
mired. Instead, the oppositional culture of the "bad nigger" became nor
mative for the black community. But now the historical meaning of these 
terms is obsolete. In today's America, where the slavemasters and segre
gationists are gone and blacks enjoy the same legal status as whites, the 
"bad nigger" and his oppositional culture have become a menace to 
Mrican Americans and the larger society. By contrast, the Mrican Ameri
can reformers who are derided as contemporary Uncle Toms are the true 
civilizational forces in the black community. In the success of their efforts 
lies our hope. 
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THE END OF RACISM 

A New Vision for a Multiracial Society 

Race consciousness is a deadly explosive on the tongues of men. 

-Zora Neale Hurston1 

This book has traced the origins of racism as a modem doctrine of the supe
riority of Western civilization. It has also documented the twentieth-century 
rise of liberal antiracism, which uses the ideology of cultural relativism-the 
presumed equality of all cultures-to debunk the old racist hierarchy. As we 
have seen, cultural relativism is the source of the legal doctrine of propor
tional representation, as well as of the educational ideology of multicultural
ism. The unquestioned assumption of contemporary liberalism is that racism 
is responsible for black failure, and that given the persistence of racism in so
ciety, there is no alternative to institutionalizing race as the basis of job hiring, 
voting, law, and education. This study has sought to demonstrate the intellec
tual and moral bankruptcy of this form of liberalism. 

Racism undoubtedly exists, but it no longer has the power to thwart 
blacks or any other group in achieving their economic, political, and social 
aspirations. It cannot be denied that African Americans suffer slights in 
terms of taxidrivers who pass them by, pedestrians who treat them as a se
curity risk, banks that are reluctant to invest in black neighborhoods, and 
other forms of continued discrimination. Some of this discrimination is ir-

525 
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rational, motivated by bigotry or faulty generalization. Much of it, as we 
have seen, is behavior that is rational from the point of view of the discrim
inator and at the same time harmful for black individuals who do not con
form to the behavioral pattern of their peers. Such incidents undoubtedly 
cause pain, and invite legitimate public sympathy and concern. But they do 
not explain why blacks as a group do worse than other groups in getting 
into selective colleges, performing well on tests, gaining access to reward
ing jobs and professions, starting and successfully operating independent 
businesses, and maintaining productive and cohesive communities. 

Racism cannot explain most of the contemporary hardships faced by 
African Americans, even if some of them had their historical roots in op
pression. Activists like Derrick Bell may deny it, but America today is not 
the same place that it was a generation ago. African Americans now live in 
a country where a black man, Colin Powell, who three decades ago could 
not be served a hamburger in many Southern restaurants, became chair
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; where an African American, Douglas 
Wilder, was elected governor of VIrginia, the heart of the Confederacy; 
where a former Dixiecrat like Senator Strom Thurmond supported the 
nomination of Clarence Thomas, a black man married to a white woman, 
for the Supreme Court; and where an interracial jury convicted Byron De 
La Beckwith for killing civil rights activist Medgar Evers a generation 
after two all-white juries acquitted him. 

Many scholars and civil rights activists continue to blame racism for 
African American problems; yet if white racism controls the destiny of 
blacks today, how has one segment of the black community prospered so 
much over the past generation, while the condition of the black under
class has deteriorated? Since black women and black men are equally ex
posed to white bigotry, why are black women competitive with white 
women in the workplace, while black men lag behind all other groups? In 
major cities in which blacks dominate the institutions of government, is it 
realistic to assume that white racism is the main cause of crime, delin
quency, and dilapidation? It also is not at all clear how racism could pre
vent the children of middle-class blacks from performing as well as whites 
and Asians on tests of mathematical and logical reasoning. Black patholo
gies such as illegitimacy, dependency, and crime are far more serious today 
than in the past, when racism was indisputably more potent and perva
sive. "No one who supports the contemporary racism thesis," William 
Julius Wilson acknowledges, "has provided adequate or convincing an
swers to these questions."2 
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Even if racism were to disappear overnight, the worst problems facing 
black America would persist. Single parenthood and welfare dependency 
among the black underclass would not cease. Crack and AIDS would con
tinue to ravage black communities. The black crime rate, with its dispro
portionate impact on Mrican American communities, would still extract a 
terrible toll.3 Indeed drugs and black-on-black crime kill more blacks in a 
year than all the lynchings in U.S. history. Racism is hardly the most serious 
problem facing Mrican Americans in the United States today. Their main 
challenge is a civilizational breakdown that stretches across class lines but 
is especially concentrated in the black underclass. At every socioeconomic 
level, blacks are uncompetitive on those measures of achievement that are 
essential to modem industrial society. Many middle-class Mrican Ameri
cans are, by their own account, distorted in their social relations by the 
consuming passion of black rage. And nothing strengthens racism in this 
country more than the behavior of the Mrican American underclass, which 
flagrantly violates and scandalizes basic codes of responsibility, decency, 
and civility. As far as many blacks are concerned, as E. Franklin Frazier 
once wrote, "The travail of civilization is not yet ended."4 

Racism began in the West as a biological explanation for a large gap of 
civilizational development separating blacks from whites. Today racism is 
reinforced and made plausible by the reemergence of that gap within the 
United States. For many whites the criminal and irresponsible black un
derclass represents a revival of barbarism in the midst of Western civiliza
tion. If this is true, the best way to eradicate beliefs in black inferiority is 
to remove their empirical basis. As Mrican American scholars Jeff 
Howard and Ray Hammond argue, if blacks as a group can show that 
they are capable of performing competitively in schools and the work 
force, and exercising both the rights and the responsibilities of American 
citizenship, then racism will be deprived of its foundation in experience.5 

If blacks can close the civilization gap, the race problem in this country is 
likely to become insignificant. Mrican Americans in particular and society 
in general have the daunting mission to address the serious internal prob
lems within black culture. That is the best antiracism now. 

In private, some activists like Jesse Jackson will tentatively acknowl
edge black pathologies. Yet it is difficult for liberal whites and mainstream 
black leaders to confront these problems publicly because of the deep
rooted ideology of cultural relativism. If all cultures are equal, on what 
grounds can the standards of mainstream society be applied to evaluate 
the performance and conduct of Mrican Americans? If such standards are 
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entirely relative and culture-bound, on what basis can blacks who are pro
ductive and law-abiding establish valid norms for blacks who are not? As 
Elijah Anderson argues, the inner city is characterized by two rival cul
tures: a hegemonic culture of pathology and a besieged culture of decen
cy. By refusing to acknowledge that one culture is better than another-by 
erasing the distinction between barbarism and civilization-cultural rela
tivism cruelly inhibits the nation from identifying and working to amelio
rate pathologies that are destroying the life chances of millions of African 
Americans. Thus we arrive at a singular irony: cultural relativism, once the 
instrument of racial emancipation for blacks, has now become an obstacle 
to confronting real problems that cannot be avoided. One may say that 
today the most formidable ideological barrier facing blacks is not racism 
but antiracism. 

RETI-IINKING RELATIVISM 

As we have seen, liberals in the twentieth century embraced relativism be
cause it offered a basis for affirming and working to secure racial equality. 
Undoubtedly the relativist proclamation of the equality of all cultures pro
vided liberals with a powerful rationale to reject the classic racist assertion 
of white civilizational superiority. But as often happens, the solution to an 
old problem becomes the source of a new one. Relativism has now impris
oned liberals in an iron cage that prevents them from acknowledging 
black pathology, makes it impossible for them to support policies that up
hold any standard of responsibility, and compels them to blame every 
problem faced by blacks on white racism or its institutional legacy. This 
explains the interminable liberal rhetoric about the "root causes" of 
poverty, the "bitter hoax" of the American dream, the mysterious disap
pearance of "meaningful" jobs, the prospect of a "resurgence" of "hate," 
the danger of "imposing one's morality," the need to avoid "code words," 
and how we should all "understand the rage." Pondering what he con
cedes are the shocking behavior patterns of the black underclass, colum
nist Michael Massing can only ask, "what has driven these people to 
engage in such excesses?"6 By denying that blacks can fail on their own, 
cultural relativism denies them the possibility of achieving success. Seek
ing to cover up black failure, relativism suppresses cultural autonomy, re
fusing to grant blacks control over their destiny. 

Modern liberals are well aware of the differences in academic achieve
ment, economic performance, family structure, and crime rates between 
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blacks and other groups. Given that these differences persist at all socio
economic levels, there are three possible explanations: genes, culture, and 
racial discrimination (or some combination of these factors). Since many 
liberals are committed to the precept that all cultures are or should be 
equal, it follows that observable group differences are the product of ei
ther discrimination or genes. If discrimination cannot fully explain why 
blacks do not perform as well as whites on various measures of perfor
mance, then the conclusion cannot be escaped: according to the liberal 
paradigm, blacks must be genetically inferior. Arthur Jensen and Charles 
Murray wait in the wings. 

Since relativism makes it impossible for liberals to confront the issue of 
black cultural pathology-to do so is seen as "blaming the victim" -the 
desire to avoid a genetic explanation forces liberals to blame group differ
ences on racism. At first glance it seems difficult, if not impossible, to 
argue that Mrican Americans as a group perform substantially worse in in
tellectual and economic ventures than whites and Asians of similar back
ground because they are passed up by racist cabdrivers or because 
shopkeepers follow them around in stores. Yet despite their absurdity, 
such suggestions are required by a liberal ideology that requires white 
racism to explain black failure. If racism cannot be located in individuals, 
it must be diagnosed in institutional structures. The charge of racism be
comes a kind of incantation intended to ward off the demons of black in
feriority. It offers a bewitched understanding that makes nonsense of 
everyday perception and empirical reality by alleging the subtle workings 
of unfriendly ghosts. In this Ptolemaic universe, the idea of racism serves 
the function of corrective epicycles that need to be invoked constantly to 
preserve the liberal edifice of cultural relativism and liberal confidence in 
black capacity. Raising the question of "why so many young men are en
gaging in what amounts to self-inflicted genocide," Andrew Hacker pro
vides the prescribed answer. "It is white America that has made being 
black so disconsolate an estate. "7 

Thus begins the liberal project to offer an elaborate and shifting ration
ale for black incapacity. If Mrican Americans do not do well on tests, that 
is because the tests are biased, and because white society has deprived 
them of the necessary skills. If they drop out of school, they have been 
driven out by racism which injures black self-esteem. If they have illegiti
mate children, this is because society refuses to provide black males with 
steady jobs. If they are convicted of a disproportionate number of violent 
crimes, this is because the police, judges, and juries are racist. Those who 
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have committed crimes have been pressured to do so by undeserved eco
nomic hardship. Riots are automatically attributed to legitimate outbursts 
of black rage. In short, the liberal position on black failure can be reduced 
to a single implausible slogan: Just say racism. Yet liberals recognize that 
old forms of segregation and overt discrimination have greatly eroded, so 
where is this racism that is supposedly holding African Americans back at 
every juncture? Bull Connor does not serve in the Princeton admissions 
office, where he keeps blacks out with hoses and dogs; Bull Connor is 
dead. The main obstacle to more blacks getting into Princeton is the uni
versity's selective admissions standards. Consequently many liberals find 
that they must now treat merit itself as a mere cover for racism. In case 
after case, liberals are destroying legitimate institutions and practices in 
order to conceal the embarrassing reality of black failure. 

In the view of its founders, such as Locke, liberalism is a philosophy 
that seeks to establish fair rules so that people with different interests 
have the freedom to pursue their goals within a framework of state neu
trality. In modern liberal society, democratic elections, free markets, and 
civil liberties are all instruments that aim at maximizing freedom without 
dictating results. Liberalism does not tell you who to vote for, what to buy, 
or how to exercise your freedom of religion and speech. Liberal proce
dures such as the jury system and the presumption of innocence are in
tended to secure basic rights. Yet in order to compel the relativist 
outcome of substantive racial equality, liberals are forced to subvert these 
very principles. The easiest way to ensure that more blacks enter selective 
colleges and receive well-paying jobs is to lower admissions and hiring 
standards. H companies prove recalcitrant, the civil rights laws invert the 
premise of Western justice and treat defendants who fail to hire a propor
tional number of blacks as "guilty until proven innocent." In order to en
sure that blacks are elected to represent blacks, voting districts are drawn 
in such a way as to virtually foreordain the result. In some cases, free 
speech is subordinated to the goals of sensitivity and diversity, as in so
called hate speech and hate crimes laws. At every stage, fundamental lib
eral principles are being sacrificed at the altar of cultural relativism. In its 
fanatical commitment to the relativist ideology of group equality, liberal
ism is inexorably destroying itself. 

In the 1960s, many liberals supported civil rights because of a deep 
confidence in color-blind rules that would give blacks a fair chance to 
compete on their merits. The results of the last few decades have eroded 
this faith, so that now many of these same white liberals mainly produce 
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alibis for black failure. These apologies take on a ritualistic and sometimes 
comic aspect, and there is some question about whether they are even be
lieved by their advocates. Shelby Steele points out that many of the same 
activists who offer extensive arguments for why grades and standardized 
aptitude and achievement tests are meaningless nevertheless demonstrate 
intense private concern about how their own sons and daughters do on 
such measures of performance. If this double standard exists, it shows 
that many activists don't want to get rid of standards altogether, they want 
to get rid of standards for blacks. Eventually such self-deception becomes 
corrosive; many liberals may cease to believe in their own ingenious ex
cuses and become like lawyers who suspect, finally, that their client may 
be guilty. Indeed before the moral tribunal of liberalism, blacks seem to 
stand publicly exculpated but privately convicted. White liberals do not 
want blacks to fail but many seem to behave as though, in every competi
tion that is not rigged, they expect them to do so. Moreover, the routine 
abridgment of standards for blacks makes it more likely that blacks will 
fail at tasks for which they are inadequately prepared. Liberalism, which 
began as an ideology of equal rights, has degenerated into the paternalism 
of rigged results. 

While contemporary liberalism destroys its principles, it clears the 
pathway for various species of illiberalism. Ironically liberalism which has 
for much of this century been the ideology of antiracism is now establish
ing the foundation for a new racism, black and white. Today's invocations 
of white power are based upon an appeal to cultural integrity and racial 
pride; on what grounds can liberal relativists criticize groups like Jared 
Taylor's "American Renaissance" which assert the right to defend their 
own cultural norms? Similarly white liberals find it difficult to condemn 
Afrocentric extremism and black racism because those ideologies are also 
constructed on the foundation of Boasian relativism. Instead, all the 
threats and actions of black racists must be blamed on societal racism or 
on liberalism itself: "Look what we made them do."8 Not only does liberal 
relativism legitimate white and black racism, but it also concedes the high 
ground to the forces of bigotry: white racists become the unchallenged 
custodians of Western civilization, and black racists become the most 
clear-eyed diagnosticians of our social problems. 

By denying civilizational standards, liberal relativism performs the 
philosophical spadework that permits irresponsible behavior to flourish 
without public accountability. This is not merely an African American 
problem; it is a national problem. The American crime rate has risen dra-
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matically over the past few decades, and juvenile homicide has reached 
catastrophic proportions. Alarming numbers of high school students use 
drugs, get pregnant, or carry weapons to class. And as many observers 
have pointed out, the white illegitimacy rate today is approximately the 
same as the African American rate when Daniel Patrick Moynihan wrote 
his report on the black family in the mid-1960s. Cultural relativism now 
prevents liberals from publicly asserting and enforcing civilizational stan
dards for everyone, not just for African Americans. 

This is the phenomenon that Moynihan terms "defining deviancy 
down": in contemporary rhetoric, deviant and pathological behavior such 
as high crime rates and illegitimacy become socially acceptable. Converse
ly, as Charles Krauthammer points out, traditional institutions such as het
erosexual courtship and the family are treated as deviant settings for 
sexual abuse and domestic violence.9 In a moral inversion, the normal be
comes abnormal and vice versa. We have gone from civil rights to uncivil 
liberties-the liberty to abuse freedom and then claim entitlement. As 
Gertrude Himmelfarb argues, liberal demoralization is a direct result of 
the denial of moral and civilizational norms.1° Consider this: if all welfare 
recipients were white, most liberals would probably support legal mea
sures that make benefits contingent upon responsible behavior. But since 
a disproportionate number of welfare mothers are black, many liberals are 
ideologically compelled to resist any serious proposals that link benefits to 
work or accountability. The liberal line is summarized by columnist Judy 
Mann, who terms illegitimacy "a moralistic word" and condemns welfare 
restrictions and work requirements as part of "a war against poor women 
whose misfortune has been to have children they can't support."11 It is not 
irresponsible behavior, but the attempt to point it out and discourage it, 
that invites liberal condemnation. The logic of this argument suggests that 
since African Americans cannot be held responsible, no one can be. 

It is time for well-meaning liberals to reconsider their allegiance to rela
tivism. The doctrine that all cultures are equal, the intellectual foundation 
of liberal antiracism, was functional and useful in its day. But now rela
tivism has become a kind of virus, attacking the immune systems of insti
tutional legitimacy and public decency, and preventing Americans from 
confronting a civilizational crisis that affects all groups although it is most 
concentrated among poor blacks. John Dewey once wrote that the test of 
political doctrines is whether they are "socially beneficial or harmful." Rel
ativism should at least be abandoned on pragmatic grounds-it no longer 
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works for us. Like elements of black culture, relativism has become dys
functional in a new environment and a new era. 

Yet it is not enough for liberals to reject relativism and return to a phi
losophy of individual rights. When the American founders articulated 
their vision of rights they took for granted a moral fabric that is now badly 
lacerated. American society in general, and black culture in particular, 
cannot be reconstructed on a liberal foundation of rights without also re
covering an older language and ethic of responsibility. What liberals 
should consider now is a return to the classical conception of natural 
rights, and the distinction made by the ancient Greeks between civiliza
tion and barbarism. This is a proposal, we may say, to "turn back the 
clock" not to the 1950s but to the fifth century B.C. 

Since the Boasian revolution, talk of "civilization" is scandalous to many 
liberals because they associate the term with the mission civilisatrice of colo
nialism and with the most arrogant claims of white racism. The concepts of 
"nature" and "civilization," like most good ideas, have been abused in the 
past; as we have seen, they provided a justification for bigotry and oppres
sion. Western technological superiority supplied the means not only for the 
conquest of nature but also for the conquest of other human beings. Since 
modernity is largely Western, the advance of modern science provided a ra
tionale for the racist view that only whites were suited to civilization; other 
peoples were members of a lower natural order, if their humanity was 
granted at all. Yet the Greek understanding of nature and civilization is not 
exclusively Western, and it does not rely on scientific or technological supe
riority. The Greeks offer an idea of civilization that is free of racist over
tones, one that is vitally needed in America today. 

The Greeks did not use the term "civilization," which is modern. 
Rather, they spoke of the polis. The Greeks were fiercely attached to their 
polis, because they viewed civilization as a fragile phenomenon which 
could not be taken for granted. Civilized people are held together by a 
common understanding of virtue and depravity, of greatness and degrada
tion. As we have seen, the Greeks were ethnocentric: they showed a pref
erence for their own. Such tribalism they would have regarded as natural, 
and indeed we now know that it is universal. In some situations an in
stinctive ethnocentrism is inevitable, as when one's society is under exter
nal armed attack and one must rally to its defense. l.et the Greeks also 
understood that ethnocentrism can be narrow and blinding, as when we 
automatically assume that our own customs and beliefs are necessarily the 
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best or the true ones. The investigations of Socrates were devoted to an 
interrogation of conventional mores and assumptions, in order to discover 
a transcendent way of life that realizes what is best in human nature. 

As we have seen, the Greeks acknowledged physical differences and 
even joked about them. They did not, however, attach any significance to 
race. The Greeks had no quarrel with the concept of superior and inferior 
cultures, but they did not link such differences to biology. In the Aris
totelian tradition, the line between civilization and barbarism is not racial; 
it runs through every human being. Barbarism represents the natural and 
untutored state. Civilization is not inborn but acquired through dedica
tion and effort, aimed at taming our savage impulses through various 
higher attachments, and at the formation of a discriminating mind and 
the cultivation of taste. The Greek view of civilization was aristocratic, in 
that it implied a hierarchy of excellence and achievement, but it was also 
egalitarian, in that the possibility of the civilized life is in principle open to 
all. In modern parlance, the Greeks acknowledged the multiplicity of 
races but affirmed civilization as a universal human possibility. 

The modern assumption is that the antithesis of a relativist is an abso
lutist. The Greeks found a way to escape this false dichotomy. Aristotle 
was neither a relativist nor an absolutist. In Aristotle's view absolutism is 
against nature because it is an effort to establish tyrannical rule over it
to remake human beings. Absolutism shares with relativism a false belief 
in the complete plasticity of human nature. Aristotle held that human na
ture imposes limits on freedom. Aristotle might have agreed that science 
has taught modern man to conquer nature, an achievement for which he 
would have displayed only qualified enthusiasm. At the same time, he 
would have denied that human nature can be similarly conquered-at 
least not without the destruction of humanity. Whatever the achievements 
of technology, it is unlikely to abolish selfishness or envy. Material progress 
does not entail moral progress. The limits that the ancients envisioned in 
human nature are fully consistent with the findings of modern biology. 

Aristotle parted with modern science, however, in his conviction that 
human beings have a shared nature which was not merely physical but also 
moral. For Aristotle, man was the "beast with the red cheeks," capable of 
placing himself under ethical judgment and thus capable of shame. Aristo
tle's conception of virtue was rational and practical: good actions were sim
ply those which were "in accordance with nature," actions that promoted 
eudaimonia or happiness. For the Greeks, the purpose of society was to 
cultivate good citizens. They did not speak of "values" but of "virtues," yet 
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their term arete means something closer to "excellence." Aristotle under
stood arete not as theological virtue-he was no early incarnation of Pat 
Robertson-but as those human qualities like courage, magnanimity, and 
prudence which make possible an honorable and happy life. Aristotle un
derstood that virtues are transmitted through law and through education, 
mainly through the device of repetition or habit. Eventually, learned prac
tice becomes "second nature." Central to Aristotle's thought is the distinc
tion between sophia (wisdom) andphronesis (practical wisdom), because it 
suggests that while the nature or end of man is fixed, right actions are not 
simply general laws but determined in the context of given situations. For 
Aristotle, pragmatism was not an end but a means to an end. The classical 
virtues of prudence and moderation help to chart a middle course between 
the twin excesses of relativism and absolutism. 

Modern liberal society was founded in resistance to the classical vision, 
as a preferable alternative to it. Unlike the Greeks, we speak the language 
of rights rather than duty. In its original conception liberalism is radically 
individualistic; it detaches man from society in order to discover rights 
that human beings enjoy in the "state of nature." As Locke and Hobbes 
have it, man enters into a social contract in which he exchanges his natural 
rights for civil rights. The American principle of limited government is 
largely based on this modern understanding. It emphasizes freedom, 
rather than virtue, as the highest political good. The great achievement of 
liberal democracy is to recognize that civilization and virtue cannot be co
erced; wisdom must be vindicated by consent. The great weakness of this 
system is its tendency to reduce virtue to consent, or to deny its existence. 
Thus, as Plato understood, liberal democracy is peculiarly vulnerable to 
relativism. 

We cannot literally return to the past, but we can learn from the past. 
America is currently experiencing what is called a culture war, but what is 
more accurately termed a civilizational crisis. This crisis arises out of the 
breakdown of the compromise between the Judea-Christian ethic and lib
eral democracy, between the old world and the new. Tocqueville, who ap
preciated the blessings of free and democratic societies, also understood 
that they required a continual replenishment of moral capital from the 
deeper springs of the ancien regime. The old world, of course, is the world 
of Athens and Jerusalem, of natural reason and revealed religion. Despite 
the long-standing dispute between the philosophers and the poets (or 
priests) about theology, there is a general agreement between Athens and 
Jerusalem about morality. Morality refers to what is loosely called the 
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Judea-Christian ethic, but what is more accurately described as the ethical 
norms without which contemporary civilized life in the West becomes dif
ficult, if not impossible. 

Absent a major religious revival-a prospect not entirely out of the 
question-it seems pointless to argue for the social desirability of a return 
to God. (No one embraces theology for the sake of public utility.) But it is 
time for liberals to recover a public ethic of responsibility which Christians 
derive from religion, yet which can also be derived-as the Greeks de
rived it-from nature. A healthy modern society seeks to combine the lib
eral doctrine of rights with a conservative ethic of accountability. Here is 
the meeting ground between sensible liberals and conservatives: conserv
atives agree to conserve the liberal doctrine of rights, while liberals agree 
to respect the conservative insistence on social responsibility and civic 
virtue. By recovering the Greek and Christian notion of a "common 
good" that transcends our particular interests, we can restore a public 
ethic that integrates rights and duties, so that freedom does not degener
ate into license, and civilization into barbarism. 

The purpose of this discussion is to suggest a new philosophic ground 
for public policy. What it means, in practical terms, is that Americans 
should work toward a system of laws which recognizes natural rights and 
expands opportunity, but in return expects responsible and productive be
havior from its citizens. In private, people should have maximum liberty 
to pursue their competing visions of happiness, but in the public sphere, 
people should be held to the high standards of democratic citizenship. If 
all persons and groups are equally capable of exercising rights, they should 
be equally accountable for how those rights are exercised. Democratic cit
izenship means that people govern themselves in both senses of the term: 
they are expected both to exercise the responsibility of collective self-rule, 
and to regulate their own aggressive and vicious impulses so that they do 
not trespass on the rights of others. Democracy, more than other forms of 
government, permits self-expression; also more than other forms of gov
ernment, democracy requires self-restraint. 12 

Today there is a great deal of talk about the "new citizenship," but the 
concept is vague. We can give it content by insisting that the instruments 
of policy (such as outlawing certain forms of behavior, providing incen
tives and disincentives through regulation and the tax code, and public 
exhortation) be used to promote decent and productive habits of behav
ior that are necessary for modern American civilization to endure. In Re
thinking Social Policy, Christopher Jencks specifies three principles that 
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constitute the basic minimum of an American civilizational code: working 
men are generally expected to keep steady jobs; women should not bear 
illegitimate children they cannot support; and everyone should refrain 
from violence. 13 Meeting these three criteria hardly establishes that one is 
civilized, yet no society can thrive when these norms are systematically vi
olated. Insisting upon them is a prerequisite to civilizational renewal. 

We hear many new proposals for how to address such glaring social 
problems as crime and dependency. One proposal is for criminals to pay 
mandatory restitution to those they have wronged; if they lack the re
sources, they should be required to do physical labor. A second proposal 
is to hold parents partly responsible for the crimes of their minor-age chil
dren. A third is to limit welfare benefits for mothers who continue to have 
children while on welfare. A fourth is to insist that teenage welfare moth
ers take up education, training, or work. A fifth is to strengthen paternity 
and child support laws. A sixth is to modify the tax code to strengthen 
rather than penalize two-parent families. Which of these proposals should 
be enacted? All of them. This is not to say that public policy should not 
promote structural changes, such as providing job training or incentives 
for investment in the inner city. But we have to recognize that poverty and 
pathology today do not merely arise from the absence of opportunity but 
also from the inability or refusal to take advantage of opportunity. There is 
a dynamic interplay between external incentives and cultural responses to 
them. What we have now is a downward spiral produced by dysfunctional 
cultural orientations and destructive social policies. We need to reverse 
the trend, to generate an upward spiral in which social structures and cul
tural habits work together to generate greater productivity and social re
sponsibility. This should be the test of every public policy measure: the 
degree to which it expands opportunity while at the same time fostering 
productive and responsible behavior on the part of citizens. 

RETIIINKING RACISM 

So what about racism? The conclusion of our inquiry into the history and 
nature of racism suggests that it is not reducible to ignorance or fear. Not 
only is the liberal remedy for racism incorrect; the basic diagnosis of the 
malady is wrong. Racism is what it always was: an opinion that recognizes 
real civilizational differences and attributes them to biology. Liberal rela
tivism has been based on the denial of the differences. Liberals should 
henceforth admit the differences but deny their biological foundation. Thus 
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liberals can continue to reject racism by preserving the Boasian distinction 
between race and culture. This is not a denial of the fact that individuals do 
differ or even the possibility that there are some natural differences be
tween groups. Yet liberals can convincingly argue that whatever these may 
be, they are not significant enough to warrant differential treatment by law 
or policy. In other words, intrinsic differences are irrelevant when it comes 
to the ability of citizens to exercise their rights and responsibilities. Liberals 
can explain group differences in academic and economic performance by 
pointing to cultural differences, and acknowledging that some cultures are 
functionally superior to others. The racist fallacy, as Anthony Appiah con
tends, is the act of "biologizing what is culture. "14 

Yet this new liberal understanding should not make the present mis
take-duplicated in thousands of sensitivity classes-of treating racism 
the way a Baptist preacher considers sin. Rather, it should recognize 
racism as an opinion, which may be right or wrong, but which in any case 
is a point of view that should be argued with and not suppressed. An
tiracist education is largely a waste of time because it typically results in 
intellectual and moral coercion. Heavy-handed bullying may produce 
public acquiescence but it cannot compel private assent. Increasingly it 
appears that it is liberal antiracism that is based on ignorance and fear: ig
norance of the true nature of racism, and fear that the racist point of view 
better explains the world than its liberal counterpart. 

For a generation, liberals have treated racism as a form of psychological 
dementia in need of increasingly coercive forms of enlightenment. But 
liberal societies should not seek to regulate people's inner thoughts, nor 
should they outlaw ideas however reprehensible we find them. Hate 
speech and hate crime laws that impose punishment or enhanced penal
ties for proscribed motives and viewpoints are inherently illiberal and de
structive of intellectual independence and conscience. Americans should 
recognize that racism is not what it used to be; it does exist, but we can 
live with it. This is not to say that racism does not do damage, only that 
the sorts of measures that would be needed to eradicate all vestiges of 
racist thought can only be totalitarian. Efforts to root out residual racism 
often create more injustice than they eliminate. 

The crucial policy issue is what to do about discrimination. Irrational 
discrimination of the sort that inspired the civil rights laws of the 1960s is 
now, as we have seen, a relatively infrequent occurrence. Although such 
discrimination continues to cause harm, it is irrelevant to the prospects of 
blacks as a group because it is selective rather than comprehensive in 
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scope. For a minority like African Americans, discrimination is only cata
strophic when virtually everyone colludes to enforce it. Consider what 
would happen if every baseball team in America refused to hire blacks. 
Blacks would suffer most, because they would be denied the opportunity 
to play professional baseball. And fans would suffer, because the quality 
of games would be diminished. But what if only a few teams-say the 
New York Yankees and the Los Angeles Dodgers-refused to hire blacks? 
African Americans as a group would suffer hardly at all, because the best 
black players would offer their services to other teams. The mnkees and 
the Dodgers would suffer a great deal, because they would be deprived of 
the chance to hire talented black players. Eventually competitive pressure 
would force the Yankees and Dodgers either to hire blacks, or to suffer 
losses in games and revenue. 15 As Gary Becker has pointed out, in a free 
market, selective discrimination imposes the heaviest cost on the discrimi
nator, which is where it should be. Some people will undoubtedly contin
ue to eschew blacks because of their "taste for discrimination," but most 
will continue to deal with them because of their taste for profit. 16 Rational 
discrimination, on the other hand, is likely to persist even in a fully com
petitive market. 

There are four possible policy remedies for dealing with persistent dis
crimination: the first two embrace the one-drop rule, the last two reject it. 
The first approach is to maintain the status quo, perhaps even to expand 
the logic of proportional representation for all racial groups. The ap
proach, as we have seen, is a radical application of cultural relativism, 
which becomes the basis for an enforced egalitarianism between racial 
groups. This approach, which necessarily entails racial preferences, was 
perhaps necessary and inevitable in the late 1960s-it sought to eliminate 
comprehensive discrimination against blacks in many areas, to kick in a 
closed door. Now such comprehensive discrimination, which stretches 
across entire sectors of the work force, is nonexistent, yet we have be
come used to doing business through the legerdemain of preferences and 
relaxed standards. Proportional representation also entails administrative 
benefits: it establishes an enforceable arithmetical standard for imple
menting civil rights laws. These paltry benefits, however, are overridden 
by the destructive impact of proportional representation. 

First, the concept is incoherent. As we have seen, there is no reason 
whatsoever to believe that in the absence of discrimination, all groups 
would perform equally in every area. Equality of rights for individuals 
does not necessarily translate into equality of result for groups. Just as 
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racism is a distortion of the principle of merit, so proportional representa
tion is a distortion of the principle of equality. If different groups of run
ners hit the finishing tape at different times, it does not follow that the 
race has been rigged. Our current civil rights laws, therefore, are built on 
an intellectual foundation of quicksand. 

In addition, proportional representation fails the test of social justice. 
Columnist Michael Kinsley argues that race is a "rough and ready short
hand for disadvantage,"17 but that facile equation does not hold true any 
more. When WE. B. DuBois wrote in the early part of this century, the 
vast majority of blacks were indeed poor. But now the African American 
community has bifurcated into a middle class and an underclass. There is 
no justification for giving a university admissions preference to the gov
ernment official's son who attends a private school in Washington, D.C., 

just because he belongs to an underrepresented group, over the daughter 
of an Appalachian coal miner or a Vietnamese refugee. Another problem 
with proportional representation is that it frequently subsidizes the chil
dren of new immigrants, who have played no part in American history, at 
the expense of the sons and daughters of native-born citizens. Those who 
are not disadvantaged should not get preferences, and debts that are not 
owed should not be paid. 

Proportional representation also erodes the principle of merit which 

constitutes the only unifying principle for a multiracial society. People can 
live with inequality of result if they are assured equality of rights, just as 
we can endure losing a race as long as all competitors started on the same 
line. James Fallows writes that ''America's radius of trust is expanded not 
by racial unity but by the belief that everyone is playing by the same 
rules." 18 Majorities, no less than minorities, need the assurance that they 
are being treated fairly, otherwise they are sure to mobilize through demo
cratic channels to affirm their interests. By not only tolerating racial nepo
tism for minorities but enshrining it in law, proportional representation is 
rapidly balkanizing the country along racial lines, destroying the confi
dence of citizens that the law will treat them equally and provoking a 
strong and largely justified backlash. 

Finally, proportional representation assures an unceasing racialization of 
American society. By seeking to fight discrimination by practicing it, propor
tional representation multiplies the wounds inflicted by race-based deci
sions. Far from compensating old victims, it creates new ones. Proportional 
representation seeks to institutionalize race and make it a permanent fea
ture of American public life. It has normalized and legitimized a neurotic 
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obsession with race that maims our souls. H Americans acquiesce in this 
prescription, it will set them on a perpetual treadmill of racial recrimination 
and conflict. At least the old discrimination existed anomalously with the 
American creed; the new discrimination, embedded in law and policy, cor
rupts the nation's institutions and makes them purveyors of injustice. 

What, then, sustains proportional representation? I believe it is the lib
eral conviction that the social outcomes produced by merit alone would 
prove painful and humiliating for blacks. If the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology selected students solely based on merit, the number of blacks 
at MIT might well fall to around 2 percent.l9 Similarly blacks would be 
scarce in some professions, and virtually absent from others. Proportional 
representation will end only when we have the courage to say that we are 
willing to live with these outcomes, until blacks are able to raise their own 
standards to compete at the highest levels. 

A second option, favored by some scholars, is to abolish racial prefer
ences for all groups except one: Mrican Americans. Andrew Kull writes, 
"The moral awkwardness of asking black Americans to be content with 
nondiscrimination should not stop us from giving that answer to everyone 
else."20 Orlando Patterson, Nathan Glazer, and Eugene Genovese argue 
that blacks have faced a unique history in this country which does not 
place them in the same position as other immigrants.21 Genovese argues 
that Mrican Americans should be permitted to identify themselves as cul
turally (as opposed to racially) black and benefit from a carefully selected 
range of preferences restricted to that group. This approach has the ad
vantage of acknowledging the absurdity of preferring newcomers from 
Paraguay over locals from Peoria. It sensibly seeks to narrow the range of 
beneficiaries to the group that has suffered the unmitigated evils of slav
ery, segregation, and widespread discrimination. It would preserve prefer
ences as exceptional, rather than typical. And it would continue to view 
them as temporary. 

The problem with this attractive strategy is that while it has a chance of 
working in a black and white milieu, it is increasingly unsustainable in a 
multiracial society. When there are many groups with different ancestral 
histories, there are bound to be competing claims. These can be rejected 
out of hand, but if we are going to insist that middle-class blacks deserve 
preference for admissions and jobs over the poorest members of all other 
groups, this will not only produce acute resentment, it will probably stig
matize Mrican Americans as inherently inferior. Whites, Hispanics, 
Asians, and native Americans would all be competing together, with a 
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kind of Special Olympics held for blacks. The moral and psychological 
damage wrought by such an approach would almost certainly outweigh 
any tangible short-term benefits, so that the only workable scheme is one 
proposed by Lawrence Fuchs: limit affirmative action now to Mrican 
Americans and set a date, perhaps 2010, when "all counting by race 
should be phased out. "22 

The two remaining options for dealing with discrimination reject the 
one-drop rule and thus avoid the risk, as Hugh Davis Graham puts it, of 
"our racist past being institutionalized in the present and hence poisoning 
the future."23 Both options are premised on an embrace of equality of 
rights rather than equality of result. Both proceed from the belief that for 
government to judge people on the basis of race or other arbitrary fea
tures is immoral and illegal. Thus they would require the agencies of gov
ernment to stop classifying citizens by race and forbid race-based 
decisions by the state. As Mrican American writer Itabari Njeri puts it, "If 
our interest is in the elimination of oppression, then the elimination of 
classifications based on race is the only solution that makes sense. We 
should be challenging the nomenclature of oppression and attacking the 
philosophical underpinnings of racism. "24 

The first option is a blanket nondiscrimination rule, which establishes a 
right not to be discriminated against; consequently, it requires the en
forcement of color-blind principles in both the private and the public sec
tor. This is the approach that Martin Luther King favored, and the one 
that was written into law in the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Many liberals 
such as Jim Sleeper, Randall Kennedy, William Julius Wilson, and 
Clarence Page, as well as conservatives such as Newt Gingrich and Jack 
Kemp, are trying to revive this approach now, typically combined with a 
demand for class-based affirmative action.25 This approach concedes that 
race can provide the basis for private identity, but not for public forms of 
conduct. Thus it is perfectly fine for persons to insist that they will date 
only members of their own race-obviously in the process discriminating 
against members of all other groups-but it would be illegal to discrimi
nate in hiring for a job or selling a home. 

Socioeconomic affirmative action can work if it is pursued in a prudent 
and targeted manner. Some form of preference is defensible in college ad
missions, on the grounds that in many cases students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds have not had the opportunity to demonstrate their true po
tential. It makes no sense, however, to extend class-based preferences to 
faculty hiring: colleges cannot hire history and math professors who do 
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not meet the usual standards on the grounds that they are poor. Similarly, 
the federal government can provide set-asides for small businesses and 
training programs for the economically disadvantaged, but it defies com
mon sense to require private and public employers to hire substandard 
workers simply because they come from impoverished families. 

Whether accompanied by socioeconomic affirmative action or not, the 
benefit of any nonracial or color-blind approach is that it would use a sin
gle standard to implement civil rights laws. Whites and blacks would enjoy 
the same degree of protection, and so would other groups. An even-hand
ed nondiscrimination rule would acknowledge some forms of discrimina
tion as rational, yet would still outlaw them as immoral and socially 
harmful. Resources currently invested in promoting proportional repre
sentation could be more sensibly invested in strictly enforcing antidiscrim
ination laws. As Richard Posner has suggested, violators could be 
punished, and potential violators deterred, by awards of double or triple 
damages.26 

One difficulty with a broad-based color-blind rule is that it is not easy 
to enforce. Private discrimination is hard to prove when the discriminator 
seeks to conceal his motives. Yet the obstacle is not insurmountable. 
Courts could use an intent standard and yet examine all available circum
stantial evidence to determine whether an act of illegal discrimination has 
occurred. Thus if companies treat black applicants differently from simi
larly situated whites, that discrepancy provides strong prima facie proof of 
intentional discrimination. Although such an approach requires case-by
case prosecution that some enforcement agencies consider cumbersome, 
it is justified by the fact that it is discriminators rather than the entire 
workforce that the law seeks to penalize. 

A more serious problem with the Martin Luther King approach is that 
if applied consistently and even-handedly, it would require the govern
ment to make it illegal for minority companies to give preferences to 
members of their own group. Peek into the back of a Korean grocery store 
and you often see Korean workers in addition to the owners. Similarly, 
many black-owned businesses insist upon hiring African American em
ployees. Should the government prohibit these obvious displays of minor
ity ethnocentrism? I am reluctant to approve of such interference. Yet I 
am also unwilling to live with a double standard that forces whites to be 
race neutral while minorities are allowed to discriminate in favor of their 
own group. Thus I am forced to conclude that while a broadly enforced 
color-blind rule would be a great improvement over current policy, it 
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would not be the best approach for a civil rights policy that seeks to be 
principled as well as pragmatic. 

What we need is a long-term strategy that holds the government to a 
rigorous standard of race neutrality, while allowing private actors to be 
free to discriminate as they wish. In practice, this means uncompromising 
color blindness in government hiring and promotion, criminal justice, and 
the drawing of voting districts. Yet individuals and companies would be al
lowed to discriminate in private transactions such as renting an apartment 
or hiring for a job. Am I calling for a repeal of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964? Actually, yes. The law should be changed so that its nondiscrimina
tion provisions apply only to the government. 

In a recent book, legal scholar Richard Epstein argues for precisely 
such an approach, which has so far remained outside the mainstream of 
the race debate. Arguing that "discrimination laws represent the antithesis 
of freedom of contract," Epstein asserts that people should be free to hire 
and fire others for good reason, bad reason, or no reason at all. Epstein 
challenges the strongly held belief of many Americans that they have a 
right not to be discriminated against: in a free society, he counters, people 
have a right to enter into voluntary transactions that other parties should 
be at liberty to accept or refuse. Epstein admits that while competitive 
markets would make irrational discrimination costly and relatively rare, 
companies would continue to practice rational discrimination. He argues 
that it is not unjust for an employer to refuse to hire even the most quali
fied black because the job is the employer's to give and the rejected appli
cant is no worse off than before applying for the job.27 

Without putting it this way, Epstein is defending ethnocentrism as not 
only natural but also justifiable. As we have seen, it is a universal practice 
to prefer members of one's own group over strangers. Epstein implies, 
and I agree, that this is a defensible and in some cases even admirable 
trait. What is the argument for preventing people from giving jobs and 
benefits, which are theirs to give, to those whom they favor? Admittedly in 
some cases the job goes to the nephew of the boss. This, in the boss's 
mind, is his nephew's "merit"-to be related to him. Such nepotism, al
though reprehensible in the public sector where the government has an 
obligation to treat citizens equally, need not be restricted in the competi
tive private sector where the economic cost of selecting the less compe
tent falls on the individual or company making the selection. 

At this point I can already hear the gasps of civil rights activists. Absent 
legal penalties, they will warn, many companies would simply refuse to hire 
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blacks even when they have demonstrated that they are the best-qualified 
candidates for jobs. Since such behavior makes no economic sense, we can 
expect that it would be relatively infrequent in a competitive market. Some 
employers undoubtedly would discriminate against blacks. Precisely how 
many is unknown, although after a generation of hiring preferences in 
favor of minorities, sometimes without external coercion, there is no rea
son to believe that comprehensive discrimination will make a comeback. 
Indeed I would go further: based on existing evidence, today's corporate 
culture exhibits more discrimination in favor of blacks than against blacks. 
Consequently, faced \Vith the alternative of an enforced race-blind ap
proach that would outlaw discrimination in either direction, many Mrican 
Americans who recognize the pervasiveness of contemporary minority 
preferences might well prefer to see those private benefits continue, and 
would be willing to pay the price of tolerating a few relatively isolated em
ployers who would refuse to hire backs. Thus we arrive at the greatest 
paradox of all: the best way for Mrican Americans to save private-sector 
affirmative action is to repeal the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 

The issue of private discrimination is important, but whichever way it is 
settled, the central choice facing American society is whether its agencies 
of government are going to embrace the one-drop rule and practice racial 
discrimination, or reject it and treat citizens equally under the law. The 
one-drop rule reveals the way in which our current antidiscrimination pol
icy is premised upon the ideological foundation established by the old 
racists. It endorses and perpetuates racial discrimination, even while pur
porting to fight it. Although current policy professes to promote "benign" 
discrimination, all discrimination is benign for its beneficiary and invidi
ous for its victim. America will never liberate itself from the shackles of 
the past until the government gets out of the race business. 

Some activists agree that in an ideal world the government would not 
classify and prefer citizens on the basis of race; yet in today's society, these 
self-styled realists contend, race-based policies are indispensable because, 
as Cornel West puts it, "race matters." But precisely because race matters, 
one can argue that the government should not play favorites. Consider 
the analogy of separation of church and state. The reason for its enact
ment in the West was not that religion didn't matter. On the contrary, pre
cisely because people were killing each other over their faith, some form 
of separation became an appealing and indispensable solution. What we 
need now is what Jennifer Roback calls "separation of race and state."28 

The justification of separation is not that race is not a fact; rather, insofar 
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as the government is concerned, in Leon Wreseltier's words, "Race is not 
a value."29 Separation is based on the recognition of the harm that gov
ernment-imposed racial classifications have done. The best safety of citi
zens, consequently, lies in refusing to trust the state with a power that they 
are unable to trust themselves to use wisely. As John Courtney Murray 
writes, when it came to religion, the American founders established not 
"articles of faith" but "articles of peace."30 This model, as it turns out, is 
also extremely helpful in thinking about how the nation can deal with the 
challenge of multiculturalism. 

RETI-IINKING MULTICULTURALISM 

As we have seen, advocates of multiculturalism such as Stanley Fish tend 
to view opposition to immigration as inherently racist. Others, such as 
Ronald Takaki, go beyond this to argue that it is no less bigoted to expect 
nonwhite immigrants to assimilate to the norms of the American main
stream. Advocates of multiculturalism typically indict the West for inflict
ing racist oppression on other cultures, arguing that America should 
modify dominant European institutions both in the classroom and in soci
ety, so as to give equal recognition and representation to non-Western cul
tures. In this view, what Americans have in common is their ethnic and 
cultural diversity and we should learn to celebrate that. 

Yet to say that all that unites Americans is their diversity is another way 
of saying that there is nothing that unites Americans. This is not only un
true, it is unworkable. Consider the dispute over a common language. 
Even more than homogeneous societies, multiracial societies need a lin
gua franca. If most Americans spoke English and new immigrants all 
spoke Spanish, a bilingual compromise could be reached in which natives 
learned Spanish as a second language and immigrants learned English. 
But in a society with many groups and many ancestral languages-Span
ish, Hindustani, Urdu, and Tagalog-we risk an American Babel, a break
down of communication, if everyone does not speak a shared language. 
For reasons of practicality, this language must be English, which is rapidly 
becoming the global medium of intercultural communication.31 

The relativist proposition that all cultures should be equally respected 
and accommodated within American borders is equally unrealistic. In
deed such demands do not take the concept of culture seriously. Culture 
originates in the cult-the deepest wellsprings of human belief and en
deavor.32 Cultures generally arise out of religion: thus one can speak of Is-
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lamic culture or Hindu culture. In their pursuit of the good life, cultures 
have competing visions which are often radically at odds with each other. 
Consequently Horace Kallen's vision of a federation or mosaic of harmo
niously coexisting cultures ignores the fact that a society cannot simulta
neously embrace multiple and contradictory worldviews. 

Consider some customs and practices that are found in non-Western 
countries. Many cultures reject romantic love as the basis for marriage, so 
parents find mates for their children. Customarily, children are responsi
ble for taking care of their parents when they are old. Many cultures re
gard age as synonymous with wisdom: thus young people are expected to 
show deference bordering on obeisance to the elderly. Several cultures, 
notably Islamic ones, permit polygamy. Some African and Arab nations 
practice clitoral removal in adolescent girls. Female infanticide is common 
in China and other places. Similarly the political institutions of non-West
ern cultures frequently clash with those of America. To take the Islamic 
world as a single example, many of these countries reject democracy in 
favor of some form of theocracy. Citizens are expected to live by religious 
codes prescribed by mullahs. In several Muslim regions it is illegal to lend 
money for interest. Schools are sometimes forbidden from showing the 
human body or teaching about sex and reproduction. The Darwinian the
ory of evolution is flatly prohibited. Freedom of speech is subordinated to 
higher considerations of order and religious truth, as the Salman Rushdie 
case illustrated. The Islamic attitude toward convicted criminals is sug
gested by Abdul Hadi Awang, a senior official of the Islamic regime in 
Malaysia, who opposed medical attention for thieves whose hands were 
cut off on the grounds that "if doctors and surgeons start re-attaching the 
hands, the whole purpose is defeated."33 

No society can absorb unlimited diversity. When immigrants import to 
the United States attitudes and mores that clash with those of natives, 
there is bound to be reciprocal tension and suspicion. Opposition to immi
gration that is arbitrarily based on skin color is undoubtedly racist. Yet hos
tility to high levels of immigration in Texas, California, and Florida seems 
to be primarily based on issues of competition over scarce resources and 
regional cultural indigestion. Such concerns are legitimate and not evi
dence of bigotry. Americans are entitled to preserve their way of life and 
determine for themselves what level of immigration benefits the country, 
and how many newcomers can be reasonably absorbed in a given year. 

"Paradoxical as it may seem," George Fredrickson writes, "it is democ
ratic values of Anglo-American origin that make multiculturalism conceiv-
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able in the United States."34 For example, a relatively large number of 
Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, and Buddhists can be admitted each year and 
given wide latitude to practice their diverse religious faiths as long as the 
institution of separation of church and state is preserved. Some conflict is 
inevitable. In America today, Muslims who take their religion seriously 
cannot believe in separation of church and state: tolerance and religious 
pluralism are concepts alien to the Koran. Consequently Muslims in the 
United States should be allowed to practice their religion but not to the 
point where it threatens the religious freedom of others, as through the 
practice ofjzhad against non-Muslims. Charles Taylor rightly observes that 
"liberalism is not a possible meeting ground for all cultures, but is the po
litical expression of one range of cultures."35 

The reason that a liberal framework makes possible a broad social tol
erance for diversity is the unique Western distinction between the private 
and the public sphere. Thus the idea of separation of church and state can 
be extended to ethnicity. Religious separation is based on the conviction 
that privatizing dogmatic beliefs and keeping them out of the public 
square permits individuals and voluntary groups to practice their faith un
molested. In this framework, the state remains respectfully distant from 
religion, with the only exception being a token "civil religion" based on 
anthems and invocations whose religious content is generic and functions 
mainly as part of a secular patriotic creed.36 Separation of ethnicity and 
state would domesticate group passions and-with the exception of sym
bolic public events such as St. Patrick's Day and Columbus Day-permit 
diversity to flourish within the private sphere. In this model, citizens 
would be free to cherish their group identities and organize along ethnic 
lines if they so choose. They could even teach their children ethnic 
dogma. Yet this ethnocentric lore would be kept out of the public schools 
and receive no state approval. State neutrality makes practical sense be
cause in a multiethnic society, it is simply impossible for the public school 
and the public square to entertain every group's claims, especially when 
those claims are metaphysical and conflict with one another. Just as Jewish 
immigrants who in the early part of this century could give their children a 
yeshiva education, but at home or through privately subsidized institu
tions, so ethnic groups today should be encouraged to celebrate their own 
diverse identities without foisting them on others. 

America, complains literary critic Sacvan Bercovitch, seems "intrinsi
cally tied to a certain kind of liberal pluralism. America can absorb blacks, 
women, native Americans provided that they conform to a particular pat-
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tern of life, and that they define freedom in terms of a liberal society."37 

This is exactly right. Another way of saying it is that America can become 
a multiracial society but not a multicultural society. In fact, a multiracial 
society is only possible because race is not the same as culture; thus peo
ple of different skin tones can live under the same set of laws within a 
shared liberal understanding of the rights and obligations of citizenship. 
For better or worse, America's future is likely to be racially diverse, but 
culturally Western. 

Contrary to the claims of nativists and multiculturalists, who insist that 
nonwhite immigrants cannot and will not assimilate, newcomers from 
Seoul, Karachi, and San Salvador seem to be doing just that. Studies 
show that Asian immigrants are aggressively assimilationist, and even His
panics who want to preserve the Spanish language strongly embrace 
American culture and want their children to learn English.38 None of this 
is very surprising; in fact, immigration is one of the most stunning refuta
tions of cultural relativism, because immigrants are voting with their feet 
against their own culture and in favor of American culture. As novelist 
Bharati Mukherjee points out, since immigrants come to the United States 
in search of a new kind of freedom and a new way of life, they can hardly 
be assumed to want a restoration of their old cultures in America. Indeed 
now as in the past, many immigrants wholeheartedly embrace their adopt
ed country and sound more patriotic than native-born Americans.39 

The strident claims of some ethnic activists aside, most immigrants 
seem to want little more from America than token recognition of their sar
torial styles and folk festivals. Surely this is not too much to ask of a liberal 
society. Yet multicultural identity, Richard Rodriguez writes, cannot be re
duced to "tacos and serapes and weekend trips to Mexican resort 
towns."40 Rather, it is best discovered by answers to such questions as how 
immigrants view their elders, how they find their wives and husbands, and 
how they practice their religion. Here, the process of assimilation to the 
mores of the new world is rapid, irreversible, and easily confirmed simply 
by looking at the difference in an airport between an Urdu-speaking 
woman in a veil and her thoroughly Westernized children. Of course new 
immigrants from Asia, Africa, and Latin America frequently face prob
lems of language, gaining access to credit, and the feeling of alienation in 
an unfamiliar society. But these problems are temporary, and they are pre
cisely the obstacles that were faced by older generations of immigrants. 

It should hardly come as a surprise that many immigrants experience a 
sense of uprootedness, of moral confusion and social conflict. Their geo-
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graphic displacement is not accompanied by a full cultural displacement. 
Feeling like exiles at first, they are magnetically drawn into the safe haven of 
ethnic colonies, social clubs, restaurants, burial and insurance societies, 
churches, and groceries, all serving their special needs. Over time, even in 
the presence of turmoil and self-consciousness, most immigrants opt to leave 
their cultural enclaves and acquire a new language, new tastes in food, new 
esthetic styles, new mannerisms, new terms of affection and insult, new 
modes of courtship, and new ways of forming relationships with acquain
tances, friends, and family. These changes are often accompanied by nostal
gia-a desire to preserve the family heirlooms, if only as antiques of 
affectionate recollection. Yet assimilation also brings rewards. As the 
strongest defenders of bilingualism recognize, "very few people can thrive in 
this country without a good working knowledge of English."41 And research 
by Alejandro Fortes and others shows that there is "a positive relationship 
between immigrant economic success and changes of values, lifestyle and 
language in a direction congruent with the host culture."42 As Fortes recog
nizes, however, in some cases full-scale assimilation can prove deleterious, as 
when second- and third-generation Asian students internalize the lackadaisi
cal work ethic of the public schools and witness their test scores drop.43 

Certainly there appears to be a steady and inexorable pattern of Ameri
canization, punctuated by forward and backward steps by different immi
grant groups. In an interesting theory that the experience of many families 
corroborates, Marcus Hansen suggested what has come to be known as 
Hansen's law: the first immigrant generation remains largely foreign in its 
language and customs, the second assimilates with a vengeance, and the 
third seeks to rediscover some of the ancestral roots that have since been 
forgotten. But Hansen's law-"what the son wishes to forget, the grand
son wishes to remember"-does not imply a rejection of assimilation, only 
psychological landmarks en route to assimilation.44 

So immigrants change America a little, and are themselves changed a 
lot. They do not entirely give up their foreign identity; rather, like earlier 
generations of Americans, they choose what significance their origins will 
have in shaping their destiny in the new world. Mario Cuomo is an Italian, 
but he is not an Italian in the same sense as his grandfather. While the 
elder Cuomo had no choice in the matter, his offspring live in a cos
mopolitan world in which being Italian is only one aspect of their Ameri
can identity. Similarly studies by Orlando Patterson show that West Indian 
immigrants who live half the year in the Caribbean and half in the United 
States frequently present themselves as white at home, where it is consid-
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ered upper-class to be light-skinned, but black in this country, where there 
are benefits of political solidarity and racial preferences to be had.45 Skin 
color is immutable, but as sociologist Alan Wolfe says, "Ethnicity has be
come a commodity. We can shop for it."46 

Despite today's hot-tempered debate about immigration, America has 
shown that it can absorb fairly large numbers of newcomers provided that 
its policies encourage assimilation and reward work rather than dependen
cy. At approximately one million a year, immigration levels to the United 
States are high, but still amount to less than half of one percent of the U.S. 
population. Scholars continue to debate whether immigrants help or hurt 
the American economy. The most balanced research suggests that the net 
effect is a slight plus, although the United States could enhance these ben
efits by modifying immigration laws to attract more foreigners who would 
contribute to America rather than becoming a taxpayer liability.47 Yet with
out policy disincentives that discourage work and assimilation, there is 
every reason to believe that immigrants will prove both compatible and 
competitive with natives. So there seems to be hardly any similarity be
tween their circumstances and those of indigenous minorities, and the ide
ology of multiculturalism can now be seen to provide rainbow diversion 
from the specific problems faced by one group, African Americans. 

THE END OF RACISM 

Once we have set aside the false remedies premised on relativism-propor
tional representation and multiculturalism-it is possible to directly address 
America's real problem, which is partly a race problem and partly a black 
problem. The solution to the race problem is a public policy that is strictly in
different to race. The black problem can be solved only through a program of 
cultural reconstruction in which society plays a supporting role but which is 
carried out primarily by African Americans themselves. Both projects need to 
be pursued simultaneously; neither can work by itself If society is race neutral 
but blacks remain uncompetitive, then equality of rights for individuals will 
lead to dramatic inequality of result for groups, liberal embarrassment will set 
in, and we are back on the path to racial preferences. On the other hand, if 
blacks are going to reform their community, they have a right to expect that 
they will be treated equally under the law. Although America has a long way to 
go, many mistakes have been made, and current antagonisms are high, still 
there are hopeful signs that the nation can move toward a society in which 
race ceases to matter, a destination that we can term "the end of racism." 
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While politicians and pundits continue to debate who should benefit 
from race-based programs, the country is entering a new era in which old 
racial categories are rapidly becoming obsolete. The main reason for this 
is intermarriage. Exogamy rates have been extremely high for white ethnic 
groups for almost a generation. Intermarriage rates for Asians and His
panics are also substantial and rising. Some 25 percent of Hispanics now 
marty outside their group. About one-third of Asians living in the United 
States are married to non-Asians. Although many states as late as 1967 
outlawed such unions, today about 5 percent of blacks marty whites. Ten 
percent of Mrican American men between the ages of fifteen and thirty
four are married to white women. Each year approximately fifty thousand 
births are recorded to black and white couples.48 

The rapid increase in mixed-race children means that, in the not-too
distant future, it will be virtually impossible to sort Americans into precise 
categories for the purposes of maintaining government statistics and en
forcing racial preferences. Already the Census Bureau has been com
pelled by demographic necessity to consider abandoning its archaic 
system of classification which forces all citizens into a Procrustean bed of 
six basic groups: white, black, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, American 
Indian, and other. For some civil rights activists, such change is an alarm
ing prospect. Consequently, many vehemently oppose a proposal being 
entertained by the government to introduce a new "multiracial" category, 
because it might diminish the size of the black population and reduce its 
affirmative action claims in voting and the work force. "To relinquish the 
notion of race," black studies professor Jon Michael Spencer says, "is to 
relinquish our fortress against the powers and principalities that still tty to 
undermine us. "49 

Yet by ending racial classification, and limiting government use of eth
nic data for scholarly research, Americans across the ideological spectrum 
can take an important step toward transcending the historic barriers of 
race. Far from treating mixed-race children as an embarrassment to the 
existing regime of racial head-counting, liberals should welcome the 
emerging cafe au lait society. It is also time to reject the advice of an older 
generation of scholars who continue to fight the old battles of the civil 
rights movement, and to place confidence in the new generation of young 
people, who are a hopeful sign for the twenty-first century. 

All the evidence shows that young people today are strongly committed 
to the principle of equality of rights. They are not disfigured by the racism 
that afflicted earlier generations of Americans. For most young whites 
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born after the civil rights movement, it is absurd and unthinkable to place 
people of a different race in the back of the bus, or to require them to 
drink out of a separate water fountain. Yet these young people who go to 
the same schools as blacks, dress in similar ways, and listen to the same 
music, find it just as ridiculous to arbitrarily single out Mrican Americans 
or other groups for special preferences based on color. A recent survey by 
Peter Hart's polling firm showed vast majorities of whites and blacks unit
ed in their agreement that success should be the result of education, hard 
work, and equal treatment under the law. 5° 

Older whites mistake young people's sense of fair play, which produces 
a resistance to racial nepotism, for a resurgence of racism. Here is an 
amazing spectacle: a new generation, which has no record of legal dis
crimination and which is by all evidence not racist, is accused of racism by 
an earlier generation which has demonstrated its racist ideology and par
ticipated in the enforcement of legal discrimination against blacks. 
Against their better instincts, young people are being corrupted into 
thinking of themselves in racial terms and into developing identities and 
hostilities that will only prove a barrier to further reducing the vestiges of 
racism in America. An incredible fund of goodwill is being squandered. 

Liberals should stop listening to the fashionable prophets of despair 
who once led the nation nobly and admirably, but who have now become 
reactionary fogies. So committed are they to the paradigm of racial strug
gle that they are unable to see and seize new opportunities. Civil rights 
mythographers are fond of painting Martin Luther King as the Moses of 
the movement, who, in his own prophetic words, would never reach the 
Promised Land. What has not been noted is the obvious corollary to this 
elegant myth: like the Hebrews whom Moses shepherded through the 
desert for 40 years, today' s civil rights leaders are too steeped in the men
tality of Egypt to be admitted into Canaan; they may have to die out alto
gether before a new generation can arise to claim the fruits of their long 
and largely successful struggle against racial discrimination in this country. 
These bitter and bewildered old idolators should invest their earnings 
from racial soothsaying and take a well-earned retirement from the civil 
rights debate. A new liberal vision, which can strengthen and inspire the 
burgeoning idealism of the younger generation, would reject biology as 
the basis for group claims of superiority, acknowledge dysfunctionalities in 
black culture, insist upon strict government race neutrality, and support 
policies that encourage productive habits of behavior among Mrican 
Americans and indeed all citizens. 
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Blacks as a group stand at a historic junction. Very few people in the 
civil rights leadership recognize this: convinced that racism of a hundred 
varieties stands between African Americans and success, most of the ac
tivists are ready to do battle once again with this seemingly elusive and in
vincible foe. Yet the agenda of securing legal rights for blacks has now 
been accomplished, and there is no point for blacks to increase the tem
perature of accusations of racism. Historically whites have used racism to 
serve powerful entrenched interests, but what interests does racism serve 
now? Most whites have no economic stake in the ghetto. They have ab
solutely nothing to gain from oppressing poor blacks. Indeed the only 
concern that whites seem to have about the underclass is its potential for 
crime and its reliance on the public purse. 

By contrast, it is the civil rights industry which now has a vested interest 
in the persistence of the ghetto, because the miseries of poor blacks are 
the best advertisement for continuing programs of racial preferences and 
set-asides. No one is more committed to the one-drop rule, and more 
likely to resist its demise, than these professional blacks whose livelihoods 
depend on maintaining a large and resentful African American coalition. 
Publicly inconsolable about the fact that racism continues, these activists 
seem privately terrified that it has abated. Formerly a beacon of moral ar
gument and social responsibility, the civil rights leadership has lost much 
of its moral credibility, and has a fair representation of charlatans who ex
ploit the sufferings of the underclass to collect research grants, minority 
scholarships, racial preferences, and other subsidies for themselves. Pro
gressive blacks who wish to keep the spirit of the civil rights movement 
alive might consider a sit-in at the offices of the NAACP at which they de
mand that the organization commit itself to measures to address the 
plight of the poorest blacks. 

The real issue in America today is not whether Cornel West can get a 
taxi. If he dresses well he is less likely to be mistaken for a criminal, and if 
one cab passes him by, another will come along to take him to the dining 
room at the Harvard faculty club. The supreme challenge faced by African 
Americans is the one that Booker T Washington outlined almost a century 
ago: the mission of building the civilizational resources of a people whose 
culture is frequently unsuited to the requirements of the modem world. 
Writes African American pastor Eugene Rivers: 

Unlike many of our ancestors, who came out of slavery and entered this cen

tury with strong backs, discipline, a thirst for literacy, deep religious faith, and 
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hope in the face of adversity, we have produced ... a new jack generation ill
equipped to secure gainful employment even as productive slaves.51 

Sadly, the habits that were needed to resist racist oppression or secure 
legal rights are not the ones needed to exercise personal freedom or 
achieve success today. As urged by black reformers, both conservative and 
liberal, the task ahead is one of rebuilding broken families, developing ed
ucational and job skills, fostering black entrepreneurship, and curbing the 
epidemic of violence in the inner cities. Since the government is not in a 
good position to improve socialization practices among Mrican Ameri
cans, the primary responsibility for cultural restoration undoubtedly lies 
with the black community itself. "When we finally achieve the right of full 
participation in American life," Ralph Ellison wrote, "what we make of it 
will depend upon our sense of cultural values, and our creative use of 
freedom, not upon our racial identification."52 

Reformers like Glenn Loury, William Raspberry, and John Sibley Butler 
have offered specific recommendations for black self-improvement. Rasp
berry has proposed that middle-class Mrican Americans voluntarily estab
lish Big Brother programs in which they "adopt" poor black children and 
expose them to more productive habits of behavior. The National Urban 
League has a pilot program to convince successful blacks who have bene
fited from affirmative action to invest in the economic revitalization of 
inner cities. Another proposal is for black groups to conduct summer 
camps in which students are taught entrepreneurial skills. John Sibley But
ler argues that blacks should emulate Koreans and set up rotating credit as
sociations which establish pools of capital for members to set up new 
businesses. Reformers such as Robert Woodson, Charles Ballard, Kimi 
Gray, Jesse Peterson, Johnny Ray Youngblood, and Reginald Dickson are 
going beyond advocacy, setting up teen-pregnancy programs, family sup
port initiatives, community job training, instruction in language and social 
demeanor, resident supervision of housing projects, and privately run 
neighborhood schools. Even some of the old civil rights veterans are start
ing to realize that old panaceas won't work. As Harlem's Reverend Calvin 
Butts puts it, "Our community has now become the dumping ground for 
every social service in the world. Harlem's salvation is not more AIDS hos
tels, drug rehab centers, homeless shelters, or low-income housing, but 
more businesses and middle-class people who buy condos or coops."53 

We can sympathize with the magnitude of the project facing Mrican 
Americans. In order to succeed, they must rid themselves of aspects of 
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their past that are, even now, aspects of themselves.54 The most telling 
refutation of racism, as Frederick Douglass once said about slavery, "is the 
presence of an industrious, enterprising, thrifty and intelligent free black 
population."55 For many black scholars and activists, such proposals are 
anathema because they seem to involve ideological sellout to the white 
man and thus are viewed as not authentically black. Frantz Fanon, a lead
ing black anticolonialist writer, did not agree. What is needed after the 
revolution, Fanon wrote, is "the liberation of the man of color from him
self. However painful it may be for me to accept this conclusion, I am 
obliged to state it: for the black man, there is only one destiny, and it is 
white."56 In this Fanon is right: for generations, blacks have attempted to 
straighten their hair, lighten their skin, and pass for white.57 But what 
blacks need to do is to "act white," which is to say, to abandon idiotic 
Back-to-Africa schemes and embrace mainstream cultural norms, so that 
they can effectively compete with other groups. 

There is no self-esteem to be found in Africa or even in dubious ideolo
gies of blackness. "Let the sun be proud of its achievement," Frederick 
Douglass said. 58 Instead, African Americans should take genuine pride in 
their collective moral achievement in this country's history. Blacks as a 
group have made a vital contribution to the expansion of the franchise of 
liberty and opportunity in America. Through their struggle over two cen
turies, blacks have helped to make the principles of the American found
ing a legal reality not just for themselves but also for other groups. As 
W E. B. Du Bois put it, "There are no truer exponents of the pure human 
spirit of the Declaration of Independence than the American Negroes. "59 

Yet rejection in this country produced what DuBois termed a "double 
consciousness," so that blacks experience a kind of schizophrenia be
tween their racial and American identities. Only now, for the first time in 
history, is it possible for African Americans to transcend this inner polar
ization and become the first truly modern people, unhyphenated Ameri
cans. Black success and social acceptance now are both tied to rebuilding 
the African American community. If blacks can achieve such a cultural re
naissance, they will teach other Americans a valuable lesson in civilization
a! restoration. Thus they could vindicate both Booker T Washington's 
project of cultural empowerment and DuBois's hope for a unique African 
American "message" to the world. Even more, it will be blacks themselves 
who will :finally discredit racism, solve the American dilemma, and be
come the truest and noblest exemplars ofWestern civilization. 
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