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This book is dedicated to Star Parker, president and founder of the Center for Urban Renewal and Education (CURE). Her ceaseless efforts, personal sacrifice, and uncompromising ideals are the heart of CURE and this groundbreaking new publication. The State of Black America is a testament to Star’s unswerving belief in our nation’s ideals.

“Who can find a woman of valor? For her value is far above rubies…Grace is deceitful, and beauty is vain, but a woman who fears the LORD, she shall be praised. Give her the fruit of her hands, and let her deeds praise her in the gates.” —Proverbs 31:10, 30–31
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FOREWORD

Thomas Klingenstein


We find ourselves in a cold civil war. The enemy—what I call “Woke Communists,” “Woke Comms” for short—want to destroy the American way of life. To this end, the Woke Comm must convince Americans that their country is “systemically racist,” in particular, that black Americans are oppressed by white Americans. If we are to preserve America, we must defeat this lie. The fact is, black Americans are not oppressed. Opportunities for black Americans have never been better. Our leaders must say these things—loudly and often.

Rebutting the lie requires describing the current state of black America. This is the purpose of the volume you hold in your hands.

The war is between those who believe that America is built on freedom and those who believe that America is built on oppression and exploitation; those who are convinced that America is good and those who are convinced that America is bad. These differences are too large to bridge. One side or the other must prevail. This is what makes it a war, if still a cold civil war.

The Woke Comms seek to impose a totalitarian regime. In a traditional totalitarian regime, the government uses repression to control every aspect of public and private life, all the way down to Little League.

In America, the government does not control everything, but it influences a lot. And where the government leaves off, the cultural/business complex takes over. Education, corporate media, entertainment, big business (especially Big Tech), and the military to varying degrees align with the Democratic Party, which has become, effectively, a subsidiary of the Woke Comms. These institutions—together with the government—function as a totalitarian regime, crafting narratives to advance their agenda and suppressing narratives that do not. Canceling replaces violence.

At the center of the Woke Comm strategy for overturning the American way of life is the sweeping claim that America is systemically racist. This claim, in turn, is a justification for overturning not just specific policies but the entire American way of life. After all, if, as the Woke Comms contend, racism is systemic, if it has insinuated itself into all the values and institutions that make up the American way of life, then obviously we must throw out that way of life. That America is systemically racist is the foundational claim of the Woke Comm narrative that America was conceived in oppression. This narrative includes many other claims that support the big claim. These claims are false and American patriots must expose them as such.

In addition to promoting a false narrative, the Woke Communists try to silence those who challenge it. Today, anyone who dares to challenge the dominant story about race is called a “racist,” shamed, canceled, or denied access to social media. As a result, many have been intimidated into silence. But the cost of silence is very high. When we fail to rebut lies, we perpetuate them.

Thus, we owe a great debt to the essayists in this volume who refute the lies without flinching or pulling punches. Unlike the Woke Comms, they provide evidence for their claims. They understand that we must sustain our traditional narrative, that of a country striving, however imperfectly, toward its noble ideals. If instead we succumb to the Woke Communist narrative, we will lose America.



We Must Change the Narrative

Preserving our traditional narrative requires that we teach it to our citizens, future and current. We must choose between our narrative and theirs.

Is the narrative going to be, as the Woke Communists have it, that racism runs in America’s DNA? Or is it going to be truth: that freedom and the principles of the American founding run in our DNA, and that these principles have been the greatest force for human liberty on the planet? We must follow Edward J. Erler, who shows why America’s founding principles provide the best opportunity for blacks and everyone else.

Are we going to teach our citizens that our founders were hypocrites who preached equality yet practiced slavery? Or are we going to teach them the truth: that the founding was remarkable not for its hypocrisy but for the fact that a country saturated with slavery included in its founding charter, the Declaration of Independence, a principle that would ultimately lead to the abolition of slavery as well as the abolition of other discriminatory practices? By proclaiming “all men are equal,” the founders, said Lincoln,


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. In fact they had no power to confer such a boon. They meant simply to declare the right, so that the enforcement of it might follow as fast as circumstances should permit. They meant to set up a standard maxim for free society, which should be familiar to all, and revered by all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never perfectly attained, constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spreading and deepening its influence, and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors everywhere.1



Are we going to insist that American blacks are helpless in the face of so-called “structural racism” or, rather, proclaim the truth: They can go as far as their talents and resolve take them? As Frederick Douglass said 150 years ago when asked what to do with the black man, “Do nothing with us!” he said. “Your doing with us has already played the mischief with us.” Douglass understood that what black people needed—self-respect and respect from others—they could acquire only through agency.

Are we going to teach our children that hard work and self-reliance are racist inventions designed to suppress blacks (as the Woke Communists contend) or the truth: Hard work and self-reliance are essential? Both Douglass and Booker T. Washington believed that for children to improve, they must avail themselves of American culture.

Do we believe that America consists of many separate cultures? Or is it not true that America is a single culture that fuses with numerous subcultures? W. B. Allen argues that Martin Luther King Jr., toward the end of his career, began to lose faith in assimilation, proposing instead to distinguish American blacks from American culture. We must dedicate ourselves instead to the vision of a common American political life. Dividing ourselves by race and ethnicity will not end well.

Are we going to teach our children that blacks have never succeeded in America or the truth: Blacks have been remarkably successful if one considers the formidable barriers that have been placed in their way? The fact is, many blacks in the twentieth century—both African Americans and blacks from elsewhere—have been very successful. Moreover, as Robert D. Bland shows, contrary to the conventional understanding, in the second half of the nineteenth century, African Americans made astonishing strides in acquiring literacy and bourgeois values and integrating themselves into American society. Indeed, it was only starting in the 1960s that regressive patterns emerged. This historical evidence is necessary to guide and inspire American blacks today.

Are we going tell our citizens that there is a white supremacist behind every tree or the truth: There are very few actual white supremacists in America and most of those have gone underground? I, for one, do not know a single white supremacist in a position of authority. Of course, if one defines a white supremacist as someone who does not kneel before Black Lives Matter, then there are millions. All Americans should see this as the sleight of hand it is. Americans should also see Black Lives Matter as a racist organization trying to destroy the American way of life.

Are we going to tell our children that they should fear the police or tell them the truth: The police are there to help? Former President Obama says he worries every time his children leave the house that they will be killed or brutalized by the police. This, as Glenn C. Loury points out, is ridiculous. The fact is, blacks have a greater chance of being killed by lightning.

Are we are going to teach our citizens, black as well as white, that they should despise their country? Or will we teach our citizens the truth that, despite her sins, America is worthy of their love? There are many blacks today who have grown up proud to be American. They have never doubted they live in the greatest country in the world.

Likely, these children had intact families. We need more such families. As Star Parker and Robert Borens argue, it is not racism so much as the breakdown of the black family, itself hastened by the decline of Christianity, that accounts for many of the pathologies suffered by those in distressed communities, black or otherwise. Ian V. Rowe agrees. He, too, supports strengthening the family as well as school choice and reducing dependency on the government.

These choices all lie within our power to make. How we choose will determine whether we survive.





INTRODUCTION

Mikael Rose Good


In the twenty-first century it is increasingly perilous to try to tell the truth about the state of black America. Those who embark toward this destination find the path littered with dangers and diversions on all sides. The lone traveler first confronts the obstacle of plain bewilderment; he is caught among various distortions of reality and unequipped to make informed judgments on them. He then all too easily succumbs to the temptations of hysteria, expediency, or sentimentalism. What is needed is to furnish the seeker of truth with resources to fortify him for his journey and, even better, to send him traveling companions. This is what we hope to accomplish in the present volume. We have assembled a company of scholars who through diverse tools of analysis bring clarity to the murky darkness of our country’s long troubled racial issues. These authors have begun to clear the path; now it is up to us to heed the call and forge ahead.

The following essays provide a sketch of the “state of black America” that illuminates its many dimensions, employing the tools of history, economics, legal analysis, social science, and political philosophy to move beyond surface views and rhetorically powerful narratives in pursuit of real understanding. Such a broad topic, considered from so many vantage points, cannot be explored exhaustively in just one volume. We do not claim to offer a comprehensive and infallible account of the character, shape, and tendencies of life for black Americans; but we do claim to make a significant contribution toward that end. Most importantly, in compiling these essays we offer to the world a “toolbox” of intellectual resources, encompassing a variety of disciplines, to aid careful and sound thinking on one of the most fraught issues of our time.

In the introductory essay, “Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow: The State of Black America,” William B. Allen and I provide the general architecture in light of which the individual contributions should be evaluated, assessing the most recent and most imminently significant scholarship on the “state of black America.” In the process, however, we lay out a positive case to dismiss fears of absorbing minorities into the American mainstream and, also, to liberate thinking from the false premises of a “permanent underclass” that had come to color social science thinking in the 1960s and 1970s. In the same vein, we illustrate both the extraordinary fertility of exertions by American blacks and the nagging shortcomings of a political culture that has never fully embraced the story of those exertions as exemplary of the promise of America. Nevertheless, we insist, a march of social transformation occurs unperceived beneath our very eyes, but one that is locked in a race toward destruction predicated on the notion that there has been no real progress in America. Our sanguine expectations of a transformed society nevertheless acknowledge that the open question remains, whether the transformed society will also be truly “American.” We suggest little confidence in such eventuality, apart from the emergence of a robust black patriotism that self-consciously embraces the mission to save America from itself.

Edward J. Erler’s essay, “The Fourteenth Amendment and the Completion of the Constitution: Abraham Lincoln and Reconstruction,” lays a foundation for our thinking by describing the process by which blacks living in America became “American blacks” rightly understood—i.e., full participants in the rights and privileges conferred on all citizens in America’s founding documents. Erler demonstrates that the elevation of blacks to full legal equality with non-blacks was not an aberration but, rather, the logical conclusion of the principles articulated by the founders, realized (belatedly) in the political realm through the brilliant wartime statesmanship of Abraham Lincoln. The principles of the Declaration of Independence, as Lincoln understood, “when implemented to their fullest extent would embrace the whole panoply of rights and privileges for black men and women.” Only then could the nation purge “race consciousness” from its laws and mores and embrace the truth that “individuals possess rights—not classes and especially not racial classes.” Erler argues that despite our significant progress toward equal rights under the law, the contemporary development of racial class entitlements now threatens the full realization of Lincoln’s vision.

Erler’s essay provides us with three starting-points: First, vital historical perspective on the question of American blacks’ situation vis-à-vis their country; second, constitutional analysis that elucidates the meaning and significance of “equality before the law” and the promise it contains for American blacks; and third, an account of America as it was understood by the emancipator of the slaves himself, as a nation whose proper founding contains an imperative to extend the goods of justice and equality to blacks and non-blacks alike.

Robert D. Bland, in “The Last Generation of Radical Republicans: Race and the Legacy of Reconstruction in the American South, 1877–1915,” presents a forgotten history of black political participation in the twilight years of Reconstruction, highlighting the tenacity and creativity of American blacks who refused to abandon the dream of Reconstruction when their former allies in the Republican Party had largely given up the fight. Bland writes the next chapter of the story Erler began, showing how American blacks themselves seized the promise of equal rights granted in the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments and at the same time granted the entire nation “its first glimpse of multiracial democracy.” Even at the end of the nineteenth century, a period which historians usually describe as “a low tide moment of formal political activity in black America” defined by increasing disfranchisement, Bland argues that “black Republican leaders and voters continued to organize within the GOP,” armed with the belief that “they stood on a powerful moral argument related to voting rights and the meaning of the Civil War and Reconstruction that could ultimately win the day in the public sphere.” Far from being rendered powerless by their political opposition, American blacks “built a rival political world” and “established a coherent political vision” that continued to reverberate through the Jim Crow era.

In addition, Bland complicates simplistic narratives about American blacks’ relationship to the U.S. party system. He shows how American blacks embraced the Republican Party as their best hope for equal rights in the face of intimidation and suppression by Southern Democrats. At the same time, blacks met with increasing ambivalence from many in their party who no longer believed in Reconstruction, and even among black Republicans, there was considerable dissension as various individuals and factions promoted competing visions of black political participation. Importantly, blacks did not take a passive role as beneficiaries of either political party following their emancipation, nor did they act as a homogenous racial “group” or “class.” Rather, individual blacks actively shaped American party politics as they engaged in a dynamic debate over the best means to realize their shared goal of social and political equality. This historical tour opens our imagination to possibilities of political life that lie beyond the horizon of the present discourse.

In “Competing Visions,” William B. Allen completes our brief historical overview, tracing the developments by which the vision of black self-reliance fell out of fashion in the mid-twentieth century. This was the vision of such leaders as Frederick Douglass and Booker T. Washington, who in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries maintained confidence in “the nexus between self-sufficiency and eventual assimilation, resting on the efficacy of the free market” and who preached “mutual respect and independence of parties rather than dependence of one party on another.” Allen argues that Martin Luther King Jr. ultimately steered the country away from this vision when he began to lose faith in assimilation, purposing instead “to extract American blacks from the warp and woof of an American culture regarded as fatally flawed.” Contrary to Lincoln’s ideal of an America united by equality under the law, and contrary also to the valiant efforts of Reconstruction-era blacks to seize that equality and integrate themselves fully into the broader society, “black America” came to be seen as a community defined by oppression and fundamentally at odds with America as a whole.

Allen makes the case that this shift in American attitudes regarding the situation of American blacks contradicts the actual evidence of post–Civil War history revealing “demonstrable progress … in the accomplishments and advances to date of the black middle class.” That historical evidence ought to have greater influence on our thinking about the future of black America. The best hope for American blacks, Allen says, still lies in the reality of “plural communities fused (and continuing to fuse) into a single American culture.” But the full realization of this hope requires something of us: “Both black and white Americans must commit themselves to the project of American identity before they can experience the results of that project.” Going forward, we must reject King’s error and dedicate ourselves instead to the vision of common American political life espoused by Douglass and Washington.

Glenn C. Loury brings us face-to-face with the present challenges confronting black America in his essay “Whose Fourth of July? Black Patriotism and Racial Inequality in America.” While acknowledging the persistence of racial inequality, Loury critiques the racialized narrative which attributes every disparity to “structural racism” and thus totally absolves struggling black communities of responsibility for their members. On this view, the only solution to racial inequality is a rejection of America itself, an error stemming from the failure “to understand the foundations of [our] own security and prosperity.” This dubious narrative is safeguarded by a “cancel culture” that prevents honest inquiry into the “complex historical and contemporary causes” that impact black communities. Hence the truth about black America is obscured and real solutions to racial inequality elude us.

As an alternative, Loury argues that the best strategy for American blacks is to seize social and economic equality by their own agency (as they did in the decades following the Civil War, although the suppression of their legal and political rights in the Jim Crow era did much to set them back). Furthermore, they ought to wholeheartedly embrace the American project as “the most effective way to advance their best interests in the twenty-first century.” After all, Loury says, the history of blacks in America is that of “the greatest transformation in the status of an enserfed people…that is to be found anywhere in world history.” This was not an arbitrary outcome, but the outworking of the principles of freedom and equality upon which the republic was founded—the same ones that animated Lincoln. To be sure, the outcome was never inevitable; in 1852, Frederick Douglass did not know whether he as a black man had any share in the American civic inheritance. But in 2022, though American blacks still “face profound, existential challenges,” they now face an immense opportunity to partake of the blessings of freedom and even, indeed, “to save the prospect of freedom in the United States.” The question is whether they will take hold of that destiny.

In “Creating an Opportunity Society and Upward Mobility for the Black Community and People of All Races,” Ian V. Rowe provides a practical turn to the vision painted by the previous authors, presenting detailed research on the social and economic conditions of flourishing for American blacks in the twenty-first century. Like Loury, Rowe is worried that the dominant narrative disregards the complex array of factors besides race that impact the flourishing of individuals and communities. Likewise, fixation on the elusive goal of racial equity “sets a ceiling on black achievement” and has the unintended consequence of instilling “learned helplessness” in young American blacks. Rowe’s research indicates that far more effective than top-down attempts to eliminate racial inequity are “developmental strategies that invest in strengthening stable families, expanding educational opportunities and school choice, and incentivizing work over government dependency,” which increase upward mobility for both blacks and non-blacks. One need not deny the ongoing presence of racial discrimination to affirm that there are concrete steps individual blacks can take to raise their chances of prosperity.

The contemporary tendency, Rowe says, is “to treat individual black people as just stand-ins for a larger group identity—i.e., ‘black America’”—that is indelibly marked by oppression and victimhood. But this is to ignore the fact that “the state of individual black Americans is strong because increasingly individual black Americans have greater control over their destiny.” Despite the legacy of slavery and racial discrimination, American principles have made possible a situation where “a formerly enslaved people can now regularly produce some of the country’s most influential leaders in virtually every facet of American life.” In this light, it is manifestly counterproductive to impress upon American blacks that there is nothing they can do to determine the course of their life.

In their essay “Poverty in the African American Community: A Twenty-First-Century Approach to Measuring Economic Progress,” Precious D. Hall and Daphne Cooper offer a contrasting perspective, making the case that past and present racial discrimination have disadvantaged American blacks to the extent that it is difficult or impossible for them to flourish without substantial outside intervention. Hall and Cooper concur with previous authors that black Americans have seen significant progress in education and economic prosperity in recent decades. But they attribute more weight to the inequalities that still remain, taking “success stories” as the exception rather than the rule. Central to their argument is the contention that “systematic racial oppression” is still sufficient to “keep African Americans as a permanent underclass, thus withholding from them any measure of true equality.” Contrary to Rowe, they posit that more emphasis on the structural factors contributing to racial inequality, not less, is essential to black America’s progress.

Pointing out the failures of New Deal and Great Society policies to meaningfully alleviate poverty, Cooper and Hall posit that at the root of these failures was an attempt “to blame or fix the individual on a micro level” without adequately addressing larger structural problems. While acknowledging that there are social and cultural problems within black communities that perpetuate the cycle of poverty, Cooper and Hall maintain that the “culture of poverty” theory “ultimately places the blame for poverty on the victim, thus removing the social duty of the government to alleviate poverty.” They make a similar critique of the “bootstrap mentality,” quoting Martin Luther King Jr.’s argument late in his life that emancipation was insufficient to truly free American blacks from oppression. Ultimately, Cooper and Hall propose a model that integrates various theories of poverty in an effort to illuminate “the political, economic, and social structures of government” that perpetuate racial disparities. This essay, posing as it does a clear challenge to the overarching argument of this volume, sharpens the contrast between two fundamental approaches to thinking about the “state of black America” even as it encourages nuanced dialogue across ideological lines.

Star Parker and Robert Borens conclude the volume with a sweeping overview of the social and economic factors contributing to persistent poverty in some black communities. In “Marriage, Family, Abortion, and Poverty in Black America,” they inquire to what extent we can attribute the difficulties facing black America to racial discrimination. They conclude, based on their survey of available data, that it is plausible that in the twenty-first century, family structure, abortion rates, and marriage rates have at least as much influence on black poverty rates as does ongoing racial discrimination (if not more). While the traditional family structure has taken hits across racial lines since the 1960s, it has suffered a steeper decline among American blacks than across the population as a whole, a social reality that poses unique challenges to black communities.

Attempting to offer some account for this social breakdown, Parker and Borens explore the rising unpopularity of Christian moral teaching concerning marriage and family, as well as the parallel shift in attitudes concerning the role of government in society and the outworking of this shift in several key Supreme Court cases. They hypothesize that the breakdown of traditional Christianity imperils the social, political, and economic goods that are vital to black America’s flourishing, since in American history it is deep religious faith that has prompted the people to set limits on the role of civil government in human life and to “act worthily of their freedom.” They reaffirm the conviction that the prospects for black America are inseparable from the prospects for the nation overall: The same requirements of faith, patriotism, and social capital apply equally to the part and the whole.

At this crucial moment in the American story, we need at our disposal a constructive account of black America’s past, present, and future that equips us to cut through appearances and bear witness to the reality. Building such an account will help us to address the current state of affairs with greater clarity and wisdom. We have not completed the task; but we have begun the conversation. We hope to be joined by many others who care deeply about the fate of black America, but who think it neither necessary nor prudent to attempt to save American blacks by sacrificing the nation.






1
YESTERDAY, TODAY, ANDTOMORROW



The State of Black America

W. B. Allen with Mikael Rose Good

Thy righteousness is like the great mountains;thy judgments are a great deep:O LORD, thou preservest man and beast.

—Psalm 36:6

Understanding the “state of black America” requires first gauging the perspective from which to observe it. From the mountaintops, the valleys below appear static, changeless, and dormant (while, in fact, they broil in ferment). From the valleys, the mountaintops appear remote and impenetrable (while, in fact, they sit in peril of volcanic eruptions). The appearances, however, disfigure the reality. Two recent works well illustrate the effect of these distortions, while nevertheless opening windows looking onto the reality with powerful effect. These works are Robert Putnam’s The Upswing and Richard Alba’s The Great Demographic Illusion. The present essay reviews the findings of these works in order to disclose the present state of black America in relation to its absorption into mainstream American life.

It is appropriate to frame this appraisal in light of a metaphor deriving from the fifteenth century. The metaphor was applied in the “Epistle Dedicatory” of Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince. That fifteenth-century treatise, in turn, informs the development of modern political alternatives in a decisive manner, elevating politics (power) above culture (influence) in shaping the functions of human society in a manner that eventually came to be universal. At the same time, the contemporary movement to define the state of black America in light of what has come to be called “critical race theory” shapes its understanding completely in light of the Machiavellian revolution (albeit likely unknowingly). In doing that, it does not depart from numerous characterizations ranging from Peter Drucker’s counsels in business/corporate management to social science analyses in general. Critical race theory has identified the fifteenth century as the point of departure for its political and cultural analyses not accidentally but rather subject to the determining influence of processes of analysis set forth by Machiavelli. For that reason, in addition to the analysis of the works by Putnam and Alba, this essay must also place in relationship to those works that by Ibram X. Kendi, How to Be an Antiracist. For ultimately, most of the distortions that appear in the works of Putnam and Alba derive from the intimidating influence of critical race theory.

Before unfolding the appraisal, it would be helpful to clarify terminology that must be fully understood in order to follow this presentation. For example, the reader will observe that we offer the term “absorption” as preferable to the terms “integration,” “assimilation,” “domination,” etc., when referring to the social dynamics that measure the relations of blacks and non-blacks in the United States. Similarly, it will be observed that we contextualize on the basis of “blacks and non-blacks” in place of the familiar “whites and non-whites.” As for the term “white” (and its substantive “whiteness”), we will explain why the term “European” is preferable, since it indicates a mode of functioning in the world. Moreover, we will unpack the term “minority,” not avoiding the usage but clearly distinguishing its use in reference to political leverage (electoral weight) and its use in reference to ethno-racial hierarchy (which we shall argue has no analytical force). We will, in conclusion, address the terms “racism” and “systemic racism” based on a working definition of “racism” as the substitution of social codifications for human sympathies or sentiments of humanity. Finally, we shall parse the term “inequality” in a manner that separates political inequalities from inequalities in wealth and income (indicating that mobility analysis must vary in each case albeit intersecting). We shall abjure reference to the terms “diversity” and “inclusion.” Those terms have been rendered useless through abuse.1

Back to mountains and valleys. To understand the metaphorical power of the mountains and valleys trope, it suffices to contrast the approaches of W. E. B. Du Bois and Booker T. Washington to the state of black America in their time. The one, Du Bois, focused his labor on distinguishing the “talented tenth” and storming the citadels of power. The other, Washington, focused on fostering growth from the bottom up. The former approach suggests that reformation is dependent upon provision from above, while the latter approach suggests that reformation results from organic growth from below. Du Bois took the view from the mountaintop; Washington took the view from the valley. Du Bois helped form the NAACP and launched a sixty-year civil rights movement that eventually produced legal changes. Washington enlarged enormously the indigenous resources of communities on the ground, enlisting the aid of Julius Rosenwald to inseminate distressed communities with some 5,000 schools before the mid-twentieth century. The one focused on political capital; the other focused on human capital.

It may be said that both approaches were necessary. It is nonetheless important to inquire whether one or the other was more advantageous from the perspective of fostering the eventual absorption of black communities into the American mainstream. In that respect, Washington’s approach was manifestly the more significant, a fact symbolized by his appearing alongside George Washington Carver on official United States coinage by 1950.

It would count for far more, however, to place the endeavors of both approaches in the larger context of the evolution of political and institutional forms in general. For if it may appear that Du Bois played on more solid ground politically speaking, it is by no means evident that Washington did not hold powerful cards in that regard.


The European System

In 1648, the Peace of Westphalia set the course of modern politics—the politics of the nation-state. In doing so, it valorized the fifteenth-century principles of Machiavelli, vaulting politics above culture in determining the routine functions of civil life. That accomplishment, however, had the foreseeable consequence of rendering raison d’état superior to every other reason (politics above culture). What that means is that politics, which operates on the basis of power, would prevail over culture, which operates on the basis of influence (which is why George Washington declared that “influence is no government”). That formula, in turn, laid all civil life open to the inherent danger of oscillation between extremes of power. Culture once subordinated, politics could know no moderation other than that of the ephemeral inbetween of swings from one extreme to the other. Machiavelli offered no solution to that problem.

Exactly one hundred years later, in 1748, appeared the magisterial work, Spirit of the Laws, which laid out a programme for operating on the principle of the nation-state without undergoing oscillations in extremes of power. It was a proposal to constrain power that would render the Machiavellian system compatible with moderation. This accomplishment was underscored in the general proclamation that there could be no crimes of mind. While it would require institutional forms strictly observed to prevent the exercise of excessive power, it was also necessary to delineate just what power was acceptable. That standard amounted to the declaration that power could extend no further than to permit or forbid deeds (and those of public import). Thus, power constrained by conscience is what made the nation-state workable. That is the reason that Montesquieu (author of Spirit of the Laws) declared Christianity (the foundation of conscience) the “greatest gift” to mankind. Nor was it an accident that he was the first modern thinker to provide a secular argument against race-based slavery and against the subjection of women.

What this all has to do with Du Bois and Booker T. Washington is fairly straightforward. In terms of the functions of modern civilization, there exist strict limits upon what can be accomplished by power (no “hate crimes,” for example). Thus, there are limits to reform accomplished by means of coercion. Culture, which operates by influence rather than power, can extend well beyond the limits of politics. Thus, principles of indigenous development—education and moral formation—encompass a broader range of human possibilities. Now, when power is constrained, culture is given freer rein precisely because it lacks coercive force. That free rein can be used for good or ill, dependent on cultural context. Historically, the black church in the United States illustrated this quite well. As a result, it invites a contest for moral (and social) influence. In the context of this discussion, it can license racism (though not racist deeds) as readily as it can condemn racism. The question, however, is this: What in the actual situation of the United States is the reality? What is the state of black America in the face of this quandary?



Putnam’s The Upswing

It would be preferable if Putnam (and Alba, as well) had presented his findings in his own words. He could not be persuaded to do so. Accordingly, we must make do with our accounting, which we hope to do justly though we cannot do so comprehensively.

Putnam asked a simple question: What over the course of 130 years has been the path of development in the United States in relation to the relative status of blacks and non-blacks insofar as statistical evidence discloses it? He is concerned with relative economic (financial) status, relative political leverage, social cohesiveness (rates of social absorption), and communitarianism (cultural values). The answer he provides: “Better, then worse.” His first figure, which is a template for all the findings in the book, along with the subsequent figure reporting trends in income inequality, tell the story in broad outline. (See Figures 1.1 and 1.2.)

Putnam says of this result:


In the mid-1960s the decades-long upswing in our shared economic, political, social, and cultural life abruptly reversed direction. America suddenly found itself in the midst of a clear downturn. Between the mid-1960s and today—by scores of hard measures along multiple dimensions—we have been experiencing declining economic equality, the deterioration of compromise in the public square, a fraying social fabric, and a descent into cultural narcissism…

Since the 1950s we have made important progress in expanding individual rights (often building on progress made in the preceding decades), but we have sharply regressed in terms of shared prosperity and community values.2




Figure 1.1 Economic, Political, Social, and Cultural Trends, 1895–20153
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Figure 1.2 Income Inequality in the United States, 1913–20144
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The significant and central observation deriving from this introductory analysis in The Upswing is that


progress toward equality for American blacks didn’t begin in 1965. By many measures, blacks were moving toward parity with whites well before the victories of the Civil Rights revolution, despite the limitations imposed by Jim Crow. And second, after the Civil Rights movement, that long-standing trend toward racial equality slowed, stopped, and even reversed.5



As he eventually phrases it, America took its “foot off the gas.” What he terms the “I-we-I” curve purports to show that, while Americans were highly motivated by “communitarian values” (the “We” era), greater progress toward parity was made. In the “Robber Baron” era of the late nineteenth century, prevailing community values were “I” centered and, apparently, became so again post-1950. This account fails to deal with anomalies that we explain hereafter.

The “growth” and “regression” reflected in this analysis lies in lower “life expectancy,” educational, wealth, and electoral outcomes for blacks in comparison with non-blacks. The modulation in the direction of equalizing distribution of wealth between 1950 and 1960 does not result entirely from economic change. It also has an attitudinal basis, which, interestingly, presents a picture contrasting strongly with the “I-we-I curve” that is the foundation of this analysis. That is, as we show in Figure 1.3, the period of “communitarian” growth corresponds with the period of greatest post-slavery repression; while the period of “individualistic” growth post-1950 corresponds with the period of diminished post-slavery repression:


Figure 1.3 Distribution of Wealth in the United States, 1913–20146
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While Putnam argues (absent presentation of evidence) that this “upswing” in sentiment attenuated as the twentieth century closed, his argument hangs on the dying out of an older generation which, on this read, must have been replaced by a more racist, younger generation. For this, there is no evidence whatever. Moreover, no matter what the eventual analysis, the present analysis does not reflect a decline in community sentiment, insofar as racial acceptance is a fundamental element in the sense of community. This result would compel a conclusion that the state of black America confronts less racism today than it has ever encountered. The reason that conclusion is resisted by Putnam, as we shall later discuss, has to do with the mountaintop perspective that he takes and with his susceptibility to the criticism of critical race theorists.

As shown in Figures 1.4 and 1.5, the sharp drop in intergenerational economic mobility that began around 1955 mirrors growing economic inequality hinted at the same time but only settling in around the mid-1960s. These dynamics describe American society as a whole, but they contain a tacit reference to the condition of American blacks in the sense that the greater weight of the decline seems to have been borne by blacks (at least relative to the prior era of increasing “economic equality,” a curious usage that elides wealth and income inequality). To disentangle such calculations, it is necessary to understand the context in which Putnam finds them meaningful. And that context is the prevailing “political sentiments” dominant in the country from one era to the next. (See Figure 1.6.)

When, therefore, Putnam lays out the advance of political agendas from the “progressive era” through the “civil rights era,” he intends to measure the progress of absorption against the backdrop of political platform dominance. He interprets the dominance of the “progressive” platform as expressing a communitarian commitment (the “we” of the “I-we-I” curve) that is undermined by a “conservative” platform expressing an individualist commitment. (See Figure 1.7.) The one calls forth an era of purportedly common exertion across constituencies (absorption), while the other purportedly polarizes the society into competing and even mutually hostile groupings (apartness). On these terms, accordingly, the eligible explanation for varying degrees of economic and social advance among blacks and non-blacks in particular is to be found in the background effects of struggles for political power.

We should, however, take note in Figure 1.8 of the specific implication of the presentation of liberal and conservative representation in the House of Representatives (meant to indicate trends within the society): namely, that it reflects most dramatically not any clearly defined long-term trend (the terms “conservative” and “liberal” having no real content in this particular presentation), while it does capture in a compelling manner the era of “massive resistance” that responded to the civil rights movement. In the period 1955–1975, we see movement toward the putatively liberal among Republicans and, taking the Democrats as a whole, a distinctive move toward the putatively conservative (driven, of course, by the huge swing among Southern Democrats). What this means, therefore, is that the terms “conservative” and “liberal” are here being used—but quite mistakenly—as proxies for racial animus. What they, in fact, reveal, insofar as they reveal any racial animus at all, is that the great weight of racial animus resided in the Democrat Party all along, including during the assumed periods of emphatic communitarianism. Now that is a great paradox. For how can the advocates of communitarianism be at one and the same time the hosts of the fund of racial resentment and separation? Here is how Putnam addresses the paradox:


Figure 1.4 The Rise and Fall of Intergenerational Economic Mobility, 1947–20107
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Figure 1.5 Economic Equality, 1913–20158
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Figure 1.6 White Support for Selected Principles of Racial Equality,1942–20119
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Figure 1.7 Economic, Political, Social, and Cultural Trends, 1895–201510
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Figure 1.8 Asymmetric Polarization in the U.S. House of Representatives,1879–201911
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Most interpretations of the 1960s are framed in terms of the political struggle between the Left and the Right, a struggle in which the initial victories of the Left (the Great Society and the Civil Rights revolution) triggered a conservative backlash, putting in power the Right, which has largely dominated American politics ever since. In Chapter 3 we acknowledged that narrative, but we also argued that the more durable and pervasive change was from communitarianism to individualism, a dimension that is conceptually and empirically distinct from the left-right spectrum. The shift in the Sixties was less from left to right (or the reverse) than from we to I, a shift that was entirely visible on both extremes, as the Old Right gave way to the New Right and the Old Left gave way to the New Left…

In short, the rapidly increasing salience of identity in American culture in the second half of the twentieth century began in young adult psyches far from race and gender and class and politics. Although identity was eventually reflected in those spheres, too, at its core it represented an emphasis on “I.”12



However, when Putnam declares that “the emphasis on individual rights—civil rights, women’s rights, gay rights, consumer rights, children’s rights, and so forth…shows no sign of waning,”13 he abstracts from the pervading reality that these were cultivated group rights, not individual rights. Here lies the Achilles’ heel of his associational analysis; he abstracts completely from the perspectival treatment of the subject—looking from the mountaintop and ignoring the distorting effect of the lens.

When we correct for those distortions, we can discern the true significance of the findings in the data that he deploys. (See Figures 1.9 and 1.10.) Now, that distortion appears first in the discussion of “political comity,” in which Putnam counterintuitively imputes greater comity (sense of community) to the era in which the repression of American blacks post-slavery was at its zenith! He has found, therefore, great momentum toward political comity at precisely the eras in which the greatest abuses of blacks post-slavery were in evidence! Lynchings reached their peak at the very era in which he begins his analysis and remained trenchant throughout the entire period (up to 1948), benefiting from no very powerful progressive effort to stop them prior to Harry Truman (there was lip service, to be sure, but no real political capital was expended). Even the avatar Eleanor Roosevelt, who gave voice to her opposition, was at the same time the biggest advocate of the claims of James Byrnes (the South Carolina segregationist) to succeed Franklin Roosevelt.


Figure 1.9 Cross-Party Comity vs. Conflict as Reported in the National Press, 1890–201314
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Figure 1.10 Political Comity, 1895–201515
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The inevitable question arises: What is missing in Putnam’s account? The evident answer to that question lies in what has occurred in the valleys. That is revealed most profoundly not in the massaged statistics of census reports but in the general overview found at the surface of those reports. The singular fact is that black demography in the United States demonstrates compellingly that the growth slope of black absorption into the society of the United States has far more to do with the combined effect of a retardation of population increase among American blacks and massive immigration into the United States. Let’s take a look at that census overview, shown in Table 1.1.


Table 1.1 Overview of the Black Population in the Decennial Census, 1790–2010
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These numbers are so plain and so palpable that they escape the notice of sophisticated observers in search of occult explanation. It will perhaps aid in understanding if we relate an experience the senior author had in 2018, while leading forty-five school-teachers on a tour of civil rights movement memorials in the South. In Selma, Alabama, the group gathered in the sanctuary of Bethel AME Church (“Big Bethel”), the site at which voting rights protesters gathered to organize strategy before crossing the Edmund Pettus Bridge on the march to the capitol. While reviewing the dynamics of that historic march, the seminar leader paused mid-sentence, looked up at and around the sanctuary, and after a significant silence, inquired of the teachers, “Who do you think built this structure?” The point of the question was to direct attention to the obvious beauty and elegance of the architecture, erected in the first decade of the twentieth century. Surprised by the question, and pausing to reflect, someone eventually though tentatively offered, “The church members?”

She was right, of course, and the seminar leader emphasized that those American blacks worshipping in that sanctuary built by their own resources and industry, in the midst of the reign of lynching terror, Jim Crow, voting restrictions, and persistent oppression, an extraordinary monument to their resourcefulness and intelligence. It was clear that they could accomplish anything, given time and resources, no matter the traumatic stress to which they were subject. They were effective agents; they were not dependent or semi-dependent wards of others. While they, like all humans, required the protection of the laws ultimately to emerge in the fullness of civic participation, they required no assistance whatever to make their humanity manifest. To the further question, “Why do you suppose that you have always imagined American blacks of that era as semi-dependent wards of the state?” there was no reply. But there was a dawning consciousness of something very important having gone wrong in their education.

The numbers reported in these summary census reports stare at us just as blindingly as the beauty of Big Bethel stares at any soul sensitive enough to perceive. Looking at the rate of population increase alone (taking into account the pre-1860 and post-1860 distinctions regarding contributing factors) reveals much and nothing more importantly than the robust emergence of American blacks of the post-slavery era as people taking command of their lives. While growth rates can seem almost monotonic from 1800 to 1890, that would make the mistake of failing to account for the difference between importation and breeding up to 1830 (and still somewhat to 1860) and indigenous reproduction thereafter. That was the first sign of “upswing” in the post-slavery era, and it had no relation whatever to any policy pronouncements from the mountaintops of progressive-era custodial messaging.

Moreover, the effect is even more dramatic than it first appears if notice is taken that, unlike the population growth of the non-black population, population growth among blacks benefited from no significant infusion from immigration. That is, the growth rate was astonishingly higher than the growth rate of the non-black population when controlled for the effect of immigration. In an imagined universe in which the country had been closed to immigration post-1860, and the trend lines were extrapolated as they developed between 1860 and 1890, blacks and non-blacks would have approximated one another by 1950. That world, however, was not to arise, first because of the large-scale effect of immigration, and second (post-1950), the emergence of social dysfunction coupled with targeted abortion in black communities. In other words, a greater “upswing” was concealed by immigration, while a “downswing” was hastened through abortion and other practices.

Or again, consider the unprecedentedly dramatic change in literacy rates over the course of sixty years following the end of slavery. Albeit aided by generous initiative from charitable agents (largely from the North) contributing to this phenomenon, it is incontestably the case that literacy gains represent overwhelmingly the result of indigenous efforts on the part of American blacks themselves (and mainly in the South). We have referred to the dramatic infusion of Rosenwald schools above, and we note now that those schools receded into lesser prominence as a direct result of being co-opted into separate-but-equal public school systems that hobbled the dynamic energies of indigenous and spontaneous self-betterment. Here, again, we see an upswing before downswing sets in, an upswing that is quite independent of mountaintop public policy and even proves somewhat resilient when confronting the undermining influence of state-based public policy.

Finally, consider what is perhaps most dramatic in the surface statistics of the census reports—namely, how post-slavery American blacks attained rough parity with mainstream society with respect to the disposition to marry and form households (despite a legacy of family separations and abuse). The performance at the level of societal norms (taking non-black society as the norm) is nothing less than stunning. And it is no less stunning how rapidly the descent from that norm occurred post-1950. Here “upswing” was followed by “downswing” precisely in sync with the evolution of a full-throated custodial state officially assigning to American blacks the status of wards of a custodial state (protected classes).

If we will now reread the Putnam analyses in light of these observations, we should be able to draw certain general conclusions regarding the state of black America. To begin, it is manifest that American blacks have known great progress over the course of time since the end of slavery. At the same time, the rate of absorption of blacks as blacks into mainstream society has remained stubbornly low (we shall inquire why this is so in the next section). What we can observe is a stubborn refusal to regard American blacks per se as assuming full title to the status of bearers of the European tradition. As American blacks have largely shed characteristics of cultural distinctiveness, they have been postured all the more insistently as culturally distinct. In other words, in the “I-we-I” curve, the middle term is blank!



Alba’s The Great Demographic Illusion

Why are American blacks still excluded from the “we” of American life? Richard Alba provides a handle for addressing that question most satisfactorily. For in revealing the hollowness of the myth of a future “majority of minorities” in the United States, what he actually accomplishes is to demonstrate how profoundly unwilling prevailing political sentiments are to recognize the emerging “we” of American life as insusceptible to the crutch of racial identification. The great question of the day, accordingly, and therefore, the question of the state of black America, is whether the tide of change that has been evidently sweeping the country since the end of slavery will eventually engulf it altogether or be aborted by the determined resistance of atavistic race-referencing.


Nor Black America; Nor White America

A first glance at The Great Demographic Illusion might tempt a reader to imagine an approaching end of the familiar distinctions of black and non-black Americans. The highlighted significance of an increasingly multiracial society ultimately implies a no-racial society (or perhaps we should say “no races”). We believe, however, that reading to be an oversimplification and by no means the most challenging reading. Rather, we shall submit, the implication is that with regard to “colors,” a general fusion shall occur along lines of general paleness (that for mere reason of chemistry). Or, seeming “white” is all there is to being “white”! More importantly, however, what shall emerge is a form of national identification that will completely absorb all in the embrace of the European tradition, a thing that has not yet occurred. We repeat, as we said above, that is a life of politics above culture in which ties of blood, tribe, and religion will play no role in sorting power. In such a world, in which the individual must stand on character and accomplishment to advance, it may—and likely shall—still be prominent that communitarian values will rise and fall with political platforms. If that is to happen, however, it will have to be without the crutch of race or other non-relevant group identifications. In other words, a world in which the individual alone counts is not for all that a world in which individualism alone counts.

Let us see why this may be so.

The defect of narrative lies at the base of the demographic illusion. Alba himself falls victim to the defect of narrative, even as he labors (largely successfully) to correct the narrative. Before he can get to the critical data analysis, he must first take on the narrative of narratives driving political choices in ethno-racial terms. In his first two chapters, therefore, he develops a narrative of exploited “racial resentment” driving U.S. politics in the recent era, with extensive citation of one-sided, constructivist social science research and purportedly incendiary political rhetoric from one side of the political spectrum. At no point does he ever take up the question of any other content in the universe of political discourse that might materially affect political sentiments. The lack of evenhandedness discourages paying careful attention to the data analysis he goes on to provide. That failure therefore enables the comfortable assumption that Americans are being led into false apprehensions of a polarized ethno-racial future as a direct result of unprincipled actors. He takes this position in spite of having quite sensibly pointed out that triumphalist, race-referenced rhetoric about a future “majority of minorities” conveyed not only conceivably false interpretations of data but, more importantly, a stimulus of urgency. In short, even while rebutting central claims of the prevailing narrative, he nevertheless embraces the simplistic reductionism that narrative, rather than fact, shapes destiny.

The very first data table in The Great Demographic Illusion belies the tendency to simplify. Moreover, it underscores the conclusion we reached above concerning the context of black post-slavery demographics. The overall account of more than a century of immigration depicts a backdrop of dynamic pressures that would foster social and political uncertainty no matter what prior dispositions prevailed. The task here—relative to the state of black America—is to assess those dynamics independently of race-referencing as a precondition for the consideration of the effect of race as political and social determinant. (See Figure 1.11.)


Figure 1.11 Legal Immigration (Bars) and Foreign-Born Population (Line) by Decade, 1850–201716
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Now, this detailed account requires the analyst to ask the “but for” question: What would be the social/political dynamic of the United States but for race? The response must surely be that either pressures of absorption (assimilation and inclusion) or pressures of administrative cantonment and exclusion would ensue. Now, it has been the manifest purpose of Alba’s life work to demonstrate precisely that fact. He has succeeded in redefining “assimilation” to reveal a standard that he terms “non–zero sum assimilation.” That standard means, primarily, that social mobility occurs with minimal or no displacement effects. And the history of immigration in the United States demonstrates strongly that processes of absorption prevail.

The reason this is important is that the balance of The Great Demographic Illusion demonstrates precisely how that absorption occurs and why national discourse has so strongly closed its eyes to the reality. In a word, the dictum of Aristotle—that fellow citizenship requires intermarriage—describes not diverging but converging populations in the United States. The most important task for the analyst, therefore, is to determine where to locate the mean toward which the convergence will or must occur. That process, in turn, would dismiss the static analyses of a future “majority of minorities” and spawn a more serious inquiry into the evolving majority that will shape the social and political consensus. In short, the obsession with race-referencing specifically impedes thoughtful analysis not only of the state of black America but of the future of the United States.

Take special note that the slope of intermarriage, as shown in Figure 1.12, overlays quite well the rising slope of the “I-we-I” curve. However, as we shall observe, there is not a correlative downswing to match Putnam’s “foot off the gas” metaphor in the socioeconomic realm. The implication is that much of the downswing is accounted for by occluding demographic elements that are disappearing into the multiracial background. Accordingly, a fine-tuned analysis would require combining these two analyses into a common portrait.


Figure 1.12 The Rise of Intermarriage since Loving v. Virginia (1967)17
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As Alba recounts, much of the occluding effect is an artifact of official data reporting. Census Bureau and Office of Management and Budget procedure for recording and reporting racial identity actually serve to exaggerate racial distinctions, while inaccurately describing social dynamics. This was already evident in the treatment of Hispanics in the 1960s and ’70s, when the convention of using “Spanish surname” as a racial identifier was revealed as completely misleading. That discovery led to the adoption of “non-Hispanic white” in an attempt to unveil intermarriage effects. That convention, in turn, has led to the no less non-sensible protocol of removing large numbers of “European origin” Hispanics from the category of “whites.” Apart from the large-scale variations among persons of Hispanic descent, this urge to purify racial categories—all to preserve the practice of race-referencing—serves to render remote any realistic accounting of social dynamics in the United States. Add to that the residual effect of historically prior Hispanic-indigenous mixing and we inherit a mélange of categories that do not categorize to any useful purpose.

The foregoing account should suffice to portray the crisis of race reporting that characterizes present-day analyses. But the inherent fallacy of the entire edifice driving policy and discourse is made clearest by the observable evidence of present trends toward intermarriage across all ethno-racial identities.

Figure 1.13 on the next page shows trends of racial mixing by focusing on infant cohorts. Those dramatic changes reflect the pending emergence of a general society dramatically changed and in which it makes decreasingly little sense to speak in terms of race. Note particularly how the second generation so nearly approximates the overall slope, which indicates that the overall rate shall achieve increasing velocity over time.

Now when the reality of race mixing (which might just as well be termed “absorption”) is looked at in relation to the variety of formations that occur on the basis of ethno-racial background (Figure 1.14), alongside the variety of formations according to income levels (Figure 1.15), it is clear that this phenomenon is concentrated around and below median income levels (contrary to the assumption frequently made that it is only the few college-educated and privileged who are really mixing). This statistical reality is also a plain reality to anyone who bothers to live “among the people.” In short, what is being changed most rapidly and most profoundly is the broad social base.

In the face of these dramatic trends, it is to be expected that we will observe correlative trends in economic and educational status all converging toward the mean of mainstream society. And that is exactly what we observe.


Figure 1.13 Trends of Ethno-Racial Mixing among Infants, 1980–201718
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Figure 1.14 Rates of Parental Marriage for Infants from Different Mixed and Unmixed Family Backgrounds19
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Figure 1.15 Median Combined Annual Parental Income of Infants from Different Mixed and Unmixed Family Backgrounds20
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Apart from the outlier effect of the Asian-based performance, what is most notable in Figure 1.16 is the clustered effect in levels of educational attainment across the various designations. And that outcome is still more dramatic across men alone than across women alone. Thus, we discover fewer distinctions across ethno-racial groupings in proportion to their presence in the overall population than we would otherwise be led to expect by the race-referenced narrative.

What these facts mean is that, while the process of absorption varies across ethno-racial designations, its direction is general across all. Moreover, the process seems destined in all designations to reflect the same dimensions that have heretofore been seen to obtain generally among immigrant populations in the United States. The sole distinguishing question, therefore, is whether the circumstance of American blacks is anomalous, lagging, in the process of absorption, and if so, to what degree. In making this calculation, however, the trick is to remember that immigration reconfigures the base—the denominator—in such a way as to suggest retardation in a one-dimensional analysis where, in fact, multivariate swamping is the reality. That is, the size of the pool into which American blacks must jump increases proportionately to their progress! That factor is separate from and in addition to any effects of reproductive rates, household formation, and premature deaths. When Alba says the mainstream is expanding, he means that it is becoming more inclusive. However, it is apparent that it is also expanding in size relative to the positions of its constituent elements (which requires no overall increase in absolute number). Thus, insofar as the relations of blacks to non-blacks is the major distinction to be made, it matters that “blacks” are transmogrified through multiracial categorizations with the result of diminishing the record of “black” progress.


Figure 1.16 Postsecondary Educational Attainment of Mixed (Expanded) and Unmixed U.S.-Born Men and Women Ages Twenty-Five to Thirty-Nine21
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Absorption versus Cantonment

The current state of black America is a state of suspension between absorption and administrative cantonment. What we mean by administrative cantonment is the persistent policy of the government to treat with American blacks as separate and apart. American blacks are consistently recognized by the government first as black and only second as American. Whether this is the residue of slavery, which was certainly a form of political cantonment (a people permanently set apart to be governed by external structures), or a newly evolved form of cantonment (politically permeable), there can be little doubt that cantonment is the motif. This stands in contrast to the similar yet distinct reservation policy that was imposed on American Indians. The latter was accompanied with a fig leaf of sovereignty (that is, independence) which in no way applies to the cantonment of American blacks, who are treated as wholly dependent wards of the state (and not the “semi-dependent wards” the Indians were appointed to be in court decisions). Moreover, there are no territorial attributes of black cantonment (however much integral and/or ghettoized communities might have existed). Black life in the United States reflects still as it has heretofore the sufferance of the mainstream community.

Absorption, by contrast, means the complete permeability of all institutions, social and political. It derives from ease of transit across all social spaces physically and cognitively. The legal permeability that Justice Harlan prefigured in the notion of “colorblindness” meant precisely this. He perhaps did not realize, however, that “equality before the law” (legal permeability) was impossible without complete social and political permeability. The term “absorption,” accordingly, conveys far more fully what was at stake in the concept of colorblindness. We shall see below that this is also the only possible meaning of “antiracism.”

As a practical matter, however, it must be acknowledged that the standard of absorption remains an objective to be attained rather than a reality. This is so despite the society’s evident capacity for absorption (as shown above). The reason for the disjunction between promise and reality lies mainly in the narratives that we embrace. The conscious refusal to embrace a narrative of absorption is the single greatest obstacle to its final realization.

The foregoing claim is made anecdotally apparent in an instructive story. A solidly middle-to-upper-class white community (except for a very small Mexican barrio) in California was once integrated without its knowledge. A music teacher, the daughter of an American Indian woman and an American black man, purchased a home in the center of town and lived there without incident for sixty years. After the initial decades of those sixty years, a prominent progressive real estate agent undertook to “integrate the town,” conspicuously moving a black family into the community and trumpeting the progressive value it represented. Several years later, the same progressive real estate agent prevented a multiracial family from purchasing a home on the most prominent boulevard in the community, upsetting a signed contract for no reason other than to prevent the location of a black-based, multiracial family occupying so central and visible a space in the community. The same progressive real estate agent attempted to secure a similarly attractive property for the same family but met the conservatively principled refusal of the seller and suffered defeat as a result. Meanwhile, the music teacher who had been a longtime resident there, and who had taught the children of many of the most distinguished families, continued to live as assumedly “white.” In fact, it was only toward the end of her life that she revealed to her black client (the persecuted property owner), who had become a very close friend, her ethnoracial background (very much to that client’s surprise).

This was not an episode of “passing,” as so well depicted in the novel of that title by Nella Larson. The spinster simply did not announce herself ethno-racially and therefore escaped the attributive cantonment that would have followed (she was not red-lined and had no trouble acquiring banking facilities). She benefited from the permeability that has generally characterized the status of American Indians, who do not have to be Indians unless they choose to be so.

Such personal stories constitute the elements framed by the public narrative that structures the cantoned environment. That is to say, cantonment is possible only to the extent that it is sustained by public policy, which licenses equally public and individual race-referencing as a legitimate basis for interacting with fellow citizens. The “progressive” real estate agent, whose real “racism” affected the lives of distinct individuals, was empowered to do so by the public preservation of race-referencing as legitimate. The “progressive” scholars Putnam and Alba, who are not racists, are no less subject to the influence of the patterned reactions engendered by race-referencing. As a consequence, they are intimidated by the discourse informed in that manner to profess innocence of any slights or negative inferences respecting any ethnic or racial background and, still more, to provide evident assurance of their commitment to an agenda of reform. Such moves are merely inverted forms of race-referencing, which interact in the larger universe of discourse in the same manner as the views of the “progressive but racist real estate agent” did.

It is for the reasons elucidated in the foregoing paragraph, therefore, that this analysis must take up—beyond the review of social science analysis—the current discussion of antiracism. For that discussion contributes mightily to reinforce the patterned policy of race-referencing, which, more than any other single contributing factor, affects the state of black America.



Kendi’s Racism

Upon the death of George Floyd in the summer of 2020, if we take seriously the discourse that followed it, America experienced nothing less than a religious revival. Often described as an “awakening” or “reckoning,” our national experience convicted many of sin, drew them to repentance, and established them on an apparent path to sanctification. But what is the content of this rekindled religious belief? Do all who claim to oppose racism really share a common faith?

In answer to these questions, apparent consensus formed around that version of the faith articulated most fully in the work of Ibram X. Kendi.22 It is probably no exaggeration to say that Kendi’s articulation of antiracism is more widely known and recognized by the general public than any other.23 Any attempt to provide a positive account of “the state of black America” should at least contend with the core tenets of Kendi’s thought and, if they are found lacking, suggest a better path forward.

What Kendi presents is no less than a total vision of reality that imposes a total claim on every soul. Our history, he says, is fundamentally a battle between racism and antiracism, and as peoples, we now poise on the precipice between them. At such a watershed moment, Kendi proclaims from the start, “there is no neutrality.”24 Every action, every idea, every policy—every person—serves the cause of either racist power or antiracist power. The only way to prove free of the mortal sin of racism is to become an antiracist: that is, to dedicate oneself to the lifelong struggle against racism in all its forms (which include biological racism, cultural racism, class racism, gender racism, queer racism, and antiwhite racism, among others). To merely insist that one is “not racist,” as many Americans do, is in reality “a mask for racism.”25 How are we to reckon with such sweeping claims?

A small but vocal minority of intellectuals opted to reject them altogether. A cluster of black “heterodox” thinkers, including Glenn C. Loury, John McWhorter, Coleman Hughes, and Thomas Chatterton Williams, have presented sustained critiques of Kendi’s thought, often in informal or journalistic contexts. Besides addressing perceived gaps or inconsistencies in Kendi’s arguments, all these critics pay close attention to the religious character of Kendi’s antiracism and of the antiracist ideology more broadly. Antiracism, they say, is dogma that demands unwavering faith, suppresses all dissent, and labels all people saints or heretics. In return, it promises what any good religion does: a sense of meaning and purpose, membership in a moral community, and the satisfaction of self-righteousness. Kendi’s critics speak mainly from a secular perspective (whether atheist or agnostic), while differing in their valuation of religion as a cultural phenomenon. They agree that antiracism’s religious quality is precisely the source of its danger. As John McWhorter remarks, the religion of antiracism is readily embraced by “secular, even pagan, mostly over-educated affluent whites” who nevertheless crave “a warm but inchoate sense of belonging…that often as not impedes rather than fosters social justice.”26 In this sense, the new antiracism represents a setback for genuine social progress. This echoes the phenomenon of “intimidation” that we recognize in the works of Putnam and Alba above. It is more than “white guilt” or “shame.” It is a sense of the obligation to touch the “weak” with the expression of one’s “love.”

There is much to reckon with in both the ideology and the critique, but we highlight the biggest questions at stake, those concerning a faulty compromise between secularism and religious faith. Because the reigning version of antiracism is a false faith, it lacks power to heal a fractured nation and, conversely, bids fair to infect the wound gangrenously. Americans have a more promising source of unity than the antiracist creed. However, it is important to understand the false proffer in order collectively to respond to the challenges shaping the future of race relations and the future of America itself.

We begin that process by stating what is and is not racism, what is and is not systemic. Kendi’s performative definitions (i.e., racism and antiracism are in the doing and not the thinking or feeling) fail to clarify real concepts that can be grasped by the intellect. A simple story may help to elucidate. The senior author, as a youth in a small, strictly segregated Southern town, once presented himself to the public library (a small thing, housing doubtless fewer titles than he currently holds in his personal library). He was no more than six or seven but long an avid reader, and he hoped perhaps to be provided something—anything—that he might read. The librarian informed him, however, that he was not permitted to enter because he was “colored.” The usual narrative ends there, with the youth disconsolately walking away. On this occasion, however, the librarian said, “Sit down here” on the steps “and wait a moment.” She returned promptly with a book and said, “You can read it here.”

What does this story illustrate? First, and most emphatically, a racist system of public policy existed. No less manifestly, however, the toxemia it spreads does not necessarily reach to every heart subject to its domination. The librarian acted within the bounds of the law—and thus upheld racism—at the same time as straining against its intent and effects. In that sense she leaned into sentiments of humanity that may surely be termed counter-racist. This means, accordingly, that imposed racism and expressed racism are not colinear. Racism may be imposed where it is not felt, and significantly, it may be felt where it is not (or cannot be) imposed.

To move from anecdote to concept—testable proposition—we maintain that social codification is not colinear with social behavior (conformity). Therefore, it would necessarily follow that individuals may be racist in non-racist systems (retail racism) and non-racist in racist systems (wholesale racism). Inasmuch as the contradiction of that proposition constitutes the foundation premise of Kendi’s “antiracism,” however, Kendi’s premise must fall under analysis—it is unfounded polemic rather than systematic argument.


Overview

How to Be an Antiracist is simultaneously memoir, history, political commentary, and spiritual handbook. By weaving together such diverse genres, Kendi unfolds a story about humankind in which a common conflict defines his personal experience, the history of the West, America’s cultural and political landscape, and most crucially, everyone’s soul. In each of the book’s eighteen chapters, Kendi pairs a topical issue—power, ethnicity, class, sexuality—with an installment of his autobiography, inseparably intertwining his life and impressions.

As a descriptive account of the world, How to Be an Antiracist attempts to pin down the historical, cultural, and anthropological origins of racism. For Kendi, there is a distinct order of being when it comes to racism: Racist power precedes racist policies; racist policies precede racist ideas. The history of racism begins with the sheer desire of some persons to dominate others. To accomplish this, the former group creates policies that codify a position of superiority over the latter. (Note the silent slide from an indefinite “some persons” to a definite “group.”) Next, they justify the injustice on an abstract level by inventing racist ideas that artificially categorize “distinct individuals, ethnicities, and nationalities” as members of “monolithic races.”27 The impact of this is to “manipulate us into seeing people as the problem, instead of the policies that ensnare them.”28 Thus racist ideas exist to give the name of justice to whatever mechanisms preserve the dominance of the ruling group. The concept of race, despite its intellectual pretensions, is at root “a power construct,” an ingenious social innovation for the expansion and preservation of self-interested power.29 And it is effective, too, for it produces every kind of inequity that exists among racial groups. If race does not exist, strictly speaking, then any disparities in income, resources, health, crime and incarceration, education, political representation, or cultural influence must result directly from policies that have arbitrarily disadvantaged some to the benefit of others. Of course, even if this were true, it would not follow that the disadvantaging policy were racist.



A Flawed Conception of Political Life

That this is only a story and not a description of historical events is plainly evident in the fact that the empirical connectors in the story do not add up and, rather, elide crucial historical elements that must inevitably produce a different story. To understand why Kendi’s work takes this turn, one must open his earlier work, Stamped from the Beginning.30 That work is the foundation of How to Be an Antiracist and provides the analysis omitted in the later work. There, he explains that racism arose in fifteenth-century Europe and acquired systematic form in the age of exploration. He conceives that the architecture of Europe was predicated upon the solidification of power relations with non-Europeans upon racial distinctions. In developing this analysis, he founds his reasoning upon the claim Jefferson Davis, president of the Confederacy, enunciated in his inaugural address. That claim was that black slavery was “stamped from the beginning” in the European settlement of North America. In relying upon this foundation claim for the defense of slavery, Kendi imitates those advocates who rely upon the argument of John C. Calhoun that slavery was a “positive good.” That is to say that one and the other predicate an analysis of the United States on the defeated claims of slavery’s defenders rather than the triumphant claims of those who ultimately abolished slavery. This incongruous analysis produces the result that the defeated argument is embraced as the true and proper characterization of the structure of power in the United States.

One reason this result occurs derives from Kendi’s reliance on the ideological structures of Marxism—namely, the explanation of all political relations in terms of the relations between “oppressors and oppressed.” In short, in order to analyze the United States consistently with the methodological imperatives of socialism, it is necessary to frame the discussion entirely in terms of a struggle for power rather than a struggle of ideas. The political system may only be understood as patterned relationships of power and submission (that is, social codification is read as compulsory, even when it is merely hypothetical). Since the very claim of the United States at its proper founding was to have transcended patterned relationships of power and submission, that claim is dismissed or discounted not by argument but by methodological necessity. Moreover, every element of the society so analyzed must conform to the required pattern. Thus, capitalism is merely an expression of the power relations in the society and, hence, strictly a matter of the material relations required to sustain race-based slavery.

This analysis, therefore, hangs entirely upon the misconstruction of the development of modern Europe as a bearer of race-based slavery. Not only does that perspective fail to discern the intrinsic and sometimes specific arguments against power relationships based on race (and gender, for that matter), it far more importantly fails completely to understand the true origins of modern Europe. That is ironic insofar as the fifteenth century not only submits Columbus, Marco Polo, and other exemplars of the age of exploration to review, but it also offers Machiavelli and his successors (upon whom Kendi does not reflect at all). Since it was precisely Machiavelli who developed power relations—not blood or tribe or religion—as the fundamental principle of political organization, the irony is all the more significant. For it means that Kendi failed to notice the anticipatory refutation of the Hegelian-Marxian analysis.

In a word, the Machiavellian move initiated the momentum that led Europe to develop a mode of civilization that eventually altered the basis of political organization throughout the entire earth. The focus on power relations produced successive attempts to concretize the idea of political power in a general account—most notably the Hobbesian account that replaced all other accounts of authority with positivism. The practical attempts to valorize political power eventually produced the systematic form of the nation-state as the basis of civilization itself. This achieved its consummation in the Westphalian settlement of 1648. However, that settlement produced the new and ultimately universal form of all political life without resolving the inherent problem of authority. The power thus established was arbitrary, inasmuch as theoretical notions of right were insufficient to direct claims of sovereign authority. Consequently, further reflection was required in order to elaborate a form for the nation-state in which the power that lay at its base could be understood as neither absolute nor arbitrary. That required the development of constraints on power in the service of liberty. Preliminary theorizing in that direction—by John Locke most notably—did not succeed in achieving the result. The Westminster constitutionalism that arose in the wake of the Glorious Revolution made Parliament legally sovereign, and therefore lacked the architecture to protect the liberty of citizens from arbitrary rule. Ultimately, therefore, progress was made with the influence of theorists such as Montesquieu, who inspired the creation of the American Constitution as the first truly contractual limit on government power. The constitutional nation-state, where power is deliberately constrained, arose from the development of European political thought.

What this means for our purposes is simply that the civilizational form that Europe eventually bequeathed to the globe is predicated precisely upon rejecting the claim that politics consists of the relations between oppressor and oppressed. Insofar as that has been accomplished to some degree, it is therefore false that the systematic form of politics establishes at its origins (“stamped from the beginning”) racial or cultural attributes as components of political identity. Kendi’s arguments, accordingly, are predicated upon misinterpretation of the forms and principles of political life itself.

Despite Kendi’s failures in this regard, he advances his claims with the assertion that there is a perverse creativity to the putatively racist project. “Race makers” continually spawn “new forms of power: the power to categorize and judge, elevate and downgrade, include and exclude.”31 For example, whereas racism once appeared primarily in segregationist ideas about “genetic racial distinction and fixed hierarchy” (note that this is a late historical emergence in relation to Kendi’s spurious account of the origins of racism), racism now takes the subtler form of assimilationist ideas, which “are rooted in the notion that certain racial groups are culturally or behaviorally inferior.”32 We must be attentive to the new masks that racism takes on as it adapts to the times. Even those who openly claim to oppose racism, Kendi warns, often do so in bad faith, and seemingly innocuous positions on race are the most dangerous of all.33 In all this it is important to recognize that, although Kendi begins the analysis with “slavery,” he sustains it with exclusive reference to “racism.” This gambit serves to occlude the origins of the term “slave” as a reference to those Slavs, pinched between European powers and so oppressed as to make their very name the term for slavery—a distinctly non-race-based slavery. Kendi’s silent move, accordingly, actually reinforces the current and inherited race-referencing, making it the peculiar tool of “antiracism.”

This thought leads naturally to the book’s prescriptive program. We overcome racism by piercing to the heart of the matter: the problem of power. Power created racism, and only power can uncreate it. In our society, power is reinforced by policy, which for Kendi encompasses “written and unwritten laws, rules, procedures, processes, regulations, and guidelines that govern people.”34 Hence, social codification. Since policies correspond with power, no policy is race-neutral: “Every policy in every institution in every community in every nation is producing or sustaining either racial inequity or equity between racial groups.”35 That is, every policy is founded in race-referencing, even if race is an artificial construct. Hence, the basic antiracist strategy is to take power from the racist policymakers and use it to institute antiracist policies, which will necessarily eliminate racial inequity. In short, “the only remedy to racist discrimination is antiracist discrimination.”36 The danger is that we lose sight of the plan, failing to match racist power with antiracist power and thus allowing justice to be trampled.


Antiracist power must be flexible to match the flexibility of racist power, propelled only by the craving for power to shape policy in their inequitable interests. Racist power believes in by any means necessary. We, their challengers, typically do not…Anything but flexible, we are too often bound by ideologies that are bound by failed strategies of racial change.

What if we assessed the methods and leaders and organizations by the results of policy change and equity? What if strategies and policy solutions stemmed not from ideologies but from problems? What if antiracists were propelled only by the craving for power to shape policy in their equitable interests?37



One of the “failed strategies” that Kendi addresses at length is that of persuasion. To channel all our efforts into persuading people that racism is false is an exercise in futility. This is because racists believe in racism not because it is true, but because it is beneficial to them. It is impossible to reason with their racist ideas, for their source is “not ignorance and hate, but self-interest.”38 Therefore, there is no common ground of truth which the powerful and the powerless can inhabit together—at least insofar as the powerful are committed to maintaining their position, which, we assume, is almost invariably the case. “The problem of race,” Kendi concludes, “has always been at its core the problem of power.”39

The entire argument, in short, hinges on the account of power relations in society, an account that, in fact, is manifestly contradictory to the evolution of modern power relations. We noted the historical development above. It is important, however, to reinforce the idea that the constitution constrained by liberty is a distinct form of power relations that expressly delegitimizes the relationship of oppressor and oppressed. That is the reason that, from 1776 onward, the unbending direction of political development in the United States has been defined by liberty rather than power. While it may seem to some to have taken an unseemly long time in getting from the promise of liberty to anywhere near the attainment of liberty, it is undeniably the case that the movement has been monotonic (if herky-jerky) in the form of the initial move toward abolition of slavery by degrees in the United States. That the Prince Halls, Benjamin Bannekers, and Richard Allens (among others) embraced the promise of liberty above power means that there is a different—and a superior—path forward than that projected by Kendi.

What is at stake, however, is Kendi’s unproved assumption that this is a question of power, in the face of which no one may claim either immunity or indifference—the focus on the compulsory. A gun to the temple may well force a choice on those capable of choosing but will be an empty—if fatal—gesture regarding those not so capable as well as regarding those prepared for any eventuality (meaning the unscheduled choice of self-sacrifice). Kendi can see the matter differently not because his definitions make sense, but only because he rests his judgment on an ideological commitment that identifies racism and capitalism as a conjoined and ubiquitous political reality in the face of which effort must ensue to overturn it or all must succumb to it. That means, in light of Stamped from the Beginning, that the cause of antiracism is nothing less than the dismantling of the nation-state. At that point it is not difficult to see it as correlative with emergence of the Marxist universal world-state.

Since European civilization—and that is the proper name, not “white” civilization—takes its complete form of expression in the liberty-based nation-state (even if most of the nation-states existing have not yet found the way to a basis in liberty), then “antiracism” means “anti–European civilization.” It is a demand for a new world order. While such a demand is coherent, it does not follow that it is predicated upon a coherent argument. Thus it is, for example, that it takes the argument against capitalism for Kendi to make his “intersectional” turn—while abjuring all class categorization (he dislikes terms such as “systemic racism”)—in order to argue that salvation hinges uniquely upon overturning—not any particular policy—but capitalism itself.

At this point, therefore, the entire conceit of the book is lost. Neither racism nor antiracism is germane to the actual discussion. Only competent political and economic analysis can provide what is required to sustain this screed. And both competent political and economic analysis are completely absent. That should surprise none who perceive, in particular, that the references to capitalism assume without stating a specifically flawed economic principle: namely, that economies are founded in accidental or arbitrary policies. Think of Rousseau’s suggestion that property rights originated simply by someone putting up a fence and someone else respecting it as a boundary. Perhaps Kendi should not be blamed too greatly for such intellectual confusion, for it is rare that anyone defines capitalism with clarity or offers any very serious account of economic activity.

To clarify matters, let us posit that capitalism is not intrinsically distinct from any other form of economic activity. All economic activity is founded in the human propensity to buy and sell (by whatever modality). As such, there is no possible economy apart from such foundation. However, economic activity is subject to varying degrees of regulation, from least (open rapine and exploitation) to greatest (totalitarian communalization). It is the same economic activity in either case but subject to varying degrees of accomplishment depending upon the varying exigencies of regulation. In this regard, it is fair to say that liberty begins (as the ancients observed) with poverty, when the little one may have poses no attraction to others, and slavery begins with wealth, for the opposite reason. The purpose of regulated economic activity, accordingly, is founded upon the benefit of assured title in one’s possessions (as de Soto makes clear in The Mystery of Capital40). Beyond functional limits of assured title, regulation becomes counterproductive and replaces the rapine of banditti with the rapine of institutions.

In this context, to add racism—or antiracism for that matter—to dissimulating forms of institutional rapine produces no further meaning or definitional power. To claim, therefore, that capitalism emerged as the distinctive form of racism (or is it vice versa?—Kendi is not clear) and thus set it apart from human economic behavior in general is not only undefended but demonstrably absurd. The coexistence in history of the emergence of racism and the emergence of capitalism (loosely, and only loosely speaking) provides no foundation for the argument that Kendi makes in How to Be an Antiracist, nor in his earlier work.

For all intents and purposes, Kendi sees reconciliation between antiracists and their supposed opponents as simply impossible. Between the champions of justice and the champions of injustice there can only be a fight to the death. Kendi is careful not to draw the line between blacks and non-blacks, or even between Democrats and Republicans; the divide is more fundamental than that. Our nation is embroiled in a Manichean struggle between “the soul of justice” and “the soul of injustice.”41 As Kendi explains in an essay for The Atlantic:


Opposing forces can dwell in a mind, in a nation. But can opposing forces dwell in a soul—if soul is elemental like breath? It is hard to imagine the enslaver and the enslaved being together in any elemental sense. It is hard to imagine Trump and the survivor who voted against him being together in any elemental sense. But they have been battling in the same nation. There is a divide in America between the souls of injustice and justice: souls in opposition like fire and ice, like voters and voter subtraction, like Trump and truth.42



The line between justice and injustice is not only about racism. The soul of injustice perpetrates “genocide, enslavement, inequality, voter suppression, bigotry, cheating, lies, individualism, exploitation, denial, and indifference to it all,” while the soul of justice advances “life, freedom, equality, democracy, human rights, fairness, science, community, opportunity, and empathy for all.”43 Yet, at least in our age, racism is the root of all evil. Like a metastatic cancer, racism


has spread to nearly every part of the body politic, intersecting with bigotry of all kinds, justifying all kinds of inequities by victim blaming; heightening exploitation and misplaced hate; spurring mass shootings, arms races, and demagogues who polarize nations; shutting down essential organs of democracy; and threatening the life of human society with nuclear war and climate change.44



If racism continues to spread, it will spell utter ruin for humanity. Racists may believe they are racist for their own good, but racism in the end benefits no one, black or non-black: “White supremacist is code for anti-human, a nuclear ideology that poses an existential threat to human existence.”45 There is only one way to respond to the existential threat posed by the soul of injustice: Destroy it at all costs. Indeed, Kendi says, “There’s no fighting for the soul of America. There’s no uniting the souls of America. There is only fighting off the other soul of America.”46

The heart of the matter, accordingly, lies in the preaching that American blacks may not—indeed, cannot—enlist in the fight “for the soul of America.” This idea—the exclusion of black patriotism as an option, whose merit is its potential to save the nation itself—becomes accordingly the essence of the antiracism campaign and directly confronts the question of the “state of black America.” In other words, the antiracism campaign means precisely to pose a demand for American blacks to peel away, to disengage from America. That particular move is viewed as the first move toward the eventual disestablishment of the European system in the United States and, ultimately, the world altogether. The utopian millennialism of this vision exists in some tension with the motives of self-improvement to which Kendi gives generous lip service.



Can We All Do Better?

If this plan sounds somewhat militant, Kendi also thinks the heart and soul of antiracism is a scrupulous and humble self-examination. Focusing too much on the racism of ideological opponents blinds us to the evil that lurks within us. For the heart is deceitful—who can understand it? Confessing his own deeply rooted patterns of racist thinking, Kendi challenges the notion that black people cannot be racist or that racism cannot be directed against white people. Just as a white person is not ipso facto a racist, neither is a black person ipso facto innocent of racism, for the simple reason that “Black people do have power, even if limited.”47 Whether we possess power, desire it, or are complicit with those who wield it, none of us can say that our hearts are uncorrupted. “Like fighting an addiction,” Kendi says, “being an antiracist requires persistent self-awareness, constant self-criticism, and regular self-examination.”48 Racist and antiracist are not permanent identities, but “peelable name tags” that we alternate between in our struggle toward purification.49 It is perhaps on this point that Kendi’s religious sensibilities overwhelm his argument: “the heartbeat of racism is denial, the heartbeat of antiracism is confession.”50

We ought finally to make clear the purported end goal of the antiracist project. Paradoxically, though Kendi thinks advocates of “race neutrality” pose the gravest danger to antiracism, his ideal is a society free from the artificial restrictions of racial categories—and from all other unjust impositions that divide and repress human beings. It is only that Kendi, because of his emphasis on the role of power, thinks that “terminating racial categories is potentially the last, not the first, step in the antiracist struggle.”51 Those who dismiss the relevance of race-referencing now evade the responsibility to correct the ongoing power imbalance caused by racialization. At this point in history the fight against evil still rages. But we can dream of the day when there is no hierarchy of racial groups; when there are no inequities of power or resources between them; when the cultural differences between them are celebrated, not judged (exactly what is a celebration without judgment?); and when integrated spaces foster “racial solidarity” amid diversity.52 The other bigotries and oppressions that are historically intertwined with racism—capitalism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, class-based prejudice, and ethnic prejudice—must be overcome, too. Kendi acknowledges that his vision may seem quixotic. Nevertheless, we must strive against injustice with our whole souls and lives, hoping against hope that justice will one day cover the earth. “Once we lose hope, we are guaranteed to lose. But if we ignore the odds and fight to create an antiracist world, then we give humanity a chance one day to survive, a chance to live in communion, a chance to be forever free.”53 In that world of communion and freedom, every individual would be equally valued and celebrated in all his uniqueness. For Kendi, this mission is a deeply personal one: “To be antiracist is to let me be me, be myself, be my imperfect self.”54

What, then; shall American blacks wait for that far-off “one day”?

We confess that we do not review Kendi’s work here because we expect to learn from it any substantive or concrete direction regarding the state of black America. Rather, we think his work poses a challenge that it does not and cannot answer: namely, what can American blacks do for themselves, here and now? What does Kendi’s antiracism have to offer to American blacks in light of their legitimate interests? It should already be evident that Kendi’s argument totters on shaky historical, economic, and philosophical foundations and, as such, does not deserve its status as gospel among progressive Americans. But we may go further and judge whether Kendi’s influence is warranted by answering the question: Is Kendi’s thought worth the price of our attention?

Our engagement with and weighing of ideas does not transpire in enclaves of pure reason, but is embedded in the context of individual human lives bounded by limits (of time, of finite intellectual resources, and of practical necessity). These limits are worth keeping in mind when we attend to questions of race, economics, and political power, which are not merely academic inquiries pursued for their own sake, but which bear upon us as aspects of the urgent question of how we ought to live together.

Kendi makes a hefty claim upon our attention, for he sets before us a quixotic goal of racial equity that, until accomplished, requires us to fixate single-mindedly on race. Consider Kendi’s May 2021 article “We Still Don’t Know Who the Coronavirus’s Victims Were.” Kendi paints the disparate impacts of the coronavirus on different racial groups as symptoms of a “racial pandemic” paralleling the virus itself. Although “dozens of states” have released data highlighting the pandemic’s racial disparities over the past year, Kendi nonetheless contends that “the groups of people who suffered the most from COVID-19 in the United States did so almost completely out of the view of data”—since, for example, we do not know exactly how many American blacks died from the virus or how many white Americans received COVID-19 tests (presumably relative to American blacks). To shed light on shrouded groups, we must achieve “data equality” by building a comprehensive, uniform system of data that accounts for every individual in every racial group in the nation. This would require, among other things, “reporting every single variable of the identity of every single American every single time they receive medical care of any kind” and standardizing this data in conformity to centrally defined racial categories. Once we have an exhaustive mass of data at our disposal, we can make precise, informed policy decisions to correct racial inequities.55

We might point out the latent contradiction in Kendi’s argument: We supposedly know beyond a doubt that severe racial inequities amounting to a “racial pandemic” have been perpetuated and exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, yet our data is hopelessly inadequate to prove it. Consider the further irony that we do, indeed, know that at the time of this writing American blacks have volunteered for vaccination at half the rate of non-blacks. Does that express the operation of racial injustice or independent agency? This difficulty aside, the article reveals the impracticability of Kendi’s proposal to rectify so-called inequity (it is a discussion beyond the limits of this work to explain why it is wrong to use “equity” as a substitute for “equality”). It is staggering to consider what this proposal would require. We are to obtain knowledge of the minute details of every individual’s experience (classified by race) in any matter upon which racial inequity is deemed to bear. Through the mediation of a pristinely standardized national database, then, we will reach comprehension of the precise condition of each racial group in America, down to its very last member—and this for a population of over three hundred million. Such an achievement of collective omniscience, if it is even conceivable in an unwieldy world of complexity, human error, and constant flux, would require the mobilization of institutions on every level of society and a massive investment of time and resources. We can safely surmise that a society whose vital institutions devote themselves to this Sisyphean effort will have less time to attend to the real conditions of cultural health and prosperity. Such a society inadvertently flirts with suicide.

As people bound by limits, we cannot embrace a program that forbids our sparing any means (be they individual, social, or political) to reach a dubious end. For these are the terms upon which Kendi requires his argument be accepted. American blacks, as much as non-black Americans, should firmly reject such a totalizing imposition on our individual and collective attention.

So, in sum, how should American blacks take Kendi? We can sympathize with some of his sensibilities, perhaps find insights in the stories he tells. But ultimately we must bypass How to Be an Antiracist in search of a deeper understanding. So let us take up the quest again. We identify at a minimum the reality of responsibility for their own fate that lies in the hands of American blacks. It is no less true now than it has been throughout human history that peoples are always faced with the choice between persistence or migration, to stay or to leave. When choosing to stay, people experience multiple influences and/or motivations. But at least one such motive must be the same motive that almost exclusively moves people to migrate—namely, to find a better way. American blacks express resolve to seek the good in the United States by their very presence in the land. Moreover, they find strong justification in doing so in the very fact of the potentiality for self-government that has been from its inception the unique promise of the United States. In that sense, accordingly, the response to Kendi from American blacks is and must be identical to the response to America. And that response must be to say either yes or no to the United States. If the choice is to say yes, to affirm, then what follows of necessity is the obligation to contribute all that one has to assure that the United States will deliver its promise and will, therefore, survive the stresses of existence in a world ever encircled by political dangers. In the end, black patriotism is the only fit response to the siren of antiracism.




Conclusion: Black Patriotism and the American Future

We now see that antiracism, at least as it is formulated by Kendi, is no solution to our nation’s ills. By making power the central reality of human life, by dismissing everyone who disagrees with his assumptions as a racist, and by giving a certain social and political program all the weight of a religion, Kendi only deepens the bitter division that threatens to fragment us. He can speak compellingly of unity, of justice, of peace—but he cannot show us the way there.

Correspondingly, Kendi’s version of American history obscures, rather than illuminates, any path toward unity that might still remain. Kendi imposes on the American founding a radical division between the “wealthy white men” who secured freedom for themselves and the minorities who remained in bondage.56 These two groups of people, because they were unequal in power, were fundamentally at odds with each other from the beginning—and they remain so today.


Pundits talk of American disunity as if the divide is brothers and sisters fighting. This is a power divide. Let’s not ask why the master and the slave are divided. Let’s not ask why the tyrant and the egalitarian are divided. Let’s not ask why the sexist and the feminist are divided. Let’s not ask why the racist and the anti-racist are divided. The reasons should be self-evident. There’s no healing these divides or bringing these powers together.

America is the story of powerful people struggling to keep their disproportionate amount of power from people who are struggling for the power to be free.57



He actually believes (contrary to the prevailing views of the founders) that America is not free and never has been. Yet we are supposedly a nation defined by an ongoing struggle toward a future freedom (that is, not led from a principled beginning but pulled toward an explosive ending). And nothing poses a greater obstacle to this struggle, at least in our historical moment, than the illusion that this is not a struggle for power. “To save the Union, or, really, to create a conceptual Union, we must be saved from a myth as devout and destructive as American exceptionalism: that freedom comes before power.”58

This is where we must consider the challenge that How to Be an Antiracist poses to the project of this volume. It is our purpose to inquire into the future state of black America, which necessarily involves an inquiry about the American future more broadly. Among those who see no cause to abandon the notion of America, our central concern is this: What makes us one people? For “America” to have any positive meaning, we must be more than a collection of individuals sharing a geographical space. We must be more, too, than a people of masters and slaves, bound together only by a mutual history of oppression and injustice.

To believe that we can be more than this, we must have certain foundational convictions about politics: namely, that a justly ordered society in which everyone participates in a common good is a human possibility. This is not to say that such a society can ever be perfectly achieved, only that there is such a thing as justice, and there is a good that all people can know—the good of self-government. Human nature is ordered such that the goal of the political community is justice, and justice benefits everyone. Thus, politics is not doomed to be a zero-sum struggle for power in which the strong benefit at the expense of the weak. In historical fact, this description is often apt. Indeed, we must expect the perennial presence of injustice. But there is a good order that transcends our disorder. By virtue of this, there always remains to us a better possibility for politics—one it is not foolish to pursue.

On some level, Kendi shares many of these intuitions. He presumes the existence of a universal justice which entails that racism is not ultimately good for anyone, even those who gain power by it. Racism, like other sins, corrodes the heart and corrupts the will of the guilty. If we could only replace the disorder of self-interested power with the order of love and justice, Kendi believes, we could have a society where no one is left out, where all people have the opportunity to flourish. Ultimately, however, Kendi can only grope blindly toward his goal: a justice that stands above and outside of the history of injustice.

How, then, do we propose to get there? We cannot avoid asking certain questions about religion. There is, of course, the purely psychological and empirical question posed by some of Kendi’s critics: Can human beings live together peacefully without a shared faith? There is a long tradition of Western thought that maintains that we are religious creatures. Never content with a merely animal existence, we demand transcendence—and if we are denied it in the form of religion, we will seek to achieve it within history by means of politics. Evidence from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries supports this thesis. So, too, does the growing religious adherence of America’s secular elites to the doctrine of antiracism. Coleman Hughes articulates the challenge this poses for us: If for many people antiracism is filling a “religion-shaped hole,” what might we proffer to replace it?59

But more fundamentally, what does our religion (or lack thereof) say about the kind of world that we live in, and what does that mean for our politics? In the absence of faith in the transcendent, it becomes more difficult to justify our conviction that justice and peace are goods worth pursuing. Kendi’s cynical overview of history should only reinforce this point. Why not admit that in politics, and in human history more generally, there is nothing that transcends power and slavery—that no possible arrangement could really secure a common good for human beings? Christianity offers a vision of reality as graciously ordered by God, in which suffering and injustice are never allowed the final word. It was with this vision in mind that the early Martin Luther King Jr. preached the “more excellent way” of love. His Christian faith convinced him of the possibility that Americans might “rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood.”60 But once we have lost the vision, can we still trust the plan? In short, we must ask whether the only alternative to a world ruled by providence is a world ruled by power.

Even if we cannot resolve these questions satisfactorily, it may be possible to forge a path forward. The empirical findings of Putnam and Alba, discussed previously, demonstrate that a practical solidarity is not only possible but likely in twenty-first-century America. Although we may not now be a people wholly united by a shared purpose, we are well launched on the journey to that destination (assuming we do not detour into cul-de-sacs of despair, one-way highways in which every mile traversed is a mile erased).

Putnam demonstrates that in the recent history of our own country, people united by common sense of purpose worked together to make American society more just and more prosperous. In the early to mid-twentieth century, the conditions of many improved, from the richest to the poorest and from the most historically privileged to the most historically marginalized. Even American blacks, although they faced immense and unique challenges, profited enormously during this period of history. Putnam provides extensive evidence that these improvements were largely the fruit of a widespread other-directedness and sense of social solidarity. What inspires this sort of political will in large swaths of the American population is difficult to say. But that it is possible, even where people differ as to the nature of justice and the destiny of humankind, seems evident from our past.

Likewise, Alba’s research indicates that the zero-sum struggle for power is but one of multiple plotlines in the complex American story. Contrary to Kendi, Alba argues that assimilation has historically meant less a “whitening” than an absorption of minority groups and a reshaping of the mainstream; thus, it can constitute genuine social progress. Furthermore, race is only part of the story. As recently as the twentieth century, ethnic and religious conflicts were just as powerful as racial ones, yet in large part these have been supplanted by mutual respect and prosperity among ethnic and religious groups. What this ought to teach us is that the powerful and the powerless are not locked into a cycle of perpetual strife. Even as inequalities of power can never entirely be eliminated—and Alba openly acknowledges this point—we can indeed look to a more inclusive and united future. Alba sees evidence for this in the effects of racial mixing, which is starting to blur the boundaries between blacks and non-blacks and open up new vistas of American experience. Unfortunately, we find ourselves in a moment when a narrative of power and opposition dominates our collective psyche. But that narrative itself contributes to perpetuate racial conflict. If we recognize that it is not only counterproductive, but also factually inaccurate, we may be able to overcome our obsession with race-referencing and embrace the prospect of mutual cooperation.

All this should give us cause for hope. But it is not cause for complacency, for the moral and spiritual struggle remains. If we can only think in terms of power and division—if we cannot find the resources to transcend injustice both past and present—we will undermine the social capital we still have left. The bright possibilities painted by Putnam and Alba will not come to pass. To prevent a bitter end, it is certainly important that historians, social scientists, and economists, such as the ones represented in this volume, apply their expertise to illuminate new or forgotten sources of national unity. But it is also necessary for ordinary people to step back and think deeply about the whole. What kind of world do we live in? What assumptions about the human condition do our politics and policies presume? What are the fundamental requirements for obtaining the social and political goods we desire? It is time to pose these questions anew.

Is it not also time, once and for all, to make a commitment to the project of self-government in the United States? Might it not be conceivable that, without an upswing of black patriotism, the future of the United States cannot evade a downswing? It is clear: Yesterday, the state of black Americans was domination by a non-black majority; today, the state of black Americans is to chart their own course through the eddies of change coursing through the society; tomorrow, it is an open question whether there will be a state of black Americans or only a free America.







2
THE FOURTEENTH AMENDMENT AND THE COMPLETION OF THE CONSTITUTION



Abraham Lincoln and Reconstruction

Edward J. Erler

Abraham Lincoln and the prime movers of the Republican Party viewed the Civil War as the second battle in the Revolutionary War. The Revolutionary War had vindicated the principle of the Declaration of Independence that the “just powers” of government must be derived “from the consent of the governed.” Consent itself was a necessary conclusion from the “self-evident” truth “that all men are created equal.” Equality and consent were reciprocal requirements for just government. The Revolution, however, had vindicated the principle of consent for some, but not all. As long as slavery continued to exist—and was protected by the Constitution—the American founding was incomplete; the principles of the Declaration were only partially implemented.

Representative Thaddeus Stevens, Radical Republican of Pennsylvania and a member of the Joint Committee on Reconstruction, addressed this question before the House on May 8, 1866, urging adoption of the Fourteenth Amendment:


I beg gentlemen to consider the magnitude of the task which was imposed upon the [Joint Committee on Reconstruction]. They were expected to suggest a plan for rebuilding a shattered nation—a nation which though not dissevered was yet shaken and riven…through four years of bloody war. It cannot be denied that this terrible struggle sprang from the vicious principles incorporated into the institutions of our country. Our fathers had been compelled to postpone the principles of their great Declaration, and wait for their full establishment till a more propitious time. That time ought to be present now.1



Senator Charles Sumner from Massachusetts, another Radical Republican, agreed with Senator Stevens:


Our fathers solemnly announced the Equal Rights of all men, and that Government had no just foundation except in the consent of the governed; and to the support of the Declaration, heralding these self-evident truths, they pledged their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor. Looking at the Declaration now, it is chiefly memorable for the promises it then made…And now the moment has come when these vows must be fulfilled to the letter. In securing the Equal Rights of the freedman, and his participation in the Government…we shall perform those early promises of the Fathers, and at the same time the supplementary promises only recently made to the freedman as the condition of alliance and aid against the Rebellion. A failure to perform those promises is moral and political bankruptcy.2



Sumner exhibited a profound understanding of the principles of the Declaration. He knew that compromises with slavery were necessary in order to secure approval of a Constitution that supported an energetic national government. The most thoughtful Federalists understood that without a strong national government, the prospect of ever ending slavery was remote. On various occasions the slave states made veiled threats to bolt the Convention and establish a form of government unknown not only to the “principles of the Revolution,” but to any kind of constitutional government properly understood: a “slaveholding republic.”

Sumner pointed out that the Declaration posits equality as


the first of the self-evident truths that are announced, leading and governing all the rest. Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are among inalienable rights; but they are held in subordination to that primal truth. Here is the starting-point of the whole, and the end is like the starting-point. In announcing that Governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed, the Declaration repeats again the same proclamation of Equal Rights. Thus is Equality the Alpha and the Omega, in which all other rights are embraced.



Sumner then noted that Madison, justly recognized as the principal theoretician of the Constitution, described the Declaration in the Federalist as the authoritative source of the Constitution’s authority. “Madison,” Stevens averred, “evidently inspired by the Declaration of Independence, and determined to keep the Constitution in harmony with it, insisted in well known words, that ‘it was wrong to admit in the Constitution the idea of property in man.’” Stevens was quoting a famous remark Madison made during the Constitutional Convention. In Federalist 39, Madison noted that “the general form and aspect of the government [must] be strictly republican.” “No other form,” Madison warned, “would be reconcilable with the fundamental principles of the Revolution.” Everyone would have recognized, of course, that those “fundamental principles” were announced in the Declaration. If, Madison advised, the proposed Constitution is judged by the people, assembled in ratifying conventions for the purpose of accepting or rejecting the work of the Convention, as insufficiently “republican,” they must reject it.3 But Madison knew—even when he made his remarks at the Constitutional Convention—that the Constitution would have to recognize slavery and “property in human beings” in order for the Constitution to be accepted by the Southern states. Sumner, too, recognized that necessity, as did Stevens.4


The Declaration of Independence

There is no question that slavery is a clear violation of the central principle of the Declaration of Independence: the “self-evident” truth contained in the “Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God” that “all men are created equal.” The only question was whether the compromises in the Constitution that allowed the continued existence of slavery were absolutely necessary and just. Were they ultimately in the service of emancipation? Is it ever just to allow the continued existence of evil? Is there such a thing as a “necessary evil” in political affairs? And if so, does prudence or practical wisdom sometimes demand it be tolerated? Slavery presented an intractable problem to the founders and to republican statesmanship.

Statesmen are always presented with a world that they did not create. As such, they must work within the confines of the horizons which confront them. It is true, I say, that every generation has an obligation to improve the political life of future generations as much as it is possible to do so within existing conditions. I believe that America’s founding generation did so to a greater extent than any other generation in history. Their efforts to change the political world had a profound impact. Not only were they the first to establish a nation on the basis of universal principles, but they made a supreme effort to put those principles into practice in the murky and ambiguous world of political life. The Declaration itself was a revolution in world-historical consciousness. Divine right of kings was replaced by vox populi or consent as the only legitimate basis for rule. Also firmly established in the natural right principles of the Declaration was the fact that the people possess ultimate sovereignty and, therefore, always retain the right—and the duty—to “alter or abolish” government when it is no longer willing or able to protect the “safety and happiness” of the people. The right of revolution, as it was frequently expressed at the time of the Revolution, was the right that guaranteed every other right. The principles of the Declaration revolutionized not only America, but eventually the world.



Republican Statesmanship

Republican regimes must operate within the boundaries of consent. The responsibility of republican statesmen is to shape consent or political opinion so that it will accept or approve what is right and just. The goal of republican statesmanship in a regime based on natural right is therefore to eliminate as much evil and injustice as possible, while it is possible, without destroying the basis in public opinion from which future evil and injustice can be eliminated. At times, republican statesmen must work by indirection, concealing the extent of their ultimate aims which (although just) may shock or repel public opinion. More than sixty years ago Professor Harry Jaffa wrote in his classic work, Crisis of the House Divided: An Interpretation of the Issues in the Lincoln-Douglas Debates, that


Jefferson, in writing the Declaration, may have expressed no more than what he thought all believed. But it is also true that men in 1776 subscribed to propositions which had consequences of which they were not fully aware and which they may not have accepted if they had been aware of them. That Jefferson intended the Declaration, or the philosophy it expressed, to have far more drastic consequences than were possible in 1776 is hardly open to question. And if the intention of the legislator is the law, then did not the historical meaning of the Declaration comprehend also its historic mission, and was not the mission the attainment as well as the promise of equality?5



Consider a simple, if not particularly revealing, example of the recognition of the tie between promise and attainment: Lincoln’s opening remarks at the Fourth Debate with Douglas on September 18, 1858. Douglas, of course, had called Lincoln a “black Republican” who desired to bring about the complete equality and amalgamation of the races. “I will say then,” declared Lincoln, “that I am not, nor ever have been in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political equality of the white and black races—that I am not nor ever have been in favor of making voters or jurors of negroes.”6 Notably absent from Lincoln’s statement was that “he would never be in favor.” Any thoughtful observer of Lincoln’s position, however, knew that his principles—the principles of the Declaration—when implemented to their fullest extent would embrace the whole panoply of rights and privileges for black men and women. Had he said that publicly in Illinois in 1858, his future as a politician would have been over. He concealed the full extent of his principles in order not to shock or destroy the basis in consent from which further progress could be made. The full implementation of those principles would require a second Revolutionary War—a Civil War. For the time being, however, it was still necessary to speak of the sole purpose of the war as the preservation of the Union.

At the time of the founding there was widespread agreement that the Declaration of Independence supplied the moving principles of American political life. Although the people accepted the natural right principle that “all men are created equal,” they were unwilling to consent to the immediate emancipation of slaves. Slavery, of course, was a manifest violation of natural right and what Madison termed “the rights of human nature.” It is easy to agree in principle that slavery is unjust and contrary to the laws of nature and natural right. But when racial prejudice and private interests are at stake, principles are easily ignored or post-poned—or as we might say today, “re-imagined.” It is difficult, if not impossible, for statesmen and founders to translate political theory into political practice, especially in regimes grounded in the consent of the governed. In Plato’s Laws, the Athenian Stranger gives the laws to a new Cretan regime. Aristotle tells us that Crete is the place Socrates would have gone had he taken the advice of his friends and fled his conviction and sentence of death. Although it was illegal to escape a criminal sentence, it was not uncommon and even expected in cases where death was the penalty. Socrates, of course, refused to break the law. The Athenian Stranger was a philosopher who endeavored to create a city in deed, unlike Socrates in the Republic, who created a city in speech. But in order to create a city in deed, a “second best city,” the philosopher needs a young and energetic tyrant by his side to translate his speech (i.e., his theories) into practice. Republican statesmen cannot translate republican principles into republican practice tyrannically. They must rely on persuasion to move public opinion in the right direction—in the direction of fulfilling the natural right principles of the Declaration. It cannot be done at one fell stroke. Public opinion is stubborn, slow to move, and sometimes immune to reason. But republicanism has no alternative if it remains true to republican principles.

“I know the better and I do the worse,” although strikingly un-Platonic, is a difficulty that all human beings have experienced. If the framers had abolished slavery all at once at the time of the founding, they would have done so without the consent of the governed. They would have therefore purchased the freedom of the slaves at the expense of enslaving the free by acting without their consent. They would have perpetrated an act of tyranny which, in fact, would not have liberated the slaves but subjected them to tyranny along with the rest of the American people. All would have been forced to live in a regime that was not based on the consent of the governed. Thus we see that politics always deals with a choice between the lesser of two evils—it never (or rarely) deals with a choice for the best, except in “imagined republics.”

Politics is always tragic. This has always been known to competent political philosophers. The best that republican statesmanship could do under the circumstances of the American founding was to create the constitutional ground that would eventually lead public opinion and consent to accept the moral commands imposed by the Declaration. Once the principle was accepted that slavery is unjust because it violates natural right, then moral appeals could be made for practice to live up to that principle. “The thought is the father of the deed” are words that Abraham Lincoln might have spoken. Without the thought, the deed will never follow; the thought must always precede the deed. And Lincoln did, in fact, say that the “self-evident” truth that “all men are created equal,” the thought that is at the center of the Declaration, is the “father of all moral principle” among us.7



The Constitution and the Declaration of Independence

The Constitution never uses the terms “slave” or “slavery,” preferring to employ circumlocutions (Article I, Section 2, “three fifths of all other persons”; Article I, Section 9, “the migration or importation of such persons”; Article IV, Section 2, “person held to service or labor”).8 As Abraham Lincoln argued, the framers intended to put slavery in “course of ultimate extinction,”9 and once the thing itself disappeared, there was no need for anything to remain in the Constitution to remind us of its existence. This simply shows that slavery had never been a part of the Constitution’s principles (as opposed to its “compromises”). The Constitution treated slavery as in principle wrong—a necessary evil—to be tolerated only as necessary and to be eliminated as soon as politically possible. In his “Address at Cooper Union,” February 27, 1860, Abraham Lincoln utterly refuted Chief Justice Taney’s dictum in the Dred Scott case that Congress had “the power coupled with the duty” to pass a slave code for the territories. Lincoln remarked that it was hardly possible to argue that it was a “plainly written” command of the Constitution or a “plainly written” constitutional right belonging to the slaveholding states when the word “slave” or “slavery” never appeared in the Constitution, nor was the word “property” used in connection with any of the abovementioned “circumlocutions.”10 The chief justice, nevertheless, had held that “the right of property in a slave is distinctly and expressly affirmed in the Constitution.”11

The provisions in the Constitution dealing with slavery are compromises, that is, departures from the Constitution’s principles that serve the ultimate purpose of supporting or upholding those principles.12 If we read only the text of the Constitution, we find no grounds to rank its various provisions. There are no superior or inferior parts; every part must be judged to have equal authority. Those provisions protecting slavery thus have the same authority as those protecting freedom. But if we follow Lincoln (and Madison) and say that the Declaration provides the ends for which the Constitution serves as the means, then it is possible to distinguish the principles of the Constitution from its compromises.13 In this light, the “circumlocutions” dealing with slavery are clearly “compromises” and not principles; they are not essential to the Constitution, but temporary departures from what is essential. But are these compromises necessary and are they just? That is, do they serve in any way the cause of emancipation that is ultimately demanded by the Declaration?

Abraham Lincoln’s most penetrating explanation of republican statesmanship as it related to the Declaration and the Constitution appeared in a critique of the Dred Scott opinion in his “Speech at Springfield, Illinois,” June 26, 1857. This was just a year before Lincoln was nominated to be the Republican candidate to oppose the incumbent, Stephen A. Douglas, for Senate. By June 1857, the contest with Douglas had already reached full stride (it would culminate a year later in the Lincoln-Douglas debates). Lincoln demonstrated with Euclidian precision that Chief Justice Taney’s opinion in Dred Scott rested on errors of constitutional construction as well as errors of fact. But the most egregious error pointed out in Lincoln’s analysis was Taney’s argument that blacks of African descent, free or slave, were not included in the language of the Declaration. “Chief Justice Taney, in his opinion in the Dred Scott case,” Lincoln recounted,


admits that the language of the Declaration is broad enough to include the whole human family, but he and Judge Douglas argue that the authors of that instrument did not intend to include negroes, by the fact that they did not at once, actually place them on an equality with the whites. Now this grave argument comes to just nothing at all, by the other fact, that they did not at once or ever afterwards, actually place all white people on an equality with one another. And this is the staple argument of both the Chief Justice and the Senator, for doing this obvious violence to the plain unmistakable language of the Declaration. I think the authors of that notable instrument 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, intellect, 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, among which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” This they said, and this meant. 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. In fact they had no power to confer such a boon. They meant simply to declare the right, so that the enforcement of it might follow as fast as circumstances should permit. They meant to set up a standard maxim for free society, which should be familiar to all, and revered by all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never perfectly attained, constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spreading and deepening its influence, and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors everywhere. The assertion that “all men are created equal” was of no practical use in effecting our separation from Great Britain; and it was placed in the Declaration not for that, but for future use. Its authors meant it to be, thank God, it is now proving itself, a stumbling block to those who in after times might seek to turn a free people back into the hateful paths of despotism.14



The chief justice argued that while the language of the Declaration was capacious enough “to include the whole human family,” the actions of its authors revealed their intentions more clearly than their words. The fact that they did not emancipate the slaves all at once indicates that they did not, in fact, believe that blacks of African descent were included in the phrase “all men are created equal.” Had they believed it to be a “self-evident truth,” they would have treated it as a categorical imperative and emancipated slaves regardless of the consequences. Since they did not, the inference is inescapable: They didn’t believe it. Indeed, these


men who framed this Declaration…high in their sense of honor, and incapable of asserting principles inconsistent with those on which they were acting…perfectly understood the meaning of the language they used, and how it would be understood by others; and they knew that it would not, in any part of the civilized world, be supposed to embrace the negro race, which, by common consent, had been excluded from civilized government and the family of nations, and doomed to slavery. They spoke and acted according to the then established doctrines and principles and the ordinary language of the day, and no one misunderstood them.15



Had these honorable men believed that blacks were created equal without acting to free the slaves immediately, they would have been vulnerable, as Lincoln noted, to the base charge of “hypocrisy.” In Taney’s mind, this was unthinkable.

Lincoln deftly points out the illogic of Taney’s argument: He has also “proven” that the Declaration does not include whites by the mere fact that not all white people were equalized all at once. Thus, according to the faulty logic of the “categorical imperative” employed by Taney, whites could not be considered as having been “created equal” by the framers of the Declaration any more than blacks of African descent. Of course, as Lincoln rightly noted, there was “no such power” to equalize blacks and whites, nor to equalize all whites. The only power possessed by the framers of the Declaration was to create a “standard maxim,” a guide for future enforcement of the principle of equality.

Lincoln also pointed out factual errors in Taney’s decision, most notably those referred to in Justice Benjamin Curtis’s Dred Scott dissent. Justice Curtis successfully rebutted Taney’s claim that blacks of African descent were no part of the people who framed and adopted the Constitution when he pointed out that free blacks


in at least five of the States…had the power to act, and doubtless did act, by their suffrages, upon the question of its adoption. It would be strange, if we were to find in that instrument anything which deprived of their citizenship any part of the people of the United States who were among those by whom it was established.16



Curtis also points out that Taney’s categorical statement that the framers would have freed the slaves all at once had they believed “all men” included blacks ignores the fact that the framers did not have the power to accomplish such a feat. In short, it ignores the necessary element of statesmanship in the framers’ view of republican politics. “My own opinion,” Justice Curtis asserts,


is, that a calm comparison of these assertions of universal abstract truths, and of their own individual opinions and acts would not leave these men under reproach of inconsistency; that the great truths they asserted on that solemn occasion, they were ready and anxious to make effectual, wherever a necessary regard to circumstances, which no statesman can disregard without producing more evil than good, would allow; and that it would not be just to them, nor true in itself, to allege that they intended to say that the Creator of all men had endowed the white race, exclusively, with the great natural rights which the Declaration of Independence asserts.17



Lincoln had declared in his critique of the Dred Scott decision that “I could no more improve on McLean and Curtis, than [Douglas] could on Taney.”18 McLean had also filed a stinging rebuke of Taney’s majority decision which, as much as Curtis’s dissent, emphasized the Declaration and founding principles. It is evident that Senator Douglas was unable to improve on Taney’s woefully flawed analysis—his impossible contention that the phrase “all men are created equal” meant only that British subjects in America were equal to British subjects born and resident in Great Britain at the time converts Taney’s “categorical imperative” into high comedy.19 But it is clear to any intelligent observer that Lincoln did improve substantially on the dissents of McLean and Curtis.

Although it has not been widely recognized, Chief Justice Taney in his opinion in Dred Scott was an early exponent of the “historical consciousness” that later became an important element of progressivism. He argued that the framers of the Declaration were merely expressing the dominant opinions of their day. Even the greatest statesmen are unable to transcend the orthodoxies of their time. Thus, an accurate assessment of their work must take into account the climate of opinion in which they operated. Nothing they did or said was revolutionary or transcended the authoritative opinion of their time. Taney was thus an early adherent of historicism. All thought is relative to the era in which it is produced, even the thought of the most far-sighted thinkers and statesmen. The Declaration was not revolutionary, nor was it a call for revolution, even though its framers might have deluded themselves into thinking it was. The language of the Declaration, when considered in the context of prevailing opinion, shows, Chief Justice Taney asserts, “that neither the class of persons who had been imported as slaves, nor their descendants, whether they had become free or not, were then acknowledged as part of the people, nor intended to be included in the general words used in that memorable instrument.”20

Taney described what he thought was the regnant opinion of the founding era: For more than a century, he avowed, this class of persons have


been regarded as beings of an inferior order; and altogether unfit to associate with the white race, either in social or political relations; and so far inferior, that they had no rights which the white man was bound to respect; and that the negro might justly and lawfully be reduced to slavery for his benefit.21



The enlightened opinion of the civilized world at that day regarded blacks of African descent as mere articles of property to be “bought and sold, and treated as an ordinary article of merchandise and traffic wherever a profit could be made by it.”22 And since these were not only the most enlightened opinions of that day, but shared by the most sophisticated and learned people, they were undoubtedly shared by the framers of the Declaration—who, regardless of their capacity to speak the language of the timeless truths of natural right, were merely reflecting the most powerful orthodoxies of their time. Their belief that the principles of the Declaration were applicable to all men everywhere and always was simply a self-willed delusion.



All Men Are Not Created Equal in All Respects

The equality of the Declaration must be understood in terms of natural right or “the rights of human nature.” It is a self-evident truth that “all men are created equal” because no one is so superior by nature as to occupy the position of a natural ruler, having been marked by God or Nature’s God to rule. It is also a “self-evident” truth that “all men are not created equal in all respects.” As Lincoln noted, men are not created “equal in color, size, intellect, moral developments, or social capacity.” They are, however, created equal in the natural rights to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” None of the qualities in which men are created unequal establishes a claim to rule others by nature. Size or strength may give one the power to rule, but not the right to rule by nature. Superior intelligence or wisdom might initially seem to qualify as a natural claim to rule. As Jefferson noted in a famous letter, however, “because Sir Isaac Newton was superior to others in understanding, he was not therefore lord of the person or property of others.”23 Natural inequalities in the capacity for moral or social development, which most certainly exist, are subject to the same criticism.

The most puzzling quality Lincoln mentions is inequality of “color.” Color, of course, is an accidental feature of the human persona; it is not part of the essence of human nature. Certainly there cannot be a natural inequality of color, such as exists with respect to size, intelligence, and moral and social capacity. Distinctions of color are arbitrary, having no connection with nature or natural right, and Lincoln’s mention of color first in the list seems to emphasize this. Inequality of “color” can exist only by convention, never by nature, as slavery itself exists only by law or convention and never by nature or natural right. From a slightly different point of view, one could say that the inequality between God and man is so great that whatever inequalities exist between human beings would be insignificant (indeed nonexistent) in the eyes of God. One could easily argue that the equality doctrine of the Declaration is one of natural law as well as divine law (the “Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God”).

It is clear that Taney wholly misunderstood the founders’ view of statesmanship. Lincoln argued that the “abstract truth” at the core of the Declaration served no practical purpose in effectuating independence from Great Britain. But, Lincoln contended, it was not put there for that purpose; it was for future use, “to set up a standard maxim for free society,” serving as a goal or telos as well as a gauge to measure progress toward the fulfillment of that telos adumbrated in the Declaration. Without a standard maxim, how could we know where we are, where we are going, or how far we have progressed? What is more, the goal (“augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors everywhere”) is so lofty as almost certainly to be unattainable. It is a goal that can be approximated, and progress can move ever closer to perfection, even if perfection is never attained. Without a standard maxim, republican government has no direction, no goal, and no manner of measuring progress toward the goal.

Lincoln saw Douglas’s appeal to popular sovereignty as an attempt to take the issue of morality out of the slavery question. Douglas said that local majorities in the territories should decide whether or not to have slavery. If it was in their interest, Douglas said, they should “vote it up.” If not, they should “vote it down.” It was simply a question of majority rule, a matter of whose interest was served; no moral questions were involved. Douglas frequently called this “the great principle of popular sovereignty” or “the fundamental principle of self-government.”24 But we know that according to the natural right principles of the American founding, majorities are limited to exercising the “just powers” of government. Not every majority that assembles is just; it is authorized to decide only within the boundaries of the “Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God.”

Jaffa argued that the question that divided Lincoln and Douglas was the same one that divided Socrates and Thrasymachus in the first book of Plato’s Republic.25 Thrasymachus argued that justice was always the “interest of the stronger” and that whatever laws were promulgated by the rulers were therefore just. In oligarchy, the rich are the stronger and the laws made in their interest are just. In democracy, the majority is the strongest, and when it makes laws in its interest, those laws must be pronounced just. “What if the rulers make mistakes,” Socrates queries, “and instead of passing laws for their interest they mistakenly pass laws in the interest of the weaker?” Doesn’t Thrasymachus’s definition presume wisdom in the majority? The argument is too well known to need further elucidation. Douglas clearly argues with Thrasymachus that the interest of the majority should prevail in a democracy—hence the doctrine of popular sovereignty. Lincoln argues that majority rule must be informed by wisdom—the wisdom of the Declaration. Lincoln always viewed the Kansas-Nebraska Act, insofar as it repealed the Missouri Compromise of 1820, as effectively a repeal of the principles of the Declaration. The Missouri Act was a compromise: It gave up some territory for slavery, but banned slavery “forever” in vast tracts of land from which new free states were expected to join the Union. The compromise upheld the principles of the Declaration while it yielded to compromise in order to advance those principles.



Reconstruction and the Separation of Powers

Reconstruction became a contest between the executive and the Congress. This rivalry was exacerbated after Lincoln’s death. Lincoln always signaled his willingness to cooperate with Congress, and even though Andrew Johnson evidenced some early signs that he would follow his predecessor’s plans for Reconstruction, he quickly disappointed Republicans in Congress. The failure of Reconstruction can be traced to the bitter competition that developed between Republicans, who dominated Congress after 1865, and Johnson, whose states’ rights sympathies and general sympathies with the plight of the South became increasingly clear. The wholesale pardoning of rebels and the restoration of their confiscated property was an immediate retreat from congressional Reconstruction. Later, his high-handed vetoes of the second Freedman’s Bureau Act in 1866 and his veto of the Civil Rights Act in the same year signaled that the war between presidential Reconstruction and congressional Reconstruction would make Reconstruction as Lincoln had envisioned it impossible.

While the Civil War was in progress, the advantage belonged to the executive for the simple reason that in the scheme of the separation of powers, the authority to wage war is lodged in the president. Military necessity was the justification for the first acts freeing slaves. Slaves who made it to Union lines could be declared “contraband” at the discretion of military commanders, who simply would not return them to their masters when it was demanded. The first Confiscation Act, passed in August 1861, provided that any slaves employed in labor for the military in support of the rebellion could be confiscated, and those claiming their services forfeited any right to their labor. The law did not declare the slaves to be free, only that their labor used to support the rebellion was confiscated. A provision to declare their freedom was rejected by Congress, presumably in consideration of the delicate political situation of the border states.



Militia Act

On July 17, 1862, two important pieces of legislation were passed, both undoubtedly in response to General George McClellan’s disastrous failure in the Peninsular Campaign. On July 1, 1862, Lincoln had asked the state governors for 300,000 additional troops. The Militia Act empowered the president to institute a militia draft if this quota was not met. The new act amended the 1795 act to permit the enlistment of blacks of African descent. And according to Section 13 of the act, regarding the slave of a master who has borne arms against the United States who serves in the militia, “he, his mother, wife and children, shall forever thereafter be free, any law, usage, or custom whatsoever to the contrary notwithstanding.” Since this law was justified by military necessity, it did not address the case where the master was a loyal slave owner. The call for black soldiers was a great success and not only provided much-needed manpower for military campaigns but paved the way for citizenship for blacks. During an important point in the debate, Senator Jacob Howard of Michigan, who later became instrumental in crafting the language of the citizenship clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, said that any slave who


takes his musket or any other implement of war and risks his life to defend me, my family, my Government, my property, my liberties, my rights, against any foe, foreign or domestic, it is my duty under God, it is my duty as a man, as a lover of justice, to see to it that he shall be free…If we are to emancipate these slaves according to the policy sketched by the President of the United States, then we all know that justice will be done to every loyal owner whose slave may be employed in defending the Government.26



This last statement suggests compensation for loyal slave owners. Howard doesn’t mention citizenship, but it surely was on his mind as he gave this impassioned speech. Senator James Harlan, Republican of Iowa, followed Howard with a short but equally impassioned speech. “I do not think an individual, a slave, that may have been armed and mustered into the service of the United States,” he stated, “will ever again be fit for slavery. I think that is the history of the whole world on this subject. I do not remember a single example since civilization commenced, when slaves have been mustered into the armed service of a country and again attempted to be returned to slavery.” He concluded, “If the slaves of loyal masters are mustered into the service of the United States, we ought to provide for their liberty.”27

The idea of emancipation as a reward for militia service was controversial enough, and candid admission that citizenship could also be a recompense for service was too dangerous to be openly suggested. But Professor Herman Belz recognizes that it was a logical consequence of militia service—as Senators Howard and Harlan almost certainly did—when he remarks,


Given the American tradition of the citizen-soldier and the fact that military service was regarded as an obligation and privilege of citizenship, enlistment in the Union army appeared to be a way for blacks to establish a claim on U.S. citizenship…Although military service would not by itself be legally conclusive of citizenship, citizenship was seen as involved in the question of army enrollment.28





Second Confiscation Act

The other significant legislation passed on July 17, 1862, was the second Confiscation Act, which declared the freedom of the slaves of all persons committing treason or supporting the rebellion as well as all slaves within Union lines, escaping to Union lines, or captured by Union troops whose owners were engaged in insurrection. Both Congress and Lincoln were drawing ever closer to the inevitable conclusion that military emancipation was the only way to save the Union after the failure of the border-state representatives to accept the offer of compensated emancipation proffered in March 1862. According to Professor Belz, the Confiscation Act of 1862 “was designed to confirm the de facto emancipation that was taking place with the advance of Union armies, aimed principally at placing black manpower at the service of the Union.”29

The president followed the progress of the Confiscation Act in Congress closely and sent a draft of a veto message to Congress when it was nearing a final vote. His main concern was that the Confiscation Act in cases of treason “declares forfeiture, extending beyond the lives of the guilty parties.” As Lincoln pointed out, the Constitution commands that “no attainder of treason shall work corruption of blood, or forfeiture, except during the life of the person attainted.” While quickly noting that there was no formal attainder involved, he nevertheless argued that such punishment could not be constitutionally supported “in a different form, for the same offence.” The president vowed to veto the legislation because, in his opinion, the forfeiture provisions were unconstitutional. He also believed the act was unconstitutional in allowing in rem proceeding against abandoned or seized property of traitors and those who aided and abetted rebellion. Due process demands reasonable notice and time to appear.30 This would mean that slaves emancipated by the Confiscation Act would not become legally free until trials were held after the war. Congress responded to the president’s veto points at least enough to satisfy his most pressing objections.

Lincoln, however, was unwilling to move as quickly as Congress wanted. He believed that the confiscation of property, even for military necessity, was constitutionally suspect; with respect to slaves, he always preferred compensated emancipation, with the decision to be made by the states and not the national government. He never wavered in his belief that the national government had no power to interfere with slavery in those states where it already existed. That was his assurance to the slaveholding states in his First Inaugural: “I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists. I believe I have no lawful right to do so, and I have no inclination to do so.”31 Lincoln did believe, however, that the federal government had the power to keep slavery from entering federal territories, thereby preventing new slave states from ever joining the Union. But as we have already seen, Chief Justice Taney’s decision in Dred Scott had issued the infamous mandate that Congress had “the power coupled with the duty” to pass a slave code for the territories. In fact, as we have seen Lincoln argue, Congress had neither the power nor the duty to pass such a code, and Taney and the Supreme Court had no constitutional authority to suggest such a duty. A year after Dred Scott, Lincoln forcefully argued in his “House Divided” speech that there was no longer any ground for compromise on the issue of slavery; he predicted that the country would become all slave or all free. Taney’s analysis—which was a direct attack on the 1856 Republican Party platform—gave the slaveholding states the first constitutional ground, however illusory and tendentious it might have been, for secession, and we can say with certainty that his opinion in Dred Scott was the proximate cause of the Civil War.



The Question of Colonization

Section 12 of the Confiscation Act authorized the president to make provisions for the voluntary colonization “in some tropical country beyond the limits of the United States, of such persons of the African race, made free by the provision of the act…with all the rights and privileges of freemen.” Although the act freed slaves, it did nothing to protect their rights and liberties during the continuance of the war. As Belz pithily notes:


Perhaps most significant, in authorizing colonization, albeit voluntary, it failed by implication to secure the right of remaining within the American republic. Only in a foreign country were Republicans—sensitive to the demands of politics and the strength of race prejudice—willing to make a promise of equal rights for emancipated slaves.32



Congress subsequently appropriated money to finance colonization and President Lincoln considered it an obligation to consider how plans to do so might be executed. Projects that emerged centered on locations in Central or South America. Colonization had a long history in America, and leading statesmen—Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, Henry Clay, and Lincoln, among others—could advance the cause of emancipation without shocking the prejudices of those who feared amalgamation and large-scale integration with blacks by nominally supporting colonization. Colonization gave these statesmen rhetorical cover to advocate for gradual emancipation of slaves, if not immediate emancipation. Their goal, however, was always to draw public opinion and consent ever closer to the principles enunciated by “the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God.” During his earlier campaigns in Illinois in the 1850s, when Lincoln had to contend with deep-seated antipathy toward blacks, he used colonization as rhetorical cover on several occasions to create space for his antislavery arguments. At times, while professing to favor colonization, he nevertheless expressed doubts about its practicality.



Politics and Emancipation

Lincoln was cautious, but determined. He would not violate the Constitution, but he would suppress the rebellion and use every constitutional tool at his disposal. He was well aware that while soldiers would fight—and fight courageously—to preserve the Constitution and the Union, they were reluctant, even unwilling, to fight to emancipate slaves. If the widespread perception developed that the purpose of the Civil War had turned from the preservation of the Union to the emancipation of slaves, there would be a political reaction in some of more volatile Northern states, to say nothing of the reaction that was certain to take place in the border states, all of which would be a severe blow to the war effort. Lincoln was in the delicate situation of having to convince the political world that emancipation of slaves would serve a purely military necessity in preserving the Union.

On July 12, 1862, Lincoln had written an “Appeal to Border State Representatives to Favor Compensated Emancipation.” In the appeal, he reminded the border-state representatives that had they “voted for the resolution in the gradual emancipation message of last March, the war would now be substantially ended.” On March 6, 1862, Lincoln had recommended that Congress adopt a joint resolution proposing that the United States would cooperate with any state that would “adopt gradual abolishment of slavery, giving to such State pecuniary aid, to be used by such State, in its discretion, to compensate for…such change of system.”33 The resolution that had been passed by Congress, but was not adopted by any state, was now renewed by Lincoln. The appeal was accompanied once again by the promise of voluntary colonization for the emancipated slaves.

Lincoln urged the border-state representatives to accept compensation now because the progress of the war, he said, will render the slaves in the predictable future without any value. It is not reasonable, Lincoln pointed out, to reject the force of this argument. But the passions of all those who were tied to the interests of slavery prevented them from being persuaded by reason, even by the simplest calculations that appealed to their self-interest.34

On August 22, 1862, Lincoln wrote a letter to Horace Greeley in response to Greeley’s open letter, “The Prayer of Twenty Millions,” published in the New-York Daily Tribune three days earlier. Greeley had been exceedingly critical of Lincoln’s enforcement of the Confiscation Act, arguing that any concessions made to influence the border states only strengthened the treason that divided the nation. He also complained that Lincoln had countermanded General C. Fremont’s proclamation in Louisiana emancipating slaves within his command in September 1861 (before the Confiscation Act), as well as General David Hunter’s similar decree on May 9, 1862 (also before the Confiscation Act) covering the Sea Islands off the coast of Georgia, Florida, and South Carolina. Lincoln can hardly be accused of not enforcing the provisions of the Confiscation Act before it was passed. Lincoln had used the occasion of his “Proclamation Revoking General Hunter’s Order of Military Emancipation” to remark that


whether at any time, in any case, it shall have become a necessity indispensable to the maintenance of the government to exercise such a supposed power, are questions which, under my responsibility, I reserve to myself, and which I can not feel justified in leaving to the decisions of commanders in the field. These are totally different questions from those of police regulations in armies and camps.35



Lincoln did, as Greeley charges, allow General Henry Halleck’s controversial General Order No. 3 prohibiting fugitive slaves from being admitted to Union lines within his command (which at the time was the Department of Missouri).36 Lincoln may have reasoned that it was a question of whether Halleck’s command could handle the influx of refugees and thus a matter of “police regulation” best decided by military commanders. Lincoln, however, later came to rue his decision.37

The most famous lines from Lincoln’s letter to Greeley are surprising to the contemporary mind, although we must bear in mind the fact that at the time he wrote them, he had already written a draft of the Emancipation Proclamation and awaited only a propitious occasion to release it. “My paramount object in this struggle,” Lincoln said, “is to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would also do that.” Lincoln knew, as any military strategist did (or almost anyone who looked at a map), that the border states were crucial to the war effort and could not be as casually dismissed as Greeley thought. Lincoln closed with this peroration: “I have here stated my purpose according to my view of official duty; I intend no modification of my oft-expressed personal wish that all men every where could be free.”38



The Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation

The preliminary Emancipation Proclamation was issued exactly one month later on September 22, 1862. It contained no moral arguments or exhortations of any kind. One Radical Republican complained that it was written in the “the most dry routine style,” and other Radicals concurred with John A. Andrews, governor of Massachusetts, that it was “a mighty act” at the same time that it was a “poor document.”39 Lincoln, of course, intended to produce a “poor document,” one that would excite as little controversy as possible on a topic that was highly controversial. Lincoln had spent the decade of the 1850s, including the Cooper Union speech, his only campaign address in the election of 1860, engaged in the task of vindicating the principles of the Declaration of Independence and arguing for the moral evil and injustice of slavery. According to Jaffa, the Great Emancipator exhibited a single-minded purpose from 1854 (when he delivered his Peoria speech) until his inauguration in 1861 that the Missouri Compromise of 1820 must be restored. The Missouri Compromise Act had prohibited slavery “forever” in the remaining unorganized portions of the Louisiana Purchase Territory. The Missouri Compromise was repealed by the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, whose principal architect was Lincoln’s arch–political rival, Stephen A. Douglas. As Jaffa cogently remarks: “Every political speech that Lincoln delivered” in the period between the Peoria speech and his inauguration


had the restoration of the ban upon slavery as its leading purpose. All of Lincoln’s arguments culminated in a plea that slavery not be permitted to extend itself into new lands, such as those from which it had been prohibited by the Missouri Compromise (and, earlier, by the Northwest Ordinance). Never did Lincoln argue for any political action against slavery in any state. Never did he argue for a construction of the Constitution that might have accomplished such interference indirectly as by denying the competence of the federal government to pass fugitive-slave legislation or by maintaining the competence of the federal government, under the commerce clause, to interfere with the interstate slave trade.40



Lincoln certainly knew that if the Missouri Compromise restrictions could be restored, the territories would remain free, and from the free territories, free states would be admitted to the Union. Lincoln’s goal was accomplished, at least formally, on June 19, 1862, when federal legislation abolished slavery in all territories then possessed by the United States and all future territories that might be acquired. Regardless of the ultimate outcome of the war, whether slavery survived in some or all parts of the Union, there would be no future slave states admitted from any territories of the United States.

The Emancipation Proclamation declared that “the war will be prosecuted for the object of practically restoring the constitutional relation between the United States, and each of the states, and the people thereof, in which states that relation is, or may be suspended, or disturbed.” The president also noted that at the next meeting of Congress he would again recommend the voluntary acceptance of either immediate or gradual compensated emancipation for the slaveholding states and colonization with the consent of the freed slaves. Those recommendations were presented in his annual message to Congress as three constitutional amendments on December 1, 1862. The rest of the Proclamation declaimed that the military would not under any circumstances return fugitive slaves, and announced that the provisions of the Confiscation Act regarding fugitive slaves would be rigorously enforced. At the same time, the Proclamation promised compensation for losses to those who had remained loyal throughout the rebellion, including compensation for the loss of slaves.

Both praise and blame were provoked by the Proclamation. The mercurial Horace Greeley, whom we heard earlier giving the “Prayer of Twenty Millions,” now shifted his gaze to the heavens in praise of Lincoln: “God bless you for the great and noble act,” he implored. The Proclamation is the “beginning of a new life for the nation [and] one of those stupendous facts in human history which marks not only an era in the progress of the nation, but an epoch in the history of the world.”41 Ralph Waldo Emerson, formerly a critic of Lincoln, writing in the Atlantic Monthly, now saw fit to rank the Proclamation alongside the Declaration of Independence as one of the great documents of history.42 Even abolitionists and Radical Republicans jumped on the bandwagon of praise for Lincoln, rarely qualifying their hyperbole with even a hint of dissent. Criticism was rampant, too, especially from Northern Democrats. Many saw in the language of the Proclamation an invitation to slave insurrection that would lead to the mass slaughter of women and children who were left behind by soldiers serving in the Confederate armies. The military, they pointed out, was charged with recognizing and maintaining the freedom of “all persons held as slaves” in those states where the people were still in rebellion and must “do no act or acts to repress such persons, or any of them, in any efforts they may make for their actual freedom.” “Any efforts,” it was alleged, could easily encompass servile insurrection and race war if they were intended to effectuate “actual freedom.”

Democrats had already decided to make emancipation an issue at the upcoming congressional elections in October. The New York Democratic Party platform denounced the Emancipation Proclamation as nothing less than “a proposal for the butchery of women and children, for scenes of lust and rapine, and of arson and murder.” The party’s nominee for governor, Horatio Seymour, hysterically declared that if it was necessary to abolish slavery to save the Union, “then the people of the South should be allowed to withdraw themselves from the government which cannot give them the protection guaranteed by its terms.” Similar sentiments were expressed by Ohio and Indiana Democrats in reaction to the Proclamation.43 Democrats wielded the Proclamation as a club to bludgeon the Republicans in the October 1862 elections. In Ohio, Democrats won fourteen House seats to five for Republicans; and in Indiana, Democrats won seven of the eleven contested congressional seats and won a majority in the state legislature. The parties divided the Pennsylvania House seats evenly, but Democrats won a majority of the legislature in New Jersey as well as the governorship of New Jersey and New York. In all likelihood, only the fact that gubernatorial elections were not held in Ohio, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and Indiana prevented Democrats from being elected in those states. Overall, the election returned a net increase of twenty-seven Democratic congressmen to Washington. Democratic political appeals were openly racist, frequently proclaiming that freed slaves would flock to the North, displacing white labor and generally degrading the level of civilized life. Michael Burlingame references the New-York Daily Tribune’s report that in the fall 1862 campaign


Democrats relentlessly employed their customary appeal to “cruel and ungenerous prejudice against color which still remains to disgrace our civilization and to impeach our Christianity.” Their race-baiting was especially virulent in Ohio and Indiana. The Cincinnati Commercial justly complained that “the prejudice of race has been inflamed, and used by the Democratic Party with an energy and ingenuity perfectly infernal.”44





Constitutional Questions

Lincoln was always troubled by doubts about the constitutionality of the “military necessity” justification for the confiscation of property, including slaves. His main concern was that courts would declare unconstitutional the freedom that had been granted to slaves, particularly in the Confiscation Act and the Emancipation Proclamation, and order them to be returned to their owners. We have already pointed out that the clear implication of the Confiscation Act—due to modifications made in response to Lincoln’s complaint about its in rem proceeding against abandoned property—was that the freedom of slaves would become legal only after trials at the end of the war. His concerns seemed to be confirmed when former Supreme Court Justice Benjamin Curtis, whom we have seen Lincoln praise highly for his dissenting opinion in the Dred Scott case, published a pamphlet shortly after the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation was announced arguing that it was unconstitutional because it could not be supported by the president’s claim that it was grounded in “military necessity.”

First of all, Curtis argued, the preliminary Proclamation was itself not issued to meet a “military necessity,” but simply an announcement that there would be an executive action of that character


three months hence, thirty days after the next meeting of Congress, and within territory not at present subject even to our military control. Of course such an executive declaration as to his future intentions, must be understood by the people to be liable to be modified by events, as well as subject to such changes of views, respecting the extent of his own powers, as a more mature and possibly a more enlightened consideration may produce.45



Thus a proclamation that announces an intention to act in response to military necessity three months in the future is not itself justified by “military necessity,” which can only be an immediate, not a remote or future, necessity. The events of war change far too rapidly to predict what measures will be required that far in advance. There is time for deliberation and public discussion, even discussion of “his own constitutional power to decree and execute them.”46 Curtis continued:


The Constitution has made it incumbent on the President to recommend to Congress such measures as he shall deem necessary and expedient. Although Congress will have been in session nearly thirty days before any executive action is proposed to be taken on this subject of emancipation, it can hardly be supposed that this proclamation was intended to be a commendation to them.47



Curtis’s main objection, however, was to the Proclamation’s provision that by executive decree on January 1, 1863, persons held as slaves within designated states or parts of states “shall cease to be lawfully held to service, and may by their own efforts, and with the aid of the military power of the United States, vindicate their lawful right to personal freedom.” Curtis alleged that the provision was unconstitutional because it was an attempt to repeal valid state laws which regulate the domestic institutions of the states. Curtis pointed out that the national government is limited to exercising only delegated powers.48 Lincoln, of course, did not disagree with Curtis on this point. As he clearly stated in his First Inaugural and the Message to Congress in Special Session, July 4, 1861, he had no authority under the Constitution to interfere with slavery in any of the states where it already existed, nor did he intend to do so. By the same token, Lincoln insisted, there could be no constitutional right to secession—the Union was perpetual. Any attempt to destroy the Union would, if necessary, be met with force, which, contrary to the animadversions of President Buchanan in 1859, is a constitutional obligation of the federal government.49 The slaveholding states could hardly advance the right of revolution as a justification for secession because the right of revolution is a doctrine of natural right which derives from the principle that “all men are created equal.” Any justification based on the right of revolution would, at one and the same time, be an irrefutable argument in favor of emancipation. Slavery, as we have repeatedly noted, exists only by convention or force, not by nature or natural right. Slavery is contra natura: It violates every principle of human nature because it contradicts the first principle of human nature, the “self-evident truth” that “all men are created equal.” This is a truth that the slaveocracy—following its philosophical architect John C. Calhoun—denied, because its whole existence depended on the suppression of that truth.

All the offers of compensated emancipation—whether gradual or immediate—that were extended to the slaveholding states were voluntary. When the states in rebellion refused these offers and chose to remain at war, the Proclamation promised, as we have seen, the recognition and maintenance of the freedom of those slaves who could “by any effort” gain “actual freedom” in those states in rebellion against the United States. Presumably the states in rebellion were technically still in the Union, but they could hardly complain about the interference with their domestic affairs when they were engaged in an effort to destroy the Constitution that guaranteed states’ rights. The military necessity to prevent the destruction of the Constitution and ensure the preservation of the Union was the express rationale for the war for the North. If the protection of the freedom of slaves who obtained their freedom or who were captured by Union forces hindered the ability of rebel armies to conduct military operations, then the president’s powers as commander in chief were justified in invoking military necessity.

Curtis had similar complaints about the suspension of the writ of habeas corpus that Lincoln issued just two days after the Proclamation. Curtis argued that it had been “generally” and perhaps “universally” admitted “that Congress alone can prohibit the courts from issuing the writ.” Thus, Curtis charged Lincoln with another dangerous violation of the separation of powers in prosecuting the war effort.50 It is true that the restrictions on issuing writs of habeas corpus appear in Article I, Section 9, of the Constitution, the section which generally contains limitations on the powers of Congress: “The Privilege of the Writ of Habeas Corpus shall not be suspended, unless when in Cases of Rebellion or Invasion the public Safety may require it.” Does its placement in Article I mean that only Congress has the power to suspend the privilege? In his Message to Congress in Special Session, July 4, 1861, Lincoln anticipated this question. Noting that it had been decided that a state of rebellion did exist and that public safety did require the suspension of the privilege, Lincoln said that “now it is insisted that Congress, and not the Executive, is vested with this power.” He continued:


But the Constitution itself, is silent as to which, or who, is to exercise the power; and as the provision was plainly made for a dangerous emergency, it cannot be believed the framers of the instrument intended, that in every case, the danger should run its course, until Congress could be called together; the very assembling of which might be prevented, as was intended in this case, by the rebellion.51



It would be difficult to dispute Lincoln’s constitutional construction, especially the point about the presence of an imminent danger when Congress is not in session or is prevented by the danger itself from assembling. Surely in those circumstances the executive (or even the courts) have the power to suspend the writ. The danger may even be merely anticipated. The rebellion or the threat to public safety does not actually have to be in motion if the government can act to forestall the emergency. It is impossible to think that the authors of the clause intended that the suspension of the writ must wait until the danger was present and fully developed before it could be invoked. In any case, Lincoln’s suspension of the writ on September 24, 1862, was ratified by Congress in the Habeas Corpus Act of March 3, 1863, which allowed the president to continue using the suspension power until the end of the war.52 Lincoln never responded to Curtis, although he certainly took his objections seriously—not because he believed they were true, but because he thought they might carry weight in the courts.



Second Annual Message to Congress

In any case, most observers must have been surprised when they learned of the contents of Lincoln’s Second Annual Message, delivered to Congress on December 1, 1862, in which he fulfilled his promise made in the Proclamation to recommend at the next meeting of Congress practical measures to implement compensated emancipation and colonization. But hardly anyone could have anticipated Lincoln’s proposal for three constitutional amendments to accomplish that purpose. How could amendments to the Constitution be practical under the political circumstances that existed in December 1862? Did Lincoln’s optimism outrun his sense of political reality? Did he misjudge political circumstances? Neither of these seems likely. Did Lincoln conceal his real intentions? The Message is certainly complex and the peroration most striking. It deserves greater attention than we will give it here.

The first constitutional amendment proposed by Lincoln specified that every state where slavery then existed that chose to abolish slavery, either immediately or gradually by January 1, 1900, would be compensated by the United States through the issuance of interest-bearing bonds. The second amendment guaranteed that all slaves who enjoyed “actual freedom” from the “chances of war” before the end of the rebellion “shall be forever free” and that loyal slave owners of slaves having gained actual freedom would be compensated. The third proposed amendment would order Congress to appropriate funds to colonize “free colored persons” with their consent outside the United States.53

After introducing the amendments, Lincoln indulged a simple observation: “Without slavery the rebellion could never have existed; without slavery it could not continue.” Yet, as he had reminded us earlier when he quoted his own First Inaugural address, this simple observation teetered on the precipice of a great moral divide: “One section of our country believes slavery is right, and ought to be extended, while the other believes it is wrong, and ought not be extended. This is the only substantial dispute.” With the Proclamation, the great moral divide had been crossed—slavery was wrong and ought not to be extended. Emancipation and preservation of the Union had become inextricably bound together into one purpose. But could the people become reconciled to that purpose? Could Americans ever become one people, united once again by its ancient faith that “all men are created equal”? Lincoln repeated his geopolitical argument from his First Inaugural that the territory occupied by the United States was suitable for one people only, that a border between North and South would be impracticable. But the question of how Americans might become one people again after the intractable moral divisions caused by the existence of slavery seemed almost impossible to answer. Lincoln had argued throughout the 1850s that Americans became one people because of their dedication to the principles of the Declaration of Independence. The defense of slavery drove the slaveocracy to reject those principles. Would they ever be reconciled to them as the price of becoming once again part of the American people? Reuniting the people must require sacrifices on both sides. There would be compensations for the sacrifices; but could the compensations be equal or even proportional? This would certainly be a requirement of justice.



Justice and Compensations

The extended period allowed for compensated emancipation in Lincoln’s proposal would naturally disappoint those still bound to servitude, who would have no guarantee of immediate freedom or even prospects of gaining freedom in their lifetime. But the lack of immediate freedom, Lincoln argued, would be compensated by the knowledge that their posterity would enjoy freedom. By the same token, those who advocated perpetual slavery would be disappointed by the abolishment of slavery by compensated emancipation; but their disappointments would be mollified by the long grace period in which slavery would continue to exist. The sacrifices, of course, are not equal or proportional. On the one hand, delayed freedom for slaves, many who would have no chance of ever being free; on the other hand, the grudging sacrifice of slavery, softened by compensation and a thirty-seven-year grace period: This simply does not balance on the scales of justice. It wouldn’t seem to provide much common ground, but would afford many sources for festering resentments on both sides that would in all likelihood extend well beyond thirty-seven years.

Masters and slaves would supposedly benefit by the fact that the status of both classes would not suddenly be disrupted by wholesale emancipation. Slaves would not be left destitute; masters would have time to become accustomed to the loss of their privileged status and the fact that they eventually would have to treat their former slaves as fellow citizens with privileges and immunities equal to their own. Yet surely this could not happen in thirty-seven years or in three generations. And the sacrifices asked on the part of the two classes were still grossly disproportional.

The money to pay for the compensation of slaves was to come from taxes paid in part by the North. But the people of the South, Lincoln argued, were not more responsible for introducing slavery into America than the people of the North. And the people of the North were not hesitant to use the products of slave labor imported from the South, so it is hardly accurate to say that the South had been more responsible for the continuance of slavery than the North. The injustice of slavery must be shared in common by the nation as a whole. Compensated emancipation was therefore a common object of the nation and all sections should share the common charge associated with it. Making this a common cause might help unify the nation, although this seemed to be a rather thin reed in such tumultuous times and could become yet another source of resentment.



Lincoln Questions Colonization

A curious part of Lincoln’s Message involves the third proposed amendment on colonization. Lincoln says that he “cannot make it better known than it already is that I strongly favor colonization.” He then proceeds to give a powerful argument against colonization, saying that “there is an objection urged against free colored persons remaining in the country, which is largely imaginary, if not sometimes malicious.” The argument that Lincoln wants to rebut is one, as we have seen, that was widely circulated by Democrats in their successful campaigns in Ohio and Indiana in the fall 1862 elections. Free blacks, it was said, would emigrate North and displace white workers because they were willing to work for cheaper wages. Lincoln responds to this popular argument by remarking that


in times like the present, men should utter nothing for which they would not willingly be responsible through time and in eternity. Is it true, then, that colored people can displace any more white labor, by being free, than by remaining slaves? If they stay in their old places, they jostle no white laborers; if they leave their old places, they leave them open to white laborers. Logically, there is neither more nor less of it. Emancipation, even without deportation, would probably enhance the wages of white labor, and, very surely, would still have to be performed; the freed people would surely not do more than their old proportion of it, and very probably, for a time, would do less, leaving an increased part to white laborers, enhancing the wages of it.



Colonization, Lincoln continues, would reduce the supply of labor and increase the demand and wages for white labor.

Lincoln then queries whether free slaves will swarm forth and cover the entire land. Are they not already in the land? he answers. Liberation will not make them more numerous. Will free blacks flee North when there is no longer anything to flee from? Free labor will replace slavery, and the interests of former slaves and former masters will be engaged. The entire plan offered in the Message, Lincoln notes, is economic. It will secure peace more speedily and maintain it more permanently than force alone, and it will be less expensive. Most importantly it will cost no blood! It cannot be doubted that the plan proposed would shorten the war. But Lincoln was aware that the difficulties of passing the plan were almost insurmountable: two-thirds of both houses of Congress; three-fourths of the states to ratify (including seven slave states). Nevertheless, Lincoln proclaims, “the dogmas of the quiet past, are inadequate to the stormy present. The occasion is piled high with difficulty, and we must rise with the occasion. As our case is new, so we must think anew, and act anew. We must disenthrall our selves, and then we shall save our country.” These sentences could well have served as the peroration of the Message, but Lincoln added another one which for its beauty and pathos rivals anything that Lincoln wrote.



Second Peroration

In thirteen terse sentences, Lincoln warns his “Fellow-citizens” that “we cannot escape history.” As we learn in short order, it is beyond question that Lincoln includes slaves in the address “Fellow-citizens.” After all, what does he mean by writing in the tenth sentence that “In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom to the free” except that the fate of the two races is bound together in the fate of America itself? This common destiny requires a common citizenship. The Civil War—“the fiery trial through which we pass”—has put “this Congress” and “this administration” on the world-historical stage which “will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation.” The central sentence intones, “We know how to save the Union,” followed by “the world knows we do know how to save it.” It is tyrannical to enslave human beings and hold them as articles of property; those who hold such property engage in the unbridled use of force that is driven by unrestrained passion. Any nation that tolerates slavery as a permanent feature itself becomes less free by its willingness to tolerate the degradation of the rights of human nature in fellow human beings. If it is argued that slave owners have an interest in protecting property rights, then interest becomes the standard and measure of rights. But as we have already seen Lincoln argue against Douglas’s popular sovereignty doctrine, it will always be in someone’s interest to profit from the suppression of the rights of others. Today, it might be blacks of African descent; tomorrow it will be any number of religious minorities or other racial and ethnic minorities who cannot vindicate their rights by majority vote. This is how a nation becomes less free by tolerating slavery. It is impossible to tolerate slavery without preparing the ground for one’s own slavery. Majority rule gives the illusion of freedom, but as Lincoln was able to demonstrate over and over again, the idea that interest—not nature and natural right—was the only ground of rights meant that everyone’s rights, majority as well as the minority, were in danger.

We know how to save the Union. Free the slaves and make them citizens. This will preserve the freedom of all Americans. “We shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the last best, hope of earth…The way is plain, peaceful, generous, just—a way which, if followed, the world will forever applaud, and God must forever bless.”

The Southern slaveholders ignored Lincoln’s appeal to reason at the time of his First Inaugural; it was hardly to be expected that they would listen to him twenty-one months later when passions had elevated to an even greater pitch. Indeed, they did not.



Final Emancipation Proclamation

On January 1, 1863, the final Emancipation Proclamation was issued, designating the states and the parts of states where the people were still in rebellion. Within those areas, the Proclamation declares slaves shall be free and the executive department of the government, including the military forces, will recognize and maintain their freedom. The president declared the Proclamation to be “an act of justice, warranted by the Constitution, upon military necessity.” He thereupon invoked “the considerate judgment of mankind, and the gracious favor of Almighty God.” Lincoln is reported to have said that the final Proclamation had “knocked the bottom out of slavery,” although he didn’t expect sudden results.54 Thus ends 1862, the most active legislative year concerning the nation’s posture toward slavery and emancipation. Lincoln, of course, knew despite his heroic public persona, there would be grave problems for reunifying the nation, particularly in regards to emancipated slaves.



Third Annual Message to Congress: Proclamation of Amnesty

Lincoln appended a “Proclamation of Amnesty and Reconstruction” to his Third Annual Message to Congress delivered on December 8, 1863. It allowed for the restoration of rebellious states when a number of voters equal to 10 percent of those who voted in the election of 1860 took a loyalty oath to the Union and pledged their willingness to accept emancipation. Several classes of rebels were excluded from amnesty: military and government leaders, those who had resigned commissions in the U.S. military or federal legislative and judicial posts to join the rebellion, and those who had mistreated captured black soldiers or their white officers. Those who were willing to take the loyalty oath would have their rights restored. This loyal 10 percent could then hold a constitutional convention to write a new constitution which abolished slavery and established a state government that was republican in form. This government would be recognized by the president, although “whether members sent to Congress from any State shall be admitted to seats, constitutionally rests exclusively with the Houses, and not to any extent with the Executive.” The states must recognize the permanent freedom of the emancipated slaves and “provide for their education, and which may yet be consistent, as a temporary arrangement, with their present condition as a laboring, landless, and homeless class.” Thus, the freedmen would not realize any substantial change in their immediate daily lives. They would continue as a laboring, landless, and homeless class. Lincoln stressed that this was a temporary condition, perhaps calculating this might induce more rebels to surrender.55



First Freedmen’s Bureau Act 1865

The plight of the freedmen remained a constant concern of Lincoln and leading Republicans. However, it wasn’t until March 3, 1865, that a bitterly divided Congress passed the first Freedmen’s Bureau Act and the president signed it on the same day—the last major legislation Lincoln would sign. The purpose of the act was to provide relief for freedmen and refugees. It was to operate for the duration of the war and for one additional year, providing food, shelter, clothing, medical services, and land to displaced white loyalist refugees and newly freed slaves. The act also provided for the establishment of schools, supervision of contracts between freedmen and employers, and management of abandoned or confiscated land. Early in the congressional debate, the assumption was that the relief would apply exclusively to freedmen to assist them in making the transition from slavery to freedom. The greatest fear, warned Representative Thomas Eliot, Republican of New York, was that there would be a revival of slavery with its “odious features” but “without its name.”56 The objection arose from several quarters that this would discriminate against white refugees who were equally in need of relief. Senator Sumner called this a “strange complaint” but agreed to include white refugees as the price for passing the act.57 Senator John Henderson of Missouri responded:


I do not wish now to draw any comparison showing the distinctions that are made here between freedmen and the white refugees from the southern States. There are today in my State thousands of individuals from the State of Arkansas, and from the southwest part of Missouri who are refugees from their homes in consequence of the fact that they were Union men. These are just as poor as the freedmen.58



Others argued that government largess handed out to freedmen and refugees would create dependent classes that would have no incentives to become free from the massive government bureaucracy that would be created to minister to these newly created classes. Representative William Kelley, Republican of Pennsylvania, was certain that the “future welfare of the freedmen demands … they must not be permitted to contract habits of idleness, indolence, and vagrancy. The welfare of the people of the North demands it. They need the commodities yielded by this territory.”59 The fact that the Bureau would extend only one year beyond the end of the war was of little assurance to those suspicious of what came to be known in later ages as “big government” and “welfare dependency.” Others argued that simple justice and compassion demanded action to relieve the suffering of both freedmen and refugees and that any unanticipated consequences could be dealt with after the immediate emergency was met.



Second Freedmen’s Bureau Act 1866

The Freedmen’s Bureau Act was renewed on July 16, 1866, after another protracted battle. Congress was able to forge enough agreement to overcome President Andrew Johnson’s veto. The Bureau Act was debated at the same time as the Civil Rights Act of 1866, also vetoed by Johnson, but passed by a supermajority in Congress on April 9, 1866, in what was becoming a struggle for the soul of America. Both bills were passed on the authority of the Thirteenth Amendment, which had been ratified on December 18, 1865. Section 2 gave Congress “the power to enforce this article [the Thirteenth Amendment] by appropriate legislation.” Both the Civil Rights Act and the Bureau Act were objected to vigorously by Democrats on constitutional grounds. The passage of the Fourteenth Amendment certainly dispelled any constitutional objections retroactively. In any case, some intelligent constitutional commentators have argued that it is a mistake to concentrate on the Civil Rights Act because


the Republicans who framed the Second Freedmen’s Bureau Bill understood that judicial action could not eradicate slavery…Legislation was necessary to provide former slaves with various goods and services, the precise provision of which depends on local circumstances and changing conditions. Given the need for a high degree of nimbleness in the managing of the transition, Congress, rather than the judiciary, had to play the lead role in removing all badges and incidents of slavery in American constitutional life.



The author of this analysis argues that Republicans who passed the Bureau Act “interpreted congressional power under Section Two of the Thirteen Amendment in light of what they believed to be a fundamental constitutional commitment to a national government strong enough to provide for the general welfare.”60 Thus, according to this constitutional commentator, the Bureau Act was designed principally to protect the welfare of freedmen. Welfare—the elimination of the badges and incidents of slavery—rather than the security of rights and liberty, the principal purpose of the Civil Rights Act of 1866, was the best way to integrate freedmen into postwar social and political life.

Representative James A. Garfield of Ohio, debating the second Bureau Act, said that


in the solemn words of the great proclamation of emancipation, we not only declared the slaves forever free, but we pledged the faith of the nation “to maintain their freedom”—mark the words, “to maintain their freedom”…[Liberty] is the realization of those imperishable truths of the Declaration “that all men are created equal,” that the sanction of all just government is “the consent of the governed.”



The peroration to his speech was rousing: “The spirit of slavery is still among us; it must be utterly destroyed before we shall be safe.”61

The most commonly repeated refrain during the debates was that the purpose of the Bureau was to prepare the transition from slavery to freedom. The most commonly voiced complaint from Democrats was that the Bureau would create a permanent welfare bureaucracy. It is difficult to believe that the main intention of the framers of the second Freedmen’s Act was welfare as opposed to the protection of rights and liberties. An original intent understanding of the congressional debate compels the conclusion that protecting individual rights and liberties was the central purpose of the Freedmen’s Act. But once the administrative state transformed the purpose of government from the protection of liberty to the security of the welfare of the community, it was incumbent upon constitutional scholars to reject original intent jurisprudence and transform it into a jurisprudence that was more ideologically compliant. The congressional debate had to be reinterpreted to emphasize the welfare implications of its drafters rather than its rights-securing purposes. The general welfare clause was never invoked as a constitutional ground for passing the act as our commentator suggests. Rather, the Thirteenth Amendment in conjunction with the Civil Rights Act of 1866 proved authoritative; both of these focused on securing natural rights. The Freedmen’s Bureau wasn’t about easing the transition from slavery to freedom after all, we are told by the modern-day revisionist defenders of the welfare state; it was about welfare. And as we now understand, progressive thought requires the subordination of the rights of individuals to the welfare of the community.62



Civil Rights Act of 1866

The citizenship of freedmen was finally recognized in the Civil Rights Act of 1866, passed just months before the Bureau Act. What was implied in the Militia Act of 1862 as a matter of natural right and justice was brought to fruition in the Civil Rights Act that extended the same rights to blacks as are held by white citizens: rights to own property; to make and enforce contracts; to sue; to give evidence; to inherit, purchase, lease, sell, hold, and convey real and personal property; and to enjoy the full and equal benefit of all laws and proceedings for the security of person and property. Senator Lyman Trumbull, principal author of the Civil Rights Act, said it was based on Congress’s power to act under the Thirteenth Amendment, which in turn, he said, was an expression of the principles of the Declaration of Independence:


Of what avail was the immortal declaration “that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness,” and “that to secure these rights Governments are instituted among men,” to the millions of the African race in this country who were ground down and degraded and subjected to a slavery more intolerable and cruel than the world ever before knew?63



The basic premise of the Civil Rights Act was clear from its plain language: Blacks have the same rights and protections as whites. Equal protection of the laws and the rule of law will not tolerate racial class distinctions. The grant of U.S. citizenship carried with it automatic citizenship in the states where the newly enfranchised citizens resided. This would be made explicit later in the Fourteenth Amendment, but it was assumed in the Civil Rights Act, otherwise the states could prevent federal protection of civil rights and immunities of state citizenship by withholding state citizenship. I believe there can be little doubt that the framers of the Civil Rights Act and the Fourteenth Amendment intended the federal government to have the power to enforce the rights, privileges, and immunities that attached to both U.S. citizenship and state citizenship. As mentioned, the bill was vetoed by President Johnson on March 27, 1866. In his message to the Senate, the president said that his primary objection was that the bill’s protection of the rights of federal citizens intruded on the police powers of the states in “matters exclusively affecting the people of each State,” including the expediency of discriminating “between the two races.”64 In an impressive display of unity, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act over the president’s veto and it became law on April 9, 1866.



Origins of the Fourteenth Amendment

Many members of Congress, however, had second thoughts about whether the Thirteenth Amendment provided adequate constitutional grounds for such sweeping legislation and whether a simple legislative act could overturn the Dred Scott decision. In addition, there was the stark realization that future Congresses could repeal the act by simple majorities. These considerations provided the impetus for the Fourteenth Amendment. The protections embodied in the Fourteenth Amendment centered on the privileges and immunities of federal citizenship. Representative John Bingham is justly considered the author of the first section of the amendment, with the exception of the citizenship clause,65 and he argued throughout that the privileges or immunities clause was the essential feature. In his final remarks in the Fourteenth Amendment debate, Bingham said that “hitherto” the Constitution had a glaring defect “which the proposed amendment will supply.” Congress has never had the power “by express authority of the Constitution…to protect by national law the privileges and immunities of all citizens of the Republic and the inborn rights of every person within its jurisdiction wherever the same shall be abridged or denied by the unconstitutional acts of any State.”66 Bingham understood privileges or immunities comprehensively, including “natural rights,” the “rights of human nature,” “fundamental rights,” and constitutional rights, including the provisions of the Bill of Rights. As a matter of constitutional jurisprudence, the privileges or immunities clause of the Fourteenth Amendment was effectively rendered null and void by the Supreme Court in the Slaughterhouse Cases (1873), the first decision to consider any provision of the amendment. After the privileges or immunities clause fell into desuetude as a result of the Slaughterhouse decision, courts turned to the due process and equal protection clauses as a substitute for privileges or immunities. Those two clauses, however, were never intended to carry the weight or the substance of privileges or immunities.67 The result has been a constitutional impasse that still remains to be sorted out on a satisfactory basis. The prospect of reviving the original purposes of privileges or immunities seems remote despite Justice Clarence Thomas’s best efforts.

In December 1865, Schuyler Colfax was elected speaker of the House of Representatives for the thirty-ninth Congress. A few weeks before the first session began, Colfax remarked in a speech delivered in Washington, D.C., that terms for restoration must be accepted by the rebellious states. In addition to repudiating the various ordinances of secession and ratifying the Thirteenth Amendment—“extinguishing slavery, that the cause of dissension and rebellion might be utterly extirpated”—the states formerly in rebellion must agree to


other terms upon which I think there is no division among the loyal men of the Union, to wit: That the Declaration of Independence be recognized as the law of the land, and every man, alien and native, white and black, protected in the inalienable and God-given rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.68



And in his acceptance speech upon election as speaker, Colfax said it was the responsibility of Congress to “afford what our Magna Charta, the Declaration of Independence proclaims is the chief object of government, protection to all men in their inalienable rights.”69 This was, I believe, Colfax’s attempt to set the terms for the coming debate in the House. The Republican Party can be fairly said to have taken this suggestion as their architectonic guide for Reconstruction. After Congress passed the Fourteenth Amendment in June 1866, Colfax gave a speech that revealed a profound understanding of the meaning of the amendment. Praising “Abraham Lincoln, that great and good man—would to God he were to-day in the Presidential chair,” Colfax lamented, “But while he is gone, and although God buries his workman, his work still goes on, and we are to finish the work that Abraham Lincoln began.” Colfax quoted Section 1 of the Fourteenth Amendment and remarked:


I stand by every word and letter of it. It is because it is the Declaration of Independence placed immutably and forever in our Constitution. What does the Declaration of Independence say?—that baptismal vow that our fathers took upon their lips when this Republic of ours was born into the family of nations. It says that all men are created equal, and are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, among which are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness; and that to secure these rights governments were instituted among men. That’s the paramount object of government, to secure the right of all men to their equality before the law. So said our fathers at the beginning of the Revolution. So say their sons to-day, in this Constitutional Amendment, the noblest clause that will be in our Constitution.70



This was indeed Lincoln’s vision, as it was the ultimate vision of the founders. Colfax recognized the Fourteenth Amendment—as Lincoln most certainly would have—as the formal completion of the founding. The translation of principle into practice would require continued republican statesmanship. But there was no longer any constitutional barrier to the vindication of individual rights in the states. Now that “equal protection of equal rights” was enshrined in the Constitution as the basis for the rule of law, the privileges and immunities of U.S. citizenship must meet “equal protection” and “due process” standards. Senator Jacob Howard, Republican of Michigan, who became floor manager in the Senate for the Fourteenth Amendment when the chairman of the Joint Committee on Reconstruction, Senator William Fessenden, was unable to preside because of illness, gave the most complete explication of Section 1 before the addition of the citizenship clause. Senator Howard conveyed the Joint Committee’s expansive understanding of what constituted the privileges and immunities of U.S. citizens. They included, not only those implicated in Article IV, Section 2, of the Constitution, but the provisions of the Bill of Rights as well. Thus, the provisions of the Bill of Rights were understood by the Joint Committee to be included as an essential part of the “privileges or immunities” clause and not, as in later years, a piecemeal accretion added or “incorporated” by Supreme Court decision to the Constitution through the “due process” clause. Section 5 for the first time gave Congress the constitutional power to enforce privileges and immunities against state interference. States’ rights could no longer be used to argue the autonomy of states to regulate their own domestic institutions.

Senator Howard continued by expressing the Joint Committee’s view that the equal protection and due process clauses


disable a State from depriving not merely a citizen of the United States, but any person, whoever he may be, of life, liberty without due process of law, or from denying to him the equal protection of the laws of the State. This abolishes all class legislation in the States and does away with the injustice of subjecting one caste of persons to a code not applicable to another. It prohibits the hanging of a black man for a crime for which the white man is not to be hanged. It protects the black man in his fundamental rights as a citizen with the same shield which it throws over the white man…Ought not the time to be now passed when one measure of justice is to be meted out to a member of one caste while another and a different measure is meted out to the member of another caste, both castes being alike citizens of the United States, both bound to obey the same laws, to sustain the burdens of the same Government, and both equally responsible to justice and to God for the deeds done in the body?71



Equal protection of the laws means that the law cannot be based on racial or class divisions. Rights belong to individuals, for men are created equal, and nature does not create caste or class distinctions. Once it is understood that individuals possess rights—not classes and especially not racial classes—then the rule of law can become the rule of reason because the arbitrary factor of race will be excluded. When those who are created equal are treated unequally, then natural right is violated and injustice will undermine the rule of law. There is indisputable proof that the framers of the Fourteenth Amendment sought to ground the Constitution in the natural right principles of the founding and the rule of law that flows from those principles.



Afterword: An Incomplete Attempt at “Giving Accounts”

I have spent my entire academic career defending the principles of natural right and natural law as they relate to the American founding and the American Constitution. I was always guided by Abraham Lincoln, who saw the importance of understanding the Constitution in light of the principles of the Declaration of Independence. In this I almost always followed the work of Harry Jaffa, most particularly his magnum opus, A New Birth of Freedom (2000). I recognized some years ago that the Fourteenth Amendment was an explicit attempt on the part of its framers to complete the regime of the founding by making the Constitution conform to the principles of the Declaration of Independence. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 was, I believed, a perfect legislative expression of this idea—the idea that Senator Howard had expressed on behalf of the Joint Committee on Reconstruction in 1866 that was quoted in extenso immediately above. The command of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 as originally written was that rights belong to individuals rather than racial classes and that race cannot be a factor in hiring, firing, or advancement in employment, and that public accommodations must be free from racial discrimination. Almost immediately upon its adoption, however, the courts and administrative agencies transformed the act from one that prohibited discrimination on the basis of race into one that required discrimination on the basis of race. This was called “affirmative action,” which its proponents assured a skeptical world was only a temporary measure to be employed in the service of genuine equality of opportunity. One generation, it was said, would suffice to overcome the lingering effects of past discrimination; then the “playing field” would be level and the temporary discrimination, the euphemistic “goals and timetables,” would no longer be necessary. It should have been easy to predict that once racial class entitlements became a part of the law by administrative and judicial fiat, it would be extremely difficult to end them. Today what was originally called “affirmative action” and justified as “racial class remedies” for historic racial class injuries is now called “equity.” “Equity” no longer requires justification; it doesn’t need one because it is an open revelation of what affirmative action has always been—a racial class entitlement.

When the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed, almost everyone seemed optimistic that the final vestiges of race consciousness had been removed from the laws of the nation. It seemed to be the culmination of a long campaign to banish race, color, and ethnicity from the law. Its purpose was noble and its reach was extensive. The focus was on the rights of individuals; its promise was the equal protection of equal rights. It seemed that the dream of a color-blind Constitution had at long last been recognized, if perhaps not fully realized. The Civil Rights Act, along with the Voting Rights Act passed the next year, had finally put the destructive genie of race securely in its bottle; there were now legal remedies available for racial injustices. But as soon as that old racial genie had been secured, new prophets arose and said: “We can teach that old genie new tricks. We can teach him to give up his evil ways and be a force for good. We will turn him loose to do the work of racial reparations and racial equity.” Others with longer memories and further vision warned: “Don’t do it! That evil genie is incapable of learning new ways; history has proven that he will always be a force for evil. He is a trickster: He will promise good things, he will promise equality, but he will never be satisfied with equality under the law. He always seeks superiority; he wants to rule; he wants to dominate; he will destroy. Have we not learned our lesson? Don’t let him loose again. You will regret it. That evil genius is willing to work every deception on those of good will, and in the name of equality he will destroy equal protection of the laws and racial equality.” Are not these words of warning proving to be correct?72



Narrative and Rational Discourse

“Identity politics” has replaced the regime of individual rights that inspired the framers of the Fourteenth Amendment and the Civil Rights Act. Individuals look to their racial, ethnic, sex, sexual orientation, transgender, or a myriad of other groups to assert their public identity and legal status. Each identity group creates its own “narrative” to justify its own separate status and grievances against society and government. Narrative has replaced reason in public discourse, and narrative does not require the same attention to fact and historical truth that reason does. Sometimes we hear that reason itself is “white supremacy” or “colonialism,” a way of expanding Eurocentric control. Thus, narratives can pick and choose what facts and what “truths” are convenient. Narrative “truth” is not truth in any real sense; it is more akin to ideology, an attempt at justification that uses selective historical facts and skewed logic to reach a predetermined conclusion. The claim that Abraham Lincoln was a “racist” is an outrage to any reasoning person. But the hysteria that drives narratives leads some to say, “Because Lincoln was white, he must have been a racist.” This is an assertion without logic. Perhaps the whole idea of the American founding that a regime could be based on “universal principle” and could therefore govern itself by “deliberation and choice” put too much demand on the human capacity for reason. Perhaps human nature was incapable of living up to such high standards.

When I say “All lives matter,” I am called a racist! But when I ask my Black Lives Matter friends, “Why it is racist to say such a thing?” the answer is always, “Because it is racist to say so.” When I respond, “Since black lives are included in all lives, along with every imaginable race or ethnicity, how can it be racist?” the reply is the same: “That is racist, too.” “But,” I continue to ask, “the statement ‘all lives matter’ is a colorblind statement; how can it be racist?” Here I hit on the nub of the problem. “Black lives matter” is itself an assertion of privilege, a statement of racial superiority. “All lives matter” suggests subordination of “black lives” in “all lives.” Although it is a logically correct proposition that black lives are included in “all lives,” it doesn’t give black lives preeminence. Now we can understand why Western logic is “racist.” It doesn’t credit a simple assertion of racial superiority.

Were equality and equal protection all along a utopian dream? Do people prefer privilege to equality; do they desire to rule? Did the evil genie understand something that I didn’t—or something I thought could be overcome? Perhaps equality itself inspires both the desire to rule and the desire for privilege. If everyone is equal, then everyone is equally a ruler and has an equal right to rule. Why should the egalitarian impulse to rule be suppressed by a social compact that imposes obligations enforceable by government even if it is based on reason and consent? The narrative of Western civilization is met by this narrative: “Hey Hey, Ho Ho, Western Civ has got to go!” This may have been something taught by our “trickster” friend. How did our trickster know that it would be so appealing? Because it had a tricky rhyme? As a chant it has a tribal charm? Was it a sufficient negation of Western reason? Our trickster has shown vastly greater sophistication and seriousness with his “black lives matter” appeal; he has seen how easily his charm and guile work. Our trickster may soon prophesize new gods, and if so, we know these new gods will demand great sacrifices; he may even have heard of Heidegger!

It was the dedication to a universal principle that “all men are created equal” that became the foundation of America. It has been bandied about and widely accepted at the highest levels of government and education that this is simply an expression of “white supremacy.” Its negation (or cancellation) will require some form of nonuniversal thinking—if that is possible. More likely its negation or cancellation will rest on simple assertion or some test of ideological purity that resembles tribal belief more than it does reasoned discourse, which it has rejected in advance. It won’t be that easy to destroy Western reason. It can’t be done by reason or logic (or even ideology)—it has to be done by force or assertion. I won’t give up because I know for certain that tribalism is the worst of all possible forms of social organization, for within it, justice is left out of public discourse (since justice requires reasoned discourse). The founders and Lincoln were not racist, and Western reason (or reason simpliciter) is not racist. Our future is still with the founders and Lincoln—and the Fourteenth Amendment, if properly understood.
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THE LAST GENERATION OF RADICAL REPUBLICANS



Race and the Legacy of Reconstruction in the American South, 1877–1915

Robert D. Bland

On February 26, 1900, South Carolina’s senior Democratic Senator Benjamin Tillman stood before the upper chamber of Congress and offered a stunning assessment of the violent overthrow of Reconstruction. “We have done our level best. We have scratched our heads to find out how we could eliminate every last one of them [black voters],” Tillman exclaimed. “We took the government away,” he went further. “We stuffed ballot boxes. We shot them. We are not ashamed of it.”1 Referencing his own role in the violent events in South Carolina’s Upcountry during the summer and fall of 1876, Tillman’s unvarnished account of the role that he and his political party played in the violent “redemption” of South Carolina’s government was met with little fanfare in the mainstream press of the time. Politicians on both sides of the aisle had come to the agreement that while the campaign of terror wielded by South Carolina’s paramilitary groups was excessive, Reconstruction, as a political project by then popularly understood to have been led by corrupt white Northerners and ignorant freedpeople, was best left to the dustbin of history.

While the bulk of the fin de siècle Republican Party found Tillman unseemly but essentially correct in his assessment of Reconstruction’s illegitimacy, some in the party sought to reclaim the legacy of Reconstruction. In a January 1902 interview with the Boston Herald, former slave, Civil War hero, and late-nineteenth-century congressman Robert Smalls challenged the negative account of his state’s Republican Party. “South Carolina had the most brilliant galaxy of colored leaders of any state in the South,” Smalls argued, “and the negro never had such opportunities to prove his ability to exercise high official authority and to vindicate his race.”2 That same year, at a Grand Army of the Republic meeting in Washington, D.C., Smalls turned the “‘pow wow’ of earnest and thoughtful men” into a moment where the black veterans “learned from one another the race’s way out of the exasperating plight” that was their current valley moment in the arc of African American history.3 Far from accepting the growing consensus around the failure of Reconstruction, Smalls, a man now in his late sixties, continued to operate as if the hopeful message of the party of Lincoln and Grant could find a receptive audience.4

While black Americans navigated the perils of the shifting American political landscape under their feet during the last decades of the nineteenth century, many, like Robert Smalls, argued that the Republican Party’s recent defeats were a temporary setback in a larger struggle. Having fought during the 1880s to both preserve bastions of political power at the local level and defend the Republican Party’s accomplishments in the black press, Republican leaders in the South entered the final decade of the nineteenth century with a sense of optimism. Hoping to pass a new federal elections bill, and confronted by a series of Southern state legislatures that were calling constitutional conventions to disfranchise black voters, Southern Republicans continued to confront the Democratic Party’s antiblack policies. That these Southern Republicans lost these battles and entered the twentieth century facing a world shaped by widespread disfranchisement hides an important fact: Black Republican leaders and voters continued to organize within the GOP and believed that their participation in the party of Reconstruction could make a meaningful difference in their lives.

Historians have long understood the late-nineteenth-century era as a low tide moment of formal political activity in black America. Historians have argued that black Americans, confronted with disfranchisement and a national Republican Party no longer committed to using the federal government to protect the Fifteenth Amendment, retreated from party politics and placed their attention on institution and community building. By the turn of the century, the number of black voters in South Carolina had dwindled, dropping from 91,870 in 1876 to 13,740 in 1888.5 While some attention has been paid to the late career of Frederick Douglass as a Republican Party operative, the political story of late nineteenth century is largely framed around betrayal and abandonment.

And yet, even in the midst of this harrowing political moment, black leaders and black communities did not lose faith in the project of Reconstruction. Despite the shrinking number of avenues to pursue electoral politics, Reconstruction-era black leaders and their constituents continued to engage in debates around major policy issues, shape the Republican Party at every level of the party’s structure, and vote in places where their access to the ballot box was not completely obstructed. In doing so, they not only built a rival political world during the late nineteenth century but also established a coherent political vision that could be used to defend the promise of the Fifteenth Amendment.

This essay examines the efforts of black Americans to craft a defense of Reconstruction and make meaning out of the Republican Party during the last decades of the nineteenth century. Confronted with a Democratic Party that instituted state laws that drastically reduced the black electorate, and a national Republican Party that was now distancing itself from the once-popular “bloody shirt” politics of deploying the memory of the Union cause, the handful of black Republican officeholders and party leaders who were still alive fought to reverse the party’s retreat from Reconstruction. Emphasizing two of the remaining bastions of black Stalwart Republicanism, the South Carolina Lowcountry and Washington, D.C., I argue that the demise of Radical Republicanism was not immediately apparent to those living through the late nineteenth century.6 While the old guard of leaders recognized that they did not have the same support from the national GOP as their predecessors, and that the Southern Democratic Party was resurgent, they understood these shifts as temporary. Most importantly, they believed that they stood on a powerful moral argument related to voting rights and the meaning of the Civil War and Reconstruction that could ultimately win the day in the public sphere.

Put another way, while some in the Republican Party no longer wanted a prolonged fight over voting rights in the South, black political leaders like Robert Smalls remained committed to the ideals they believed to be at the core of the Republican Party. Sensing that they were entering the political wilderness, these Stalwart Republicans echoed Frederick Douglass’s 1872 clarion call that “the Republican Party is the ship and all else is the sea.”7 Keenly aware that they were out of step with where the party was heading—and where many new black leaders saw as the proper direction of black political life—the old guard politicians believed that they were a major political victory away from securing a return to Reconstruction.

Challenging the standard interpretations of black politics in the post-Reconstruction era, this essay charts a new path for understanding how black Americans understood the Republican Party in the late nineteenth century. I move beyond the standard post-Reconstruction interpretation of African American political history, which has emphasized how, in the wake of Republican Party’s abandonment of black Southerners following the Compromise of 1877, black Americans were left with only the marginalized realm of symbolic politics. This interpretation, I argue, obscures the fact that after the Reconstruction there was still considerable storm and stress within the remaining bastions of black politics over the meaning of the Republican Party. Far from representing isolated or exceptional places in the black world, the South Carolina Lowcountry and Washington, D.C., both served as “living archives” of an earlier era’s political history. While unable to reverse the larger shift toward disfranchisement, the late-nineteenth-century black leaders who struggled over the meaning of the Republican Party built a counter memory that helped keep the political vision of the Reconstruction alive during the Jim Crow era.


The Birth of Southern Republicanism

On March 21, 1867, members of the Lowcountry’s Union League gathered in Charleston to create a proposal for a new state constitution. The Union League was a secretive, paramilitary organization that emerged in the postbellum South to provide protection and political education for freedpeople. Charleston’s Union League would call the meeting a “Union Republican” convention, and from its deliberation in the sea coast city came the framework for the 1868 state constitution. Five days later, the first chapter of the Republican Party would be founded in the nearby town of Beaufort. By the end of the decade, the clandestine grassroots chapters of the Union League had been replaced across the former Confederacy by official chapters of the Republican Party. Bringing together white Northerners, white Southerners opposed to the former planter class, and black Southerners, the South’s GOP would steward the political project of Reconstruction.8

Over the next decade, Republicans in the South would write new state constitutions that guaranteed universal manhood suffrage, establish public school systems for black and white children, invest in public works and railroads, expand access to asylums and poor relief, and eliminate debtor’s prisons. The Republican coalition in the South offered the country—and the world—its first glimpse of multiracial democracy. Looking back on the accomplishments at the end of the decade, one of South Carolina’s most prominent black politicians argued, “We had built schoolhouses, established charitable institutions, built and maintained the penitentiary system, provided for the education of the deaf and dumb, rebuilt the ferries. In short, we had reconstructed the State and placed it upon the road to prosperity.”9

Such a fundamental reversal of the social and political order was met with a fierce and violent backlash. The first iteration of the Ku Klux Klan emerged in 1866 as a vehicle to terrorize Republican voters. Killing a still-unknown number of black and white Republican voters in the South during Reconstruction, the Klan enacted a reign of terror that threatened the promise of biracial democracy from its onset. In response to these acts of political violence, the federal government deployed federal troops to formally occupy the former Confederacy and created what would become the modern Department of Justice to prosecute Klan members with the newly created Enforcement Acts.10

Though the Reconstruction was initially supported by both radical and moderate Republicans, support slowly dissipated during the 1870s. Financing its expansive policy goals through property taxes, a reversal from the regressive head tax system that existed in the antebellum South, the Republican Party in the South sparked fierce opposition from the former planter class, who believed that the new system of taxation was a scheme to transfer wealth from the region’s white landowners to freedpeople and their white allies. The new tax system, coupled with the fact that black Southerners could now both exercise the franchise and hold office, proved to be an overwhelming assault on the racial ideology of the region’s white elites. First attacked by the Ku Klux Klan, black and white Republicans in the South faced a second wave of violence during the 1870s by an assortment of white paramilitary groups seeking to redeem the South for white rule. One by one, Republican-led state governments began to fall, until the presidential election of 1876, when massive violence and voter fraud cast doubt on the election returns in the states of Louisiana, Florida, and South Carolina and left the control of the White House in limbo. Recognizing that many Northern Republicans had grown exhausted with Reconstruction—and were embracing the arguments made by white Southerners against it—the Democratic Party struck a grand compromise with the Republican Party that secured the removal of federal troops from the South.11

While the Republican Party began to fade in large portions of the American South in the two decades following the end of the federal government’s military occupation, the GOP did not completely disappear. In the upper Piedmont and Mountain South, white yeomen remained loyal to the party of Lincoln. In nascent urban centers of the New South such as Atlanta, Nashville, and Durham, Republican Party candidates were elected to municipal offices such as the city council and the school board. Finally, in black-majority regions of the rural South, robust chapters of the Republican Party, fueled by freedpeople and black Northerners who had moved to the South during the Reconstruction era, continued to keep the GOP alive in the South and pushed the national party to protect the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendment rights of the South’s black citizens.12



The Afterlife of the South Carolina Lowcountry’s Republican Party

Nowhere was this struggle more visible than in the South Carolina Lowcountry. Despite the removal of federal troops in 1877, the Republican Party remained an active—albeit diminished—political force in South Carolina. In 1878 and 1880, Republican candidates were able to compete for and contest three out of the state’s five congressional districts. When the 1880 census demonstrated that South Carolina was entitled to two more congressional seats due to population growth, the state’s conservative leaders put forward a plan that would gerrymander the state in such a manner that the state’s black majority would only be able to affect elections in one district. At a special session of the state legislature that convened on June 7, 1882, state senator J. F. Izlar of Orangeburg introduced a bill dividing the state into seven congressional districts. Samuel Dibble, a Democratic congressman from South Carolina, was the plan’s architect. Hoping to ensure Democratic control in six of the seven new districts, Dibble drew the boundaries so as to concentrate a full 25 percent of the state’s black population into a single district, the new Seventh Congressional District, thereby diluting black voting strength in the other six districts.13

Though the gerrymandering effort tilted the political landscape in favor of the state’s Democratic Party, it did not break South Carolina’s Republican Party. The state party continued to meet and select delegates from across the state to send to the party’s national conventions. The national party continued to appoint black men to federal positions in the state’s post offices, lighthouses, and custom houses. Most importantly, the South Carolina Lowcountry housed the most robust of the remaining bastions of Southern Republicanism. The political and civic institutions in the newly created Seventh Congressional District, the birthplace of wartime Reconstruction, would preserve the legacy of the Civil War–era Republican Party in a way that would serve as a beacon for those who still believed that the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments were the cornerstones of the party’s moral vision.14

A place where free-born black Northerners and Southern-born freedpeople had offered competing visions of political power and citizenship since emancipation, the post-Reconstruction Low-country continued to serve as a battleground for the future of black America during the late nineteenth century. “We are, indeed, worthy of the name ‘Africa’ that is, as far as holding offices are concerned,” a Beaufort resident proudly informed black readers in the black press. For those nineteenth-century black Americans who had been born free and received an education in the North, the postbellum Lowcountry was one of the few remaining places in the country where black men could hold office and exercise political influence. In order to preserve this site of ambition and racial destiny in the decades that followed Reconstruction, some would argue for educational limits on the franchise to preserve a respectable image of black politics. “With all due respect to Sumner, Thad Stevens, and those other leaders of the majority, I must say it was a mistake to confer suffrage as soon upon the freedmen,” argued William J. Whipper, a Northern-born attorney and Republican politician based in Beaufort. While not representative of the larger Republican Party, his conservative vision of voting rights highlights how the vision for the future of black politics in the South was always contested.15

For Southern-born black South Carolinians, the Lowcountry represented a more practical vision of citizenship. Union occupation and Reconstruction-era tax policies created a class of small landowning farmers that retained economic independence well into the twentieth century. The political culture that emerged in the Lowcountry boasted numerous civic organizations, regular mass meetings, and a large concentration of veterans from the United States Colored Troops, all of which fostered a rich participatory democracy in the region. In turn, this culture fostered a deep sense of accountability to black voters among the region’s political leaders. “Dey says dem will do dis and dat,” remarked one black voter in Beaufort County after hearing an 1878 speech from a Democratic Party candidate. “I ain’t ax no man what him will do—I ax him what him hab done.”16 Most importantly, the region’s black majority offered a safety valve for black South Carolinians fleeing persecution and ongoing political violence in the state’s Upcountry region. “I hardly think it probable that any prisoner [in Beaufort County] will ever be taken from jail by a mob and lynched, let his color or offense be what it may,” Smalls boasted.17 As economic and political opportunities dwindled in other parts of the state, and as acts of violence went increasingly unpunished, the Lowcountry offered black South Carolinians an opportunity to shape the Republican Party and hold its leaders accountable to a practical and forward-looking vision of black freedom.

Robert Smalls built the second act of his political career as the defender of this grassroots vision of the Republican Party. A Stalwart Republican, he continued to support the national Republican Party after the Compromise of 1877 and campaigned with Ulysses S. Grant when the former president sought a third term in 1880. When the new Seventh Congressional District was created in 1882, Smalls not only used the new gerrymander to highlight the ongoing disfranchisement efforts on the part of the Democratic Party in the South but also used the hypervisible black district as an example of racial progress. A “black political mecca,” this district captured the national imagination and was heralded in the black press as an example of what was possible if Northern Republicans remained committed to the advancement of civil rights.18

As the Seventh Congressional District was the last holdout from the Reconstruction era, its political races during the 1880s served as a referendum on the current state of black politics. Robert Smalls, who was immensely popular among Union veterans in the North and freedpeople in the Lowcountry, struck some as out of step with the direction of post-Reconstruction black politics. Self-educated and Gullah-speaking, Smalls was attacked by his opponents as a man who degraded the level of black political discourse as opposed to raising it to loftier heights. “We fear that the defeat of Mr. Smalls was due in part to the belief that he entertained that no colored man was entitled to represent that District but himself,” argued one Northern newspaper.19 The younger generation of men not only had a problem with Smalls as a relic of the past but also rejected his deployment of bloody shirt rhetoric that emphasized the violence wrought by slavery, the Confederacy, and redemption.

To these claims, Smalls and his allies would retort that the young men of ambition failed to understand the Lowcountry’s particular political landscape. “We have a great deal of sympathy for men with swelled heads for those of our race,” Bampfield mocked, “who, because they enjoyed the benefits and privileges which were denied the greater number of us in antebellum days of getting ‘eddycashum,’ boastfully allude to ignoramuses who are intelligent enough to outgeneral them and make their heads ache very very badly.” Despite his perceived political liabilities, Smalls understood how to run a Gilded Age political machine—which required doling out patronage to friends and punishing enemies—and how to frame the recent past to craft a political narrative that united disparate constituencies.20

Smalls, like other Southern Republicans, had to confront splintering factions within his party and resurgent Democratic opposition seeking to topple his bailiwick in Beaufort County. Once satisfied to leave the Seventh District to black voters and Republican Party politicians, South Carolina’s Democratic Party began contesting the Seventh District’s congressional seat by the middle of the decade. When Smalls ultimately lost his seat in an 1886 midterm election to a scion of one of the Lowcountry’s most prominent families, a new round of recriminations erupted. Contesting the election before the House of Representatives, Smalls and his lawyers charged the Democratic Party for numerous irregularities, such as failing to register eligible voters, reducing the number of polling places in the district, not opening polling places on election day, and throwing out eligible ballots. At the same congressional hearing, his Democratic opponent argued that black Democrats in the district had been intimidated and ostracized by Smalls and his constituents. While these claims of voter intimidation on the part of Robert Smalls were proven to be frivolous, many of his opponents latched on to the narrative created by the Democratic Party to support their own claims that Smalls was out of step with the current moment in black politics.21

Though he lost his contest before Congress, largely because the Democratic Party controlled the White House and House of Representatives, Smalls used this high-profile battle over voting rights to raise the alarm over the nature of elections in the South. Highlighting the precipitous drop in voter participation in the decade that followed Reconstruction, Smalls used his fame and political success to highlight how South Carolina’s post-Reconstruction political history had been “a continued series of murders, outrages, perjury, and fraud.”22 Detailing the litany of new obstacles to voting that had been erected in the years since Reconstruction, Robert Smalls sought to make Northern Republicans aware not only of the extent to which South Carolina’s Democratic Party would go to hollow out the Fifteenth Amendment but also of the continued sacrifices black South Carolinians would make in support of the party of Lincoln and Grant. “At any election in South Carolina when the votes shall be counted as cast,” Smalls argued, “it will be found that the negroes of the South are as true and as loyal to the principles of Republicanism as they were to the flag of this great country when treason sought to blot it out.”23 Drawing a direct comparison between the Union cause and the post-Reconstruction Republican Party, Robert Smalls offered a hopeful message to Northern Republicans, suggesting that all was not lost in the South and that black Southerners were still steadfast in their support for the GOP.



Washington’s Republican Party

While local Republican Parties remained active in other pockets of the black-belt South, the epicenter of post-Reconstruction black political life had shifted to the nation’s capital. Similarly to Beaufort, Washington experienced black freedom much earlier than other regions of the country. After Congress offered compensated emancipation to the district’s slave owners on April 16, 1862, the nation’s capital not only became the first place to witness the permanent destruction of slavery during the war but also became a beacon for freedpeople in nearby Northern Virginia.24

In the decade after the war, black Washingtonians briefly held the franchise, served in local government, and built a number of civic, educational, and political institutions that prepared a generation of political leaders. The city witnessed a rapid expansion of its black population during and immediately after the Civil War, as well as a brief period of black political activism following the passage of the 1867 District of Columbia Suffrage Act. The plethora of educational institutions and high-status federal positions in Washington made it the beacon for black ambition and uplift in the 1880s. Howard University had emerged as the preeminent institution for black higher education and the largest producer of black attorneys in the country. The M Street School, which would later become the Paul Lawrence Dunbar High School, was the most prestigious black high school in the country and attracted talented black students from across the country. The Metropolitan African Methodist Episcopal Church served as the intellectual center of the AME Church in the United States, and its reading and lecture circle, the Bethel Literary and Historical Society, stood atop a larger world of exclusive social clubs in the city.25

As Washington became the new capstone of the post-Reconstruction black world, the political leaders who had flocked to South Carolina Lowcountry in the previous decade now established new lives in the nation’s capital. Francis Lewis Cardozo, a Charlestonian who had left the Lowcountry to pursue higher education at the University of Glasgow and returned to his home state to become involved in Republican politics (and eventually to become the secretary of state), now served as the principal of the Colored Preparatory School. Richard Cain, who had once overseen AME missions in South Carolina and was elected to the U.S. Congress while residing in Charleston, moved to the District of Columbia to serve as the AME bishop over the Mid-Atlantic States. Richard T. Greener, who had been a professor at the University of South Carolina and a leader in the Union League, now worked as a law clerk for the Treasury Department. Whitefield McKinlay, a member of Charleston’s Brown Fellowship who had been educated by Cardozo and served in the inaugural class of black state legislators, moved to the District of Columbia to become inspector of the Port of Washington; he would also become a wealthy real estate agent and a de facto kingmaker in Republican politics.26

No figure was a more important interlocutor in the debate over black America’s political past and future than William Calvin Chase. Born free in antebellum Washington, he split time during the Reconstruction era working for local newspapers and holding minor positions in the federal government. In 1882, he founded the Washington Bee, a periodical that would occupy the center of the black political world. Mirroring Chase’s commitment to the Stalwart wing of the Republican Party, the Washington Bee mythologized the Reconstruction-era heroes who now lived in the city and regularly traded barbs with the new generation of writers and political leaders who criticized the GOP for failing black voters during the Hayes and Arthur Administrations. T. Thomas Fortune, editor of the New York Freeman and the New York Age, was a particular target of Chase’s ire. He was a self-proclaimed independent who sought to encourage other black Americans to abandon the party of Lincoln. “The Republican politicians used our votes and flattered self-esteem just so long as our votes held out,” Fortune argued. “When we no longer had votes with which to help them to win victories, they made issues of our misfortunes, not to assist us, but to boost their fast waning power.”27 Rejecting Fortune’s claim about the failure of the Republican Party, Chase argued that “the negro has not weakened and will not weaken in his allegiance to the Republican Party and that desertions are mainly due to spite or the desire and hope of office.”28 In his full-throated defense of the Republican Party and its ideals, Chase demonstrated the ongoing importance of electoral politics broadly, and the Republican Party more particularly, as a vehicle for black freedom in the post-Reconstruction era.

Where Chase spoke for a nascent vision of black politics directed by race’s “best men,” Perry Carson would come to represent a more working-class vision of the Republican Party’s future. Born free in antebellum Maryland, Carson assisted fugitives on the Underground Railroad in Baltimore as a teenager before moving to Washington during the Civil War. Learning politics under the tutelage of Alexander Shepherd, one of the most powerful machine politicians of the late nineteenth century, Carson would go on to run his own political patronage network in the nation’s capital. Standing six feet six inches tall and weighing more than 250 pounds, “the tall black oak of the Potomac” organized Washington’s black working-class citizens at a moment when the city’s elite leaders began pursuing a more elite-driven vision of racial uplift. His primary organization, “The Blaine Invincible Republican Club,” boasted being the oldest black political organization in the city and having a membership that numbered in the hundreds. The sole Republican delegate from Washington for the party’s national conventions between 1880 and 1900, Carson had access to Republican Party elites and thus could offer his supporters federal positions, audience with key figures in the Republican Party, and rich and robust political space where working-class Washingtonians’ concerns over civil rights, police brutality, and labor issues would be heard.29

Paralleling Robert Smalls’s political base in South Carolina, Perry Carson’s working-class base upset the black community’s elite power brokers, who held on to a more whiggish notion of political power. Labeled a “disgrace” by Chase, Carson’s working-class constituents were considered obnoxious and uncouth by Washington’s black strivers. The struggles over class, race, and political culture were most visible in the city’s April Emancipation Day celebrations. A secular high holiday in Washington, Emancipation Day was filled with parades, barbecues, and political speeches. At a moment when the greater nation’s eyes turned toward the nation’s capital to think about the story of Emancipation, especially as it related to current questions of racial progress, any and all actions by the city’s black parade goers became a referendum on the entire race. Following the 1888 Emancipation Day celebration, one leader proclaimed that the parade “showed no advancement of the race in this city” and was “void of dignity, uniformity and respectability.”30 The offensive parade goers, citizens who would have been represented more by Perry Carson than by William Calvin Chase, saw Emancipation Day as a moment to be seen and represented in a political world that, while still offering opportunities to engage in Republican politics, increasingly did not have many spaces for working-class black Americans to shape the direction of the party. To this end, Carson sought to make the concerns of the city’s poorer wards and residents seen and heard. “He may not suit the dandies of the colony,” one observer remarked about Carson, “but he suits the bone and sinew.”31



The End of the Republican South

By the last decade of the century, the Republican Party in Beaufort still wielded significant power, but was badly wounded by factional divisions and a growing generational rift between Smalls’s machine and the younger politicians who hoped to guide the party in a new direction. Sensing that the political winds were changing, Smalls began partnering with Beaufort County’s white elites to divide local offices between members of his political clique and local Democrats. This arrangement, known as fusionism, was a strategy used in other parts of the South where conservative members of the Democratic Party partnered with moderate black Republicans to block a surging Populist movement from capturing office. In 1888, Smalls successfully orchestrated a fusionist arrangement that secured the positions of sheriff, clerk of court, school commissioner, and coroner for Republicans while granting probate judge, count commissioner, and state senate to Democrats.32 While such a fusionist arrangement required making deep concessions to their longtime political opponents, this pragmatic approach to the shifting terrain of the New South’s political landscape allowed the Lowcountry to remain a place where black Southerners could continue exercising the franchise and where black officeholders could continue fighting for the Republican Party’s future in the region.33

The fusionist strategy to preserve some Republican power in South Carolina, however, came at a great reputational cost. Accused of abandoning the Republican Party by several of his former allies, Smalls was brandished a traitor to the Republican cause in the national press. Although Smalls was once “the idol of the Republicans of this county,” Whipper argued that he “was now accused of going into the very arms of the blood-stained Democracy that he has so long, so often and so roundly denounced.”34 Seeking a federal appointment from Benjamin Harrison’s incoming administration in 1889, Smalls defended his recent action before the black press by arguing that he was the true heir to the Republican Party and that his opponents and critics in the Lowcountry were “men of the lowest degree of character” and represented “the carpetbagger and the rum element.”35

Most vocally represented in the state of South Carolina by Benjamin Tillman, the Populist movement sought to mobilize white yeomen against both the wealthy white elites and black Republican politicians. “The fact is the Negro vote is a frozen serpent,” Tillman warned his constituents.36 While greatly diminished across the state, the Republican Party in South Carolina was still sending black men to represent the “Black Seventh” during the Fifty-First and Fifty-Second Congresses, and black voters in the Lowcountry were still electing Republican officials to the state legislature and county government. Thus, the Low-country’s Republican establishment was seen as a threat to a united white political party. Hoping to finally close the chapter on the Reconstruction era, South Carolina’s Democratic Party once again gerrymandered the state to eliminate the Seventh Congressional District. In 1894, the Democratic Party swept every congressional district and narrowly won a statewide referendum for a constitutional convention. Modeling this convention after the 1890 Mississippi Constitutional Convention, Tillman hoped to emulate the clauses added to Mississippi’s constitution that effectively disfranchised black voters by implementing a literacy test, property and residency requirements, and a poll tax. Most dangerous was a new “understanding clause,” which allowed the registration official to assess a voter’s comprehension of the Constitution—adding another subjective barrier that could be used to disqualify black voters who met all other state requirements while also creating a loophole to prevent poor whites from being disfranchised by the new literacy test.37

The only individuals standing against the constitutional convention’s effort to enact the near-complete disfranchisement of South Carolina’s black voters were six Republican delegates from the Lowcountry. Led by Robert Smalls, the delegation also included his onetime political opponents William J. Whipper and Thomas E. Miller. Over the course of the convention, the six men made powerful arguments in defense of Reconstruction and the Republican Party’s legacy in the state. “In the convention of 1868 there were less than a dozen negroes and less than a dozen white men engaged in the work done there,” William J. Whipper said. “I am proud of the work done in that convention,” he continued. “The way it has stood the test has shown that there was nothing dangerous in it.”38

Recognizing that they were outnumbered and fighting a losing battle, the delegates from Beaufort called on the Democratic Party to enact literacy tests or property qualifications without the nefarious understanding clause. “In behalf of the 600,000 Negroes in the State and the 132,000 Negro voters all that I demand is that a fair and honest election law be passed,” Smalls exclaimed. “We care not what the qualifications imposed are: all that we ask is that they be fair and honest and honorable, and with these provisos we will stand or fall by it.”39 Willing to concede broader democratic principles in the name of “good government,” the delegates from Beaufort highlighted the moral shallowness of the disfranchisement effort by showing that despite the arguments to the contrary, the new state constitution left the Reconstruction-era document largely intact.

Despite the significant blow of disfranchisement, the Republican world built by the older generation of leaders did not completely disappear. The Washington Bee championed the heroic efforts of the Lowcountry’s politicians and called on the national Republican Party to remain engaged in future struggles over black voting rights. The Blaine Invincible Republican Club continued to meet well into the early twentieth century and advocated for a broader vision of Republican politics. Robert Smalls continued to participate in Republican Party politics in the state of South Carolina and would vote in local and statewide elections well into the twentieth century’s second decade.40

The Republican Party would continue to drift away from its black constituents, but the last generation of black Republican leaders held on to the world they had built in the decade after the Civil War. Armed with a knowledge of what Reconstruction had meant, and still able to wield levers of power and patronage, the last generation of Republican figures made voting rights a central issue in Republican Party politics when many of the party’s top leaders no longer had much stomach for that fight. When the figures of this generation began to pass away in the first decades of the twentieth century, the knowledge of this world that they had built began to disappear. The party of Grant and Lincoln would continue to have adherents during the first decades of the twentieth century. It even maintained a bastion of Republican Party power into the interwar period in Illinois’s First Congressional District on Chicago’s Southside and in the robust Republican Party political machine in Memphis, Tennessee, which thrived under the stewardship of Robert Church Jr. and George Lee. But the more expansive vision of what the party could accomplish faded with the deaths of the Reconstruction generation. Upholding an optimistic vision of the Republican Party’s past and a hopeful view of its future, the old guard figures like Robert Smalls, William J. Whipper, William Calvin Chase, and Perry Carson represented an important but lost history of the late nineteenth century. Still committed to a version of the Republican Party that supported and protected the voting rights of black Southerners, the last generation of Reconstruction politicians preserved a moral vision of the GOP that spoke to voters at all levels of the party and offered a radical vision of what was still politically possible at the dawn of the Jim Crow era.
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COMPETING VISIONS



W. B. Allen

The image most frequently employed in the Bible to convey the idea of felicity in this world invokes the eudaemonia of repose under “one’s own vine and fig tree.” That image powerfully conveys the full measure of the means and fruits of economic endeavor. Taken as a suggestion of undisturbed enjoyment (peace and prosperity), it is only partly correct. To take the full measure of the promise, one must reflect on the special importance of the reference to the vine and the fig.

Harvesting the fruit of the vine and the fig tree requires, first of all, undertaking the rigorous labor of planting, cultivating, and tending. God, in other words, did not promise to provide material security. He promised rather to reward the effort to merit material security, while endowing us from the beginning with the power to exert such effort. It should be well known that the development of grapes and figs in the abundance fit to provide secure enjoyment demands, first, a labor that will require as long as five years before the plantings will bear the fruit that is wanted. Therefore, in order to enjoy repose under one’s own vine and fig tree, one must first work to make the vine and fig tree fruitful—which takes a long time.

This understanding of the biblical promise relates directly to our approach to capture the measure of economic promise in the contemporary world, and especially in the context of race and economics. For it is arguable that in no other dimension of current economic thinking has common opinion been more misguided. Indeed, I would say further that in no other dimension of current thinking has common opinion been more deliberately misled. In a word, we have experienced the persistent and distorting teaching that the effective use of liberty depends upon the prior guarantee of material security. That teaching has been systematically inculcated by influential leaders from Franklin D. Roosevelt through Lyndon Johnson and Martin Luther King Jr. Although the theoretical foundations of the teaching originate with the progenitors of neo-progressive ideology in the early twentieth century, the effective dissemination of the teaching flowed from the efforts of later icons of reform.

Roosevelt set the tone beginning with his 1932 Commonwealth Club address,1 and continuing through his State of the Union messages of 19412 and 1944. In this series of public statements he developed the arguments that


	True individual freedom cannot exist without economic security and independence: “Necessitous men are not free men.”3

	Certain economic truths have become accepted as self-evident: “We have accepted, so to speak, a second Bill of Rights…a new basis of security and prosperity.”4



Roosevelt’s reformulation of the meaning of human rights for the United States attained its consummate formulation in the 1948 United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, which bore his direct imprint: “The right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of oneself and of one’s family, including food, clothing, housing, medical care and necessary social services” (Article 25). This version of every man under his own vine and fig tree inverts the biblical order, making eudaemonistic enjoyment a prerequisite for the free exercise of one’s powers of labor (without indicating any purpose for which to labor!).

These prescriptions for modern life were captured in Lyndon Johnson’s 1965 declaration that, in order for “20 million Negroes” to have


the chance…to learn and grow, to work and share in society, to develop their abilities—physical, mental and spiritual—and to pursue their individual happiness, equal opportunity is essential, but not enough, not enough. Men and women of all races are born with the same range of abilities. But ability is not just the product of birth. Ability is stretched or stunted by the family that you live with, and the neighborhood you live in—by the school you go to and the poverty or the richness of your surroundings. It is the product of a hundred unseen forces playing upon the little infant, the child, and finally the man.5



Implicit in this argument is the mistaken hypothesis that economics is not color-blind, with the result that racial variations in economic performance can be traced to the systemic dynamics of the economic system. That hypothesis is false. While people are not color-blind, economics is. When people divert economic dynamics to the harm of disfavored minorities, it is human intervention rather than economics that is at fault. We see this plainly in the transition from Theodore Roosevelt’s initial attempts to desegregate the federal workforce to Woodrow Wilson’s aggressive resegregation of the federal workforce. The fact that Wilson’s neo-progressivism was deliberately coordinated with the legally imposed practice of Jim Crow had far more to do with stunting black economic progress than anything intrinsic to free market economics. When neo-progressives subsequently blamed the economic system, this only obscured the real cause of the frustrated dreams of American blacks in general.


King’s “Dilemma of the Negro Americans”

One casualty of this misdirected suspicion proved to be Martin Luther King Jr., who was incontestably the foremost public figure in the United States at the time he broached the most important question confronting the nation. This was the question of his book Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community?6 In raising that question as he did, he implied that he would deliver what the nation most needed at that moment. King’s judgment was that community was the appropriate answer to the question. Arguably, every significant issue of race and culture that Americans have since discussed was raised at some point by King. My contention is that, if in the meantime we have inherited chaos rather than community, we must ask whether it has something to do with the responses he provided to his own question. In other words, if the economic lot of blacks in America today is far less than what it should be, we might look at the ways that King answered the question.

Several possibilities confront us. Either (1) King responded correctly with an adequate view of community, and his wisdom went unheeded; or (2) King responded incorrectly and his error passed for wisdom in the nation, entailing natural consequences; or (3) variations of each of these came to pass and intersected with other cultural forces.

King looked for moral strength in a mystical and mythical “capacity for hardships” in American blacks to forge the path toward the end of full integration into American society. “It is on this strength that society must now begin to build.”7 At that point he jettisoned any potential for the claims of freedom and self-government as sufficient to ground the appeal for wholesale inclusion in American society: “This is no time for romantic illusions and empty philosophical debates about freedom. This is a time for action.”8 His explanation for this was pragmatic: The difficulties American blacks faced in 1967 (when he wrote) were cultural and inherited, he believed, and only liberation from the weight of that inherited tradition could supply the life change that American blacks needed. The discovery of a cultural or institutional basis for black disadvantages provided for King the “most optimistic” part of the story. By his lights, culture could be turned from the work of destruction to the work of reconstruction.


The causes for [the black community’s] present crisis are culturally and socially induced. What man has torn down, he can rebuild. At the root of the difficulty in Negro life today is pervasive and persistent economic want. To grow from within, the Negro family—and especially the Negro man—needs only fair opportunity for jobs, education, housing and access to culture. To be strengthened from the outside requires protection from the grim exploitation that has haunted the Negro for three hundred years.9



This “optimistic” conclusion comes eight pages into an analysis which opened with the observation that the “dilemma of white America is the source and cause of the dilemma of Negro America.”10 King’s two Americas, setting the tone for the 1968 Kerner Commission Report,11 relate to one another only as “oppressor” and “oppressed” are related to one another. For the American black, the connection between his pain (“the central quality” of his life) and his hopes is a necessary intervention from “outside” to transform oppression into salvation. Without that intervention, there would be no escape from America’s lack of true community.

“Being a Negro in America means being scarred by a history of slavery and family disorganization,” King wrote, weaving the reality of three hundred years into an accumulated burden in 1967 and presenting an account of the abstract “Negro family” as if it were an autobiography.12 In these early pages, the reader cannot escape the obvious implication that, respecting “negroes,” the “content of their character” is a product of suffering, impotence, and impoverishment. Neither in recounting the tales of woe nor the magical survival of American blacks does King ever turn to any intrinsic human capacities or strengths, either in explanation of past achievements or in projecting future achievements. Culture, it seems, is the only force that has formed black character—and the only force that will liberate blacks.

Since for King the warp of cultures in America is color, one might anticipate that the weave would be character, as in the expression that people are to be judged “not by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character.”13 That would mean that the cultural change one seeks is not so much color-blindness (which would be merely a consequence of paying primary attention to character) but rather that sensitivity to character which would merge two cultures into one. To change the culture, one must teach the society how to make judgments of character. According to King, however, American blacks cannot take on that task themselves, for they live under the spell of “color shock”—the concept that their rejection is due to something they cannot change.


It constitutes a major emotional crisis. It is accompanied by a sort of fatiguing, wearisome hopelessness. If one is rejected because he is uneducated, he can at least be consoled by the fact that it may be possible for him to get an education. If one is rejected because he is low on the economic ladder, he can at least dream of the day that he will rise from his dungeon of economic deprivation. If one is rejected because he speaks with an accent, he can at least, if he desires, work to bring his speech in line with the dominant group. If, however, one is rejected because of his color, he must face the anguishing fact that he is being rejected because of something in himself that cannot be changed.14



Famously, each of King’s hypotheticals served in the earlier part of this century as the catechism black families carefully rehearsed in their children (including, I dare say, the family of the elder King who instructed King Jr.). For example, they were surely taught the value of advancement through education. The conclusion, however, that skills and character which one might change have been subordinated to the overriding importance of “color shock” relegates the earlier catechism to a second-order necessity. A day may come when one can counsel poor men to “try harder,” if ever the society can rid itself of “color shock.”

Paradoxically, King seemed to believe, that would not happen. As long as blacks were mired in poor education, poverty, and social disadvantage, these things “proved” that color shock was a long way from being eradicated. So in the meantime, “wearisome hopelessness” was inevitable for blacks. It would be impossible for them to attempt cultural or economic improvement as long as they were poor and disadvantaged. Their poverty and disadvantage were proofs of white racism, which showed that color shock was deeply entrenched. It was a vicious circle: Black disadvantage proved white racism, which made black efforts to escape disadvantage futile, while lack of effort reinforced white perception of black inferiority, which in turn only reinforced white racism. King’s remedy actually perpetuated the problem.

King wrote little about character in American blacks except to exculpate crimes by citing the “environment” and “victimization.” It may be a dramatic illustration of the path taken in his book (and life) that he focused, as did many others, on the disproportionate number of American blacks who served in Vietnam as an injustice, while saying nothing of blacks’ disproportionate heroism, their disproportionate sense of duty, and their disproportionate inclination to volunteer.

But King did not neglect character entirely. When he enumerated five recommended responses to “the Negro’s dilemma,”15 he began with his closest invocation of character, “a rugged sense of somebodyness.” To overcome a “feeling of being less than human, the Negro must assert for all to hear and see a majestic sense of his worth.”16 Naturally, mere self-assertion is not a substitute for solid accomplishment. Moreover, it may be the case that a premature self-assertion may subvert the genuine foundations of accomplishment, which alone engender self-respect.

Nonetheless, King evidently means in this appeal to inculcate a sense of need for such fundamental virtues as industry, courage, and moderation. In this regard, it is impossible to explain why his spirited defense of real life in the ghetto (where there are “churches…as well as bars,” “stable families…as well as illegitimacies,” and “ninety percent of the young people…never come in conflict with the law”17) did not provide him substantial opportunity to sermonize on opportunities for emulation in the pursuit of “somebodyness.” Praiseworthy elements of character must surely inform the “striving” and “hoping” which he described in that context. It appears that he did not enlarge on these themes because they did not support the ultimate response he had fashioned for the main question.

The remaining responses to “the Negro’s dilemma” are “group unity,” a “constructive use of the [limited] freedom we already possess,” union “around powerful action programs,” and “enlarging the whole society and giving it a new sense of [progressive] values.”18 These prescriptions for “social change” merge in a single consideration, which King developed in his final chapter, “The World House.” There he describes the emergence of a political movement transcending the United States and animating a global movement toward social democracy.19

That ultimate political movement is the international analogue to the indigenous political movement he envisioned for United States, where he would nurture a five-point program that argued, “More and more, the civil rights movement will have to engage in the task of organizing people into permanent groups to protect their own interests.”20 As described, it would consist of blacks, Northern liberal Democrats, labor unions, and an ever-widening circle of oppressed peoples. King was convinced that “there is a need for a radical restructuring of the architecture of American society.”21 The word “architecture” was deliberate, for King had in mind a new design based on fundamental principles rather than incidental circumstances.

King said little else about character, for three reasons. First, he placed no faith in the character of American whites. Second, he expected no rewards for exertions of character by American blacks. He was not interested in a “new black middle class” and never counseled the poor to follow the middle class. Third, a focus on character within a given community would be inconsistent with his mission to transcend that community for the sake of a new community built on entirely different grounds.

Although King acknowledged that “we are also Americans,” that was a decidedly subordinate moral consideration in the analysis. The fact that “our destiny is tied up with the destiny of America”22 did not commit American blacks to an American destiny which was intrinsic to its foundation. For King, American racism could be negated ultimately only by the negation of the moral soil from which it sprouted. It was as if racism was native to America’s soil rather than an excrescence of that soil, and it would need a new soil.


Historians in future years will have to say there lived a great people—a black people—who bore their burdens of oppression in the heat of many days and who, through tenacity and creative commitment, injected new meaning into the veins of American life.23



Martin Luther King answered his rhetorical question, “chaos or community,” by dreaming of founding a new community. The unjust treatment he accorded George Washington, ignoring Washington’s moral anguish about slavery and denying Washington’s liberation of his slaves in his will, may be attributed to King’s own ambition to rival Washington as a founder. But King failed where Washington succeeded. It remains for us to figure out why.



Martin Luther King Jr.’s Failure

Let me repeat my observation that there are few if any questions about race and culture that we entertain in 2020 which had not been considered, in some manner, by King in 1967. Nor would many deny that black communities deteriorated culturally in the three decades after his death, when his influence hardly diminished. Nothing illustrates this better than the emergence of “hate speech” proscriptions that exempt black folk. It was once common in the homes of American blacks whom I knew to admonish youths to avoid terms like “nigger” in referring to one another. Such precepts continued into the 1960s. But since then they have disappeared almost altogether. I submit that they have disappeared because of the successful invocation of the false notion of a black culture and the correlative exculpation of blacks for all sorts of “bad behavior” on the grounds of their “victim” status. King’s opting to shape community among blacks rather than to shape a community on American principles is the immediate moral cause of this enormous transformation in our society. One could add that this has also affected the economic status of large parts of the black community that have accepted King’s presuppositions about liberty and security. Not blacks alone but also many whites have fallen prey to King’s misguided principles.

For many, it was easy to transition from thinking of blacks as different and inferior to thinking of blacks as unassimilably different. This move released mental and moral energy which otherwise could have been used to build community. For guilty consciences anxious to escape responsibility, but at a loss as to what course to pursue, the idea that one could embrace “diversity” or “multiculturalism” (or the idea of a separate black community which merited respect as distinct) provided a natural outlet. Then it was no longer necessary to ask whether America had succeeded in fulfilling its principles on its own terms.

Of course, the nettlesome question of economic and social inequality remained—at least the inequality that could not be reduced to cultural difference. Since it is impossible to measure the connection between economic progress and respect for cultural difference, it follows that diminishing inequalities constitute no evidence at all of a need for special treatment for American blacks. In fact, thinking this way is actually paradoxical. Let me explain.

It is commonly supposed that special programs for blacks are justified by their “history” and not their present circumstances. That means one cannot demand either personal or cultural accommodations to American society to show the effects of the special programs. So the question of “progress” is impossible to measure. All that is left is the standard of “representation” as a totem to express King’s goals. This is why we often hear of “underrepresented minorities” in the workplace, in schools, and in government offices, appointed and elective. What is actually meant, however, remains vague. As long as a single minority individual anywhere might be said to be less advantageously situated than he or she might wish, it will be said that minorities are underrepresented. And it will be impossible to criticize minority culture—especially black culture—or to talk about what will bring genuine economic improvement to black communities. The paradox, then, is that presumptions about what is needed for black progress are the very things that stymie black progress.

Nothing the nation does, including “massive government expenditures,” can ever genuinely satisfy the demands that King made for a new American community without its American roots. But what is possible for the United States today is to discover a way to reconnect ideas of American community with both expectations of as well as obligations to American blacks. But this cannot be accomplished without refuting and overturning the cultural exceptionalism built by King and others. The most recent evidence of that cultural exceptionalism is on display in the “1619 Project,” which has gained wide currency and is on prominent display in a glossy New York Times Magazine display.24 The upshot of the project is the argument that the contributions of enslaved Africans are mainly responsible for American prosperity.

Let’s begin by asking the obvious question: Is it true that American blacks in 2022 (or 1967 for that matter) reflect in their characters, habits, attitudes, and prospects the full weight of three hundred years of suffering by American blacks? Take an individual black, born in this generation. In what way does he or she bear the weight of three hundred years of black experience? Are his or her natural endowments irrelevant? Their family circumstances? Their friends? The accidents that befell them in the course of their lives? What about the three hundred and sixty years of broader American experience and the much longer European experience stretching back to prehistory? When calculating the impact of the past on just one person, what sense does it make to focus on the experience of slavery? He wears no stripes on his back! My point is that it is an entire fiction that black people today still feel the pains of the past.

I will make this more personal. Family lore has it that my great-grandfather freely emigrated from the West Indies to the United States shortly before the onset of the War for the Union in 1861. He had been enticed by an offer of economic opportunity—i.e., he was recruited to be a foreman on a large farm in the South. By that time, of course, it had become increasingly difficult to smuggle slaves into the country in violation of the law, but evasions remained possible. When, therefore, Great-Grandfather Sidiphus arrived in the United States and discovered that he was just another slave, one of those evasions was revealed.

The point of this story is not that of fraud and betrayal—both of which were very real. Nor is it to invoke the oppression of slavery, though that was very real. It is rather to raise the very poignant question of whether Sidiphus’s initiative in seeking out opportunities of economic advance for himself and his later family was justified by the results. At first glance, it may not appear so. But when one reflects that his enslavement was not long-lived, that the country to which he looked as a land of opportunity soon liberated its slaves, and that he did eventually build a family, a large family that experienced the disadvantages of living as a despised minority among people who sought to foreclose opportunities to prosper, but finally, also produced offspring who advanced to the highest levels of achievement and responsible office in the country, one must ask whether Sidiphus indeed made a mistake. It turned out that the economic opportunity he sought did indeed redound to the benefit of his posterity—and others besides.

Moreover, that fact seems to have a direct relationship to the design and effect of American institutions and beliefs. This means, in sum, that our picture of the past must reflect multiple pathways and outcomes and not merely simplistic blacks and whites. And that great fact has been missed by far too many thought leaders in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.

Race has long been a problem in the United States in ways adequately explained in various technical writings, including some of my own. It has not, however, been proven that race is an integral part of American culture. It is a logical error to confuse what is pervasive with what is integral. And it is a moral error to derive necessary conclusions from accidental determinants. The conclusion that racism is intrinsic or integral to American principle constitutes such a moral error. On the basis of this moral error, Martin Luther King Jr., and others besides, have created a fiction of black culture and community that serves a single purpose—namely, to extract American blacks from the warp and woof of an American culture regarded as fatally flawed.

The reality in the United States has been and remains plural communities fused (and continuing to fuse) into a single American culture. There exist plural black communities, no less than plural white communities—despite the reality that black communities in the main have not been constituted by family migrations as white communities typically have been. The relatively successful effort to flatten the plural black communities into a single conception of the black community represents a significant political accomplishment, which has done little to alter the social landscape. On that social landscape, accordingly, one still witnesses the leading dynamic of American culture—assimilation—occurring under the lengthening shadow of a changing political reality. That changing political reality means we might reasonably wonder how long the American dynamic will persevere, as the supporting political fretwork continues to evolve to accommodate the goals of King’s “revolution.” Must it ever after be regarded as settled that political representation consists in identity group participation? Or will it again become possible to imagine political representation as the representation of individuals. Assimilation has occurred heretofore on the basis of the latter dynamic—individual representation—which operated to attenuate group loyalties. The current trajectory of group representation, however, heightens the political significance of group loyalties.

I have written above of the disappearance of certain social practices in the black families that I knew. Others speak and have routinely written (dating at least from the Moynihan Report25) of the disappearance of supportive social institutions and practices in black communities plagued by crime, illegitimacy, and other dysfunctions. All evidence suggests a social migration toward the new political standard of participation in society, a standard that distinguishes groups and group rights and that measures social obligation strictly in relation to group identity. More and more, then, I am judged not as an individual but as a “black” person. This is a disintegration of that larger patriotism which is founded in the individual’s rights. The lesser patriotism—the group identity—undermines the larger patriotism.

My argument about undermining American patriotism would not make sense if it were true that American principles fail to secure any reasonable prospect of pervasive liberty, and provide no foundation for genuine community and prosperity. I think they do, but I also think that we have not given them a chance to be tested adequately on this question of race. For King, and nearly all who followed him, have preferred the lesser patriotism of black identity rather than the larger patriotism of individual identity rooted in American principles. Not since the beginning of the civil rights movement have we tried to test those principles. Ironic, isn’t it?

The civil rights movement may inadvertently have spawned the most serious obstacle to the progress of American blacks in our time. This is the paradox I mentioned earlier. Black leaders have turned to group identity rather than individual identity and American principles of assimilation. The result has been cultural stagnation for some black communities. Just as Americans discovered in the Revolution of 1776 that they could not see the end of their journey unless they committed themselves to the point where they could not turn back, both black and white Americans must commit themselves to the project of American identity before they can experience the results of that project.

Therefore, the task to renew the appeal of American community and the legitimacy of assimilation—including standards of decent behavior—falls not to American blacks or whites per se but to every American. For King’s failed response to the great crisis draws the chaos nearer with each revolution of our political solar system.

The way forward is not too difficult to discern. We should learn from the course followed by King rather than follow it. King discarded a history of accomplishment for a paean of victimization. He neglected even his own middle-class biography to weave a story of deprivation into the lineage of every black. Sadly, King committed black people to subjugation to cultural identity in purchase of political cachet.

Elsewhere I’ve written that George Washington’s success may be attributed to the fact that he preferred justice to patriotism.26 Certainly it is true, one may insist, that King preached justice above patriotism. But why, then, may he not be regarded as equally successful? The answer comes in two parts. First, what one preaches does not always reveal one’s purpose. Second, and more pertinent, even if one grants, as I do, that King preached justice, everything must hinge on the question of presumptions about the requirements of justice. Getting them wrong will cause even a noble intent to miscarry.

Exploring that important question will return us to the question of the economic prospects for American blacks (or the question of race and economics in general), and in doing so, we can follow no finer examples than those of Frederick Douglass (who closed the nineteenth century) and Booker T. Washington (who opened the twentieth) on that precise question.



Growing and Prospering While Suffering

The real test of an economic system lies in its capacity to resist the distorting effects of partial and discriminating interventions. While the logic of trade is unvarying—and color-blind—the imposition of political or cultural restraint can direct it away from its natural currents. Nothing illustrates this better than the pattern of Jim Crow legislation at the end of the nineteenth century that sought to enforce segregation in public transportation. The reason such laws were required in Louisiana, Tennessee, Georgia, and elsewhere was precisely because the market operating in the absence of restraint would not sustain segregation. The emergence of Jim Crow, therefore, constitutes prima facie evidence of economic conditions otherwise favorable to effective participation in the market by American blacks.

That is the story told so effectively by Frederick Douglass and Ida Wells-Barnett in 1893 in the essays collected in The Reason Why, which challenges the Columbian Exposition’s exclusion of American blacks in the story of American industrial and cultural progress. Wells-Barnett, indeed, declared that the neglected story “would best illustrate [America’s] moral grandeur.”27


The exhibit of the progress made by a race in 25 years of freedom as against 250 years of slavery, would have been the greatest tribute to the greatness and progressiveness of American institutions which could have been shown the world.28



What is remarkable about this claim is the context in which it is made, a context that Douglass and Wells-Barnett emphatically make plain: In a scant twenty-five years since 1865 (the war’s end), the population of blacks in the United States had virtually doubled (four million to eight million). Moreover, that natural increase had been accompanied by extensive accomplishments in educational, agricultural, industrial, and cultural development. Census reports demonstrate in considerable detail a portrait of solid participation in the economy. They do so, however, against the backdrop of the “outrages upon the Negro in this country.”29

Nor were they sparing in detailing those outrages, which included drastic restrictions of the franchise, coordinated exclusions from political office, deprivation of material resources, and most significantly, widespread campaigns of violence and brutalization characterized by thousands of lynchings throughout the country. In other words, the transition in only a quarter of a century from the status of a mere “commodity”—nearly imbrued chattel—to that of demonstrated humanity transpired in the ferocious heat of a furnace of rejection, a heat so intense that Douglass could maintain that “what the colored people gained by the war they have partly lost by the peace.”30

To say that they did not wear rose-colored glasses would be an understatement. Retelling the story from 1619 to 1893, they comprehended every reversal and disappointment.

Nevertheless, Douglass was able to aver:


As to the increased resistance met with of late, let’s use a little philosophy. It is best to account in a hopeful way for this reaction and even to read it as a favorable symptom. It is a proof that the Negro is not standing still. He is not dead, but alive and active. He is not drifting with the current, but manfully resisting it and fighting his way to better conditions than those of the past, and better than those which popular opinion prescribes for him. He is not contented with his surroundings but wholly dares to break away from the path and hew out a way of safety and happiness for himself in defiance of all opposing forces…

The enemies of the Negro see that he is making progress and they naturally wish to stop him and keep him in just what they consider his proper place…

But the Negro has said a decided no to all this, and is now by industry, economy, and education wisely raising himself to conditions of civilization and comparative well being beyond anything formerly thought possible for him…

What the Negro has to do then, is to cultivate a courageous and cheerful spirit, use philosophy and exercise patience. He must embrace every avenue open to him for the acquisition of wealth. He must educate his children and build up a character for industry, economy, intelligence and virtue. Next to victory is the glory and happiness of manfully contending for it…

Our situation demands faith in ourselves, faith in the power of truth; faith in work and faith in the influence of manly character.31



The counsel of resistance in the face of adversity was made not in a vacuous appeal to hopefulness but in reliance upon “vine and fig” investment—hard and patient labor. That counsel, in turn, shows confidence in the power of economic self-reliance to reverse political and cultural disadvantages. The prudence of this counsel could be measured in a fair test of economic self-reliance. Booker T. Washington took up that challenge.



When Do We Reach QED?

In 1893, Washington delivered a series of speeches articulating the foundations of his project at Tuskegee Institute. In these addresses he explained that the purpose of his institute was to demonstrate that “the Negro race” should be recognized as a contributor to the nation’s well-being instead of “a burden, a menace to your civilization and commercial life.”32

Washington made his arguments most comprehensively in his 1899 Memorial Address on Abraham Lincoln, which took its place alongside the similar and earlier famous address by Douglass at the dedication of the Freedmen’s Memorial to Lincoln. In his own address, Washington was careful to establish Lincoln as a bridge figure who can link American whites and American blacks in a common cause.33 That cause would transcend emancipation and open a window onto the life of “unfettered freedom” for black and white alike.


A freedom from dependence on others’ labor to the independent or self-labor; freedom to transform unused and dwarfed hands into skilled and productive hands; to change labor from drudgery into that which is dignified and glorified; to change local commerce into trade with the world; to change the Negro from an ignorant man into an intelligent man; to change sympathies that were local and narrow into love and good-will for all mankind; freedom to change stagnation into growth, weakness into power; yea, to us all, your race and mine, Lincoln has been a great emancipator.34



This is Washington’s way of transforming Jerome Ferris’s painting “Lincoln and the Contrabands” (the spirit captured in Douglass’s celebration of Lincoln) into a portrait of “Lincoln and the Citizens,” where the dilemmas of difference are erased through the fruits of industry. It is important to observe that Washington’s counsel of self-reliance (hardly surprising in a man who, as a boy, walked 500 miles in order to obtain a higher education at Hampton Institute) conveys not exhortation to black separatism but confidence in black agency. The nexus between self-sufficiency and eventual assimilation, resting on the efficacy of the free market, presupposes that real change requires mutual respect and independence of parties rather than dependence of one party on another.

This was forcefully brought home to me in 2018 when I led forty-five schoolteachers on a tour of civil rights sites and monuments throughout the South. As we visited Selma, Alabama, we paused at Bethel AME Church, where the protesters who crossed the Edmund Pettus Bridge gathered to prepare themselves for their famous march in 1965. As we sat in the sanctuary and I was addressing the assembly on the context and endeavors of that great event, I looked up and around at the inside of that church and broke off mid-sentence. After a pause I said, “This splendid architecture was erected in the first decade of the twentieth century, in the very teeth of repressive rage—think of the lynchings all over the nation at this time.” I then asked, “Who built this building?”

We all knew. It was the black churchgoers. They had constructed an edifice of impressive beauty and solidity. Then I asked another question.

“Is it not impossible to imagine the people who could do this as somehow disabled, limited, unable to provide for themselves even in the midst of great suffering?”

The obvious answer was that it is impossible. We resolved from that moment no longer to bear the image of a people who were awaiting rescue as the characteristic image of the American black.

Between the opening and the end of the twentieth century, however, there was resistance to the approach argued by Douglass and Washington. Sociologist and writer W. E. B. Du Bois, for example, advocated political and legal rather than market initiatives. Du Bois became increasingly disenchanted with market-based exertions in the face of lynchings and race riots that seemed to put black economic independence out of reach. The burgeoning black capital and professional classes were narrowly constrained when not simply burned out or killed. And that was often taken as an expression of the nature of capitalism rather than what it really was—namely, extra-legal, legal, and non-economic repression.

By the middle of the twentieth century, the Douglass-Washington current reached its consummation in the 1950 release of a half-dollar coin bearing the images of George Washington Carver and Booker T. Washington. That symbolized the appeal of the argument for growth through economic presence. By the same time, however, not only had the arguments of Franklin D. Roosevelt—captured in the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights—gained complete purchase, but growing anti-capitalist sentiment among black leaders began to surge, eventually to crest in the creation of the national holiday for Martin Luther King Jr. Between these two events—the release of the Carver-Washington half-dollar and the establishment of the King holiday—something was lost in American black cultures: continued confidence in the efficacy of self-reliance.

Washington’s most powerful and comprehensive speech (“The Educational and Industrial Emancipation of the Negro” in February 1903) apparently lost traction during those years. In that speech, Washington, like Douglass before, provided a comprehensive narrative of the American experience, in which he delineated with great clarity the meaning of freedom. In that speech, he powerfully weaves together the importance of independence and agency with the underlying foundation of Christian principle.


Those are most truly free today who have passed through great discipline. Those persons in the United States who are most truly free in body, mind, morals, are those who have passed through the most severe training—those who have exercised the most patience and, at the same time, the most dogged persistence and determination.

To deal more practically and directly with the affairs of my own race, I believe that both the teachings of history as well as the results of everyday observation should convince us that we shall make our most enduring progress by laying the foundation carefully, patiently in the ownership of the soil, the exercise of habits of economy, the saving of money, the securing of the most complete education of hand and head, and the cultivation of Christian virtue…

I repeat here what I have often said in the south. The Negro seeks no special privileges. All that he asks is opportunity—that the same law which is made by the white man and applied to the one race be applied with equal certainty and exactness to the other.35



Washington was no less specific and demanding in what he sought of the dominant race: “No race can degrade another without degrading itself. No race can assist in lifting another without itself being broadened and made more Christ-like.”36

Washington made clear that even in the face of enormous suffering, growth remains possible, as long as there is respect for individual agency. When Washington answered the question of what is to be done for the Negro, his reply was, “Let him alone.” This is what he meant when he said that “freedom is enough.” For the black man is no less suited to provide for himself than any other human being. Despite the cultural setbacks I have described in this chapter, the reality is that demonstrable progress is evident in the accomplishments and advances to date of the black middle class. What remains perplexing is the continuing tendency in public discourse to discount that progress and speak instead of black victimhood. In other words, history has proved what Douglass and Washington set out to demonstrate, but current conversation persistently fails to attend to that history.

This is not the place to explore in depth today’s cultural preference for the counterfactual over the actual relationship between race and economics. But I can say at least this much—that we no longer assume that man’s good has already been provided by his own form and constitution. We have presumed instead that what becomes of a man or woman depends upon what society will do for him or her. As a consequence, the natural and necessary instruments of peace and prosperity are systematically disregarded in favor of constructivist attempts to remake humanity by governmental means. We saw that tendency in Roosevelt and his successors. We know, too, that it lies at the heart of a secular approach to the question of humanity. Oddly, and even paradoxically, we suffer from a disposition to rely upon human self-sufficiency to create human meaning, while disregarding the evidence that the individual human is already invested with the powers needed to earn a repose “under his own vine and fig tree.”



	Originally published under the title “Race and Economics,” in Race and Covenant: Recovering the Religious Roots for American Reconciliation, ed. Gerald R. McDermott (Grand Rapids, MI: Acton Institute, 2020). Permission to reprint granted by the Acton Institute.
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WHOSE FOURTH OF JULY?



Black Patriotism and Racial Inequality in America

Glenn C. Loury


Introduction

I am a black American intellectual living in an age of persistent racial inequality in my country. As a black man, I feel compelled to represent the interests of “my people.” (But that reference is not unambiguous!) As an intellectual, I feel that I must seek out the truth and speak such truths as I am given to know. As an American, at this critical moment of “racial reckoning,” I feel that imperative all the more urgently. But, I ask, what are my responsibilities? Do they conflict with one another? My conclusion is this: My responsibilities as a black man, as an American, and as an intellectual are not in conflict.

Moreover, I think a case can be made for unabashed black patriotism, for a forthright embrace of American nationalism by black people. Accordingly, I doubt whether the currently fashionable standoffishness characteristic of much elite thinking about blacks’ relationship to the American project—as exemplified, for instance, by the New York Times’s 1619 Project—serves the interests, rightly understood, of black Americans. The “America ain’t all it’s cracked up to be” posture is, in my view, a sophomoric indulgence for blacks at this late date. In fact, our birthright citizenship in what is arguably history’s greatest republic is an inheritance of immense value. So my answer for black Americans to Frederick Douglass’s famous question of 1852, posed anew in the title of this essay, is: “Ours!”

I defend this as best I can in what follows. After elaborating on the dilemma at hand, I illustrate the insufficiencies of the dominant narrative, highlighting in particular the threat “cancel culture” poses to a rational discourse about racial inequality that our country now so desperately requires. I do this by enunciating out loud what have increasingly become some unspeakable truths—so brace yourselves! I then build a positive case for black patriotism that is rooted in an understanding of the nature of the American project. I propose this sort of patriotism as a model for how an intellectual who truly loves “his people” should respond to racial inequality.



The Challenge Posed to the Black Intellectual

I begin with a provocation: Consider this story from my hometown newspaper, the Chicago Sun-Times, that ran on May 31, 2016. (Things have only gotten worse since.) I ask you to bear with me here because these details matter. We must look them squarely in the face:


Six people were killed, including a 15-year-old girl, and at least 63 others were wounded in shootings across Chicago over Memorial Day weekend.

The total number of people shot during the weekend this year surpassed the 2015 holiday, when 55 people were shot, 12 fatally, over Memorial Day weekend.

The most recent homicide happened late Monday in the Washington Park neighborhood on the South Side.

Officers responding to a call of shots fired about 11 p.m. found James Taylor lying on the ground near his vehicle in the 5100 block of South Calumet, according to Chicago Police and the Cook County medical examiner’s office. Taylor, who lived in the 6500 block of South Ellis, had been shot in the chest and was pronounced dead at the scene, authorities said.

Witnesses at the scene were not cooperating with detectives.

About the same time, a man was shot to death in the West Rogers Park neighborhood on the North Side.

Officers responding to a call of shots fired about 11 p.m. found 39-year-old Johan Jean lying in a gangway in the 6400 block of North Rockwell, authorities said.

Jean, who lived in the 100 block of North Ashland in Evanston, was shot in the neck and taken to Presence Saint Francis Hospital in Evanston, where he was later pronounced dead, authorities said. Police said he was 25 years old.

A source said the shooting stemmed from a dispute between two women. One of them has a child with the man and the other was his girlfriend. Both women were armed, and the man was eventually shot during the argument. No weapons were recovered from the scene.

About 5:20 p.m. Saturday, a man was shot to death in the Fuller Park neighborhood on the South Side.

Garvin Whitmore, 27, was sitting in the driver seat of a vehicle with a passenger, 26-year-old Ashley Harrison, in the 200 block of West Root, when someone walked up to the vehicle and shot him in the head, according to police and the medical examiner’s office.

Whitmore, of the 5800 block of West 63rd Place, was pronounced dead at the scene at 5:29 p.m., authorities said.1



All of the victims who died were black people. Sixty-three shot, six dead, one weekend, one city. Here’s the thing: Reports such as this could be multiplied dozens of times, effortlessly. If a black intellectual truly believes that “Black Lives Matter,” then what is he supposed to say in response to such nauseating reports—that “there is nothing to see here”? I think not.

Violence on such a scale involving blacks as both perpetrators and victims poses a dilemma to someone like myself. On the one hand, as the Harvard legal scholar Randall Kennedy has observed, we elites need to represent the decent law-abiding majority of African Americans cowering fearfully inside their homes in the face of such violence. We must do so not just to enhance our group’s reputation, as in the “politics of respectability,” but mainly as a precondition for our own dignity and self-respect.2

On the other hand, we elites must also counter the demonization of young black men which the larger American culture has for some time now been feverishly engaged in. Even as we condemn murderers, we cannot help but view with sympathy the plight of many poor youngsters who, though not incorrigible, have nevertheless committed crimes. We must wrestle with complex historical and contemporary causes internal and external to the black experience that help to account for this pathology. (There’s no way around it—this is pathology. The behavior in question here is not okay. That one can adduce social-psychological explanations does not resolve all moral questions.)

Where is the self-respecting black intellectual to take his stand? Must he simply act as a mouthpiece for movement propaganda aiming to counteract “white supremacy”? Has he anything to say to his own people about how some of us are living? Is there space in American public discourses for nuanced, subtle, sophisticated moral engagement with these questions? Or are they mere fodder for what amount to tendentious, cynical, and overtly politically partisan arguments on behalf of something called “racial equity”? And what about those so-called “white intellectuals”? Do they have to remain mute? Alternatively, must they limit themselves to incanting antiracist slogans?

I don’t know all the answers here, but I know that those victims in Chicago had names. I know they had families. I know they did not deserve their fate. I know that black intellectuals must bear witness to what is actually taking place in our midst; must wrestle with complex historical and contemporary causes both within and outside the black community that bear on these tragedies; must tell truths about what is happening instead of hiding from the truth with platitudes, euphemisms, and lies.

I know that, despite whatever causal factors may be at play, we black intellectuals must insist that each youngster is capable of choosing a moral way of life. I know that, for the sake of the dignity and self-respect of my people as well as for the future of my country, we American intellectuals of all colors must never lose sight of what a moral way of life consists of. And yet I fear we are in imminent danger of doing precisely that. I will explain why this is the case by way of several unspeakable truths.



On Racial Disparity

My first unspeakable truth is this: Downplaying behavioral disparities by race is actually a bluff. Socially mediated behavioral issues lie at the root of today’s racial inequality problem. They are real and must be faced squarely if we are to grasp why racial disparities persist. This is a painful necessity. Activists on the Left of American politics claim that “white supremacy,” “implicit bias,” and old-fashioned “antiblack racism” are sufficient to account for black disadvantage. But this is a bluff that relies on “cancel culture” to be sustained. Those making such arguments are, in effect, daring you to disagree with them. They are threatening to “cancel” you if you do not accept their account: You must be a “racist,” one who thinks something is intrinsically wrong with black people, if you do not attribute pathological behavior among them to systemic injustice. You must think blacks are inferior, for how else could one explain the disparities? Thus, you will be convicted of the offense of “blaming the victim.”

I claim this is a dare, a debater’s trick. At the end of the day, what are those folks saying when they declare that “mass incarceration” is “racism”—that the high number of blacks in jails is a self-evident sign of racial antipathy? To respond, “No. It’s mainly a sign of anti-social behavior by criminals who happen to be black,” one risks being dismissed as a moral reprobate. This is so even if the speaker is black. Just ask Justice Clarence Thomas: No one is immune from cancellation.

But we should all want to stay in touch with reality. Common sense and much evidence suggest that, on the whole, people are not being arrested, convicted, and sentenced because of their race. Those in prison are mainly those who have broken the law—who have hurt others, stolen things, or otherwise violated the basic behavioral norms which make civil society possible. Seeing prisons as a racist conspiracy to confine black people is an absurd proposition. No serious person could really believe it. Indeed, it is self-evident that those taking lives on the streets of St. Louis, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Chicago are, to a man, behaving despicably. Moreover, those bearing the cost of such pathology are almost exclusively other blacks. An ideology that ascribes this violent behavior to racism is laughable. Of course, this is an unspeakable truth—but no writer or social critic, of whatever race, should be canceled for voicing it.

Or consider the educational achievement gap. Antiracism advocates, in effect, are daring you to notice that some groups send their children to elite colleges and universities in outsized numbers compared to other groups due to the fact that their academic preparation is magnitudes higher, better, and finer. They are daring you to declare such excellence to be an admirable achievement. Intellectual mastery is achieved only through effort; no one is born already possessing it. So why are some youngsters acquiring these skills and others not? That is a very deep and interesting question, one which I am quite prepared to entertain. But the simple retort, “racism,” is laughable—as if such disparities have nothing to do with behavior, with cultural patterns, with what peer groups value, with how people spend their time, or with what they identify as being critical to their own self-respect. I maintain that anyone who actually believes such nonsense is a fool.

According to the politically correct script, Asians are sardonically called a “model minority.” Well, as a matter of fact, a pretty compelling case can be made that “culture” is critical to their success. If you are unconvinced, read Jennifer Lee and Min Zhou’s book The Asian American Achievement Paradox.3 They have interviewed Asian families in Southern California, trying to learn how their children are being accepted into Dartmouth, Columbia, and Cornell at such high rates. They find that these families exhibit cultural patterns, embrace values, adopt practices, engage in behavior, and follow disciplines that orient them in such a way as to facilitate the achievements of their children. It defies common sense, as well as the evidence, to assert that they do not. Conversely, it is absurd to assert that the paucity of African Americans performing near the top of the intellectual spectrum—I am talking here about academic excellence, and about the low relative numbers of blacks who exhibit it—has nothing to do with the behavior of black people and is due to institutional forces alone. No serious person could believe this.

Nor does anybody actually believe that 70 percent of African American babies being born to a woman without a husband is (1) a good thing or (2) due to antiblack racism. People say this, but they don’t believe it. They are bluffing—daring you to observe that the twenty-first-century failures of African Americans to take full advantage of the opportunities created by the twentieth century’s revolution of civil rights are palpable and damning. These failures are being denied at every turn, and these denials are sustained by a threat to “cancel” dissenters for being “racists.” This position is simply not tenable. The end of Jim Crow segregation and the advent of the era of equal rights was transformative for blacks. And now—a half-century down the line—we still have significant disparities. I agree that this is a shameful blight on American society. But the plain fact of the matter is that some considerable responsibility for this sorry state of affairs lies with black people ourselves. Dare we Americans acknowledge this?

Leftist critics tout the racial wealth gap. They act as if pointing to the absence of wealth in the African American community is, ipso facto, an indictment of the system—even as black Caribbean and African immigrants are starting businesses, penetrating the professions, presenting themselves at Ivy League institutions in outsize numbers, and so forth.4 In doing so, they behave like other immigrant groups in our nation’s past. Yes, they are immigrants, not natives. And yes, immigration can be positively selective. Still, something is dreadfully wrong when adverse patterns of behavior readily visible in the native-born black American population cannot adequately be discussed—to the point that anybody daring to mention them risks being canceled as a racist. This bluff can’t be sustained indefinitely. Despite the outcome of the 2020 election, I believe we are already beginning to see the collapse of this house of cards.



On the Meaninglessness of “Structural Racism”

The invocation of “structural racism” in political argument is both a bluff and a bludgeon. It is a bluff in the sense that it offers an “explanation” that is not an explanation at all and effectively dares the listener to come back. For example, if someone says, “There are too many blacks in prison in the United States, and that’s due to structural racism,” what you’re being dared to say is, “No. Many blacks are criminals, and that’s why there are so many in prison. It’s their fault, not the system’s fault.” And it is a bludgeon in the sense that use of the phrase is mainly a rhetorical move. Users don’t even pretend to offer evidence-based arguments beyond citing the fact of the racial disparity itself. The “structural racism” argument seldom goes into cause and effect. Rather, it asserts shadowy causes that are never fully specified, let alone demonstrated. We are all just supposed to know that it’s the fault of something called “structural racism,” abetted by an environment of “white privilege,” furthered by an ideology of “white supremacy” that purportedly characterizes our society. Any racial disparity, then, can be totally explained by the imputation of “structural racism.”

History, I would argue, is rather more complicated than such stories would suggest. Racial disparities have multiple interwoven and interacting causes, encompassing culture, politics, economics, historical accident, environmental influence, and yes, even the nefarious doings of particular actors who may or may not be “racists,” as well as systems of law and policy that disadvantage some groups without having been so intended. I want to know what people are talking about when they say “structural racism.” In effect, use of the term expresses a disposition and a sentiment. It calls me to solidarity. It asks for my fealty, for my affirmation of a system of belief, without actually explaining the historical phenomenon. It’s a very mischievous way of talking, especially in a university, although I can certainly understand why it might work well on Twitter.

Let me give an example. During the New Orleans floods, low-lying areas were the first to get wiped out. Blacks were over-represented among those who were dispossessed by the floods because they are poorer, and housing is more affordable in low-lying areas. But it would be a stretch to say that the flood itself was a racist event. One might choose to tell a racial narrative about it. One might emphasize, for example, that blacks are poorer because of a history of racism. But what would this accomplish? If I really wanted to remedy the racially disparate effects of the flood, I would address myself to poverty—even to white poverty, should it fall within my purview. I do not see the necessary connection between the existence of extreme inequality, which is real enough, and the existence of systemic racism. I prefer to go on a case-by-case basis. If one wishes to impress upon me that the effects of the New Orleans flood reflect systemic racism, I am not going to argue with him about the use of those words. But that doesn’t give me a clue what to do about it.



On the Racialization of Police Violence

Another unspeakable truth: We must put the police killings of black Americans into perspective. There are about 1,200 fatal shootings of people by the police in the United States each year, according to the carefully documented database kept by the Washington Post which attempts to enumerate every single instance of a fatal police shooting.5 Roughly 300 of those killed are African Americans, about one-fourth, while blacks are about 13 percent of the population. That’s an overrepresentation, though still far less than a majority of the people who are killed. (That’s right, more whites than blacks are killed by police in the country every year. You wouldn’t know that from the activists’ rhetoric.)

Now, 1,200 may be too many. I am prepared to entertain that idea. I would be happy to discuss the training and recruitment of police, their rules of engagement with citizens, and the accountability that they should face in the event they overstep their authority. These are all legitimate questions. And there is a racial disparity—although, as I have noted, there is also a disparity in blacks’ rate of participation in criminal activity. I am making no claims here, one way or the other, about the existence of discrimination against blacks in the police use of force. This is a debate on which evidence could be brought to bear. There may well be some racial discrimination in police use of force, especially nonlethal force.

But in terms of police killings, we are talking about 300 black victims per year. Not all of these are unarmed innocents. Some are engaged in violent conflict with police officers that leads to them being killed. Some are instances like George Floyd—unquestionably problematic in the extreme—that deserve the scrutiny of concerned persons. Still, we need to bear in mind that this is a country of more than 300 million people with scores of concentrated urban areas where police regularly interact with citizens. Tens of thousands of arrests occur daily in the United States. So, these events—which are extremely regrettable and often do not reflect well on the police—are, nevertheless, quite rare.

To put it in perspective, there are about 17,000 homicides in the United States every year, nearly half of which involve black perpetrators. The vast majority of those have other blacks as victims. For every black killed by the police, more than twenty-five other black people meet their end because of homicides committed by other blacks.6 This is not to ignore the significance of holding police accountable for how they exercise their power vis-à-vis citizens. It is merely to notice how very easy it is to overstate the significance and the extent of this phenomenon, precisely as the Black Lives Matter activists have done.

Thus, the narrative that something called “white supremacy” and “systemic racism” has put a metaphorical “knee on the neck” of black America is simply false. The idea that as a black person I dare not step from my door for fear that the police would round me up, gun me down, or bludgeon me to death because of my race is simply ridiculous. That is like not going outdoors for fear of being struck by lightning. This tendentious posture toward all incidents where violent conflict emerges between police and an African American, such that each is interpreted as the latter-day instantiation of the lynching of Emmett Till, is simply preposterous. Fear of being “canceled” is the only thing that keeps many white people outside of the alt-Right from saying so out loud. “White silence” about racism is not “violence,” nor is it tacit agreement. But in the era of cancel culture, it should worry us nonetheless.

I also want to stress the dangers of seeing police killings primarily through a racial lens. These events are regrettable regardless of the race of the people involved. Invoking race—emphasizing that the officer is white, and the victim is black—tacitly presumes that the reason the officer acted as he did was because the dead young man was black, and we do not necessarily know that. Moreover, once we get into the habit of racializing these events, we may not be able to contain that racialization merely to instances of white police officers killing black citizens. We may find ourselves soon enough in a world where we racialize instances of black criminals killing unarmed white victims—a world no thoughtful person should welcome, since there are a great many such instances. Framing them in racial terms is counterproductive in ways too obvious to detail.

When criminals harm people, they should be dealt with accordingly. They do not represent others of their race when they act badly. White victims of crimes committed by blacks ought not to see themselves mainly in racial terms if someone steals their automobile, beats them up, takes their wallet, breaks into their home, or abuses them. But people are playing with fire when they gratuitously bring a racial sensibility to police-citizen interaction. That will not be the end of the story.



On the Threat of White Backlash

Yet another unspeakable truth: There is a dark side to the “white fragility” blame game. I suspect that what we are hearing from the progressives in the academy and the media is but one side of the “whiteness” card. I wonder if the ideology dominated by the terms “white guilt,” “white apologia,” and “white privilege” cannot exist except also to give birth to a “white pride” backlash, even if the latter is seldom expressed overtly—since it is politically incorrect to do so.

Confronted by someone who is constantly bludgeoning me about the evils of colonialism, urging me to tear down the statues of “dead white men,” insisting that I apologize for what my white forebears did to the “peoples of color” in years past, and demanding that I settle my historical indebtedness via reparations, I well might begin to ask myself, were I one of these “white oppressors”: On exactly what foundations does human civilization in the twenty-first century stand? I might begin to enumerate the great works of philosophy, mathematics, and science that ushered in the “Age of Enlightenment,” that allowed modern medicine to exist, that gave rise to the core of human knowledge about the origins of the species and the universe. I might begin to tick off the great artistic achievements of European culture: the architectural innovations, the paintings, the symphonies. And then, were I in a particularly agitated mood, I might even ask these “people of color,” who think that they can simply bully me into a state of guilt-ridden self-loathing: “Where is ‘your’ civilization?”

Everything I just said exemplifies “racist” and “white supremacist” rhetoric. I wish to stipulate that I would never actually say something like that myself, nor am I attempting to justify that position. I am simply noticing that, if I were a white person, this reasoning might tempt me—and I suspect it is tempting a great many white people. We can wag our fingers at them all we want, but they are a part of the racism-monger’s package. How can we make “whiteness” into a site of unrelenting moral indictment without also occasioning it to become the basis of pride, of identity, and ultimately, of self-affirmation?

One risks cancellation for saying this, but the right idea is that of Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr., which today is being propounded by folks like Thomas Chatterton Williams: that we must transcend our racial particularism and stress the universality of our humanity. That is, the right idea is to march on—if only fitfully and by degrees—toward the goal of “race-blindness,” toward a world where no person’s worth is seen to be contingent upon racial inheritance. This is the only way to effectively address a legacy of historical racism without running into a reactionary chauvinism. Promoting anti-whiteness (and Black Lives Matter often seems to flirt with this) may cause one to reap what one sows in a backlash of pro-whiteness. Here we have yet another unspeakable truth which, as a responsible black intellectual, I have a duty to report.



On the Unspeakable Infantilization of “Black Fragility”

I would add that there is an assumption of “black fragility,” or at least of black lack of resilience, lurking behind these antiracism arguments. Blacks are being treated like infants whom one dares not to touch. One dares not say the wrong word in front of us, ask any question that might offend us, or demand anything from us, for fear that we will be adversely impacted. The presumption is that black people cannot be disagreed with, criticized, called to account, or asked for anything. Much is said about what America owes us—reparations for slavery, for example. But no one asks black people, “What do you owe America?” How about duty? How about honor?

When you take agency away from people, you remove the possibility of holding them to account, of making judgments about their behavior according to fixed standards. If a youngster who happens to be black has no choice whether or not to join a gang, pick up a gun, and become a criminal, since society has failed him by not providing adequate housing, health care, income support, or job opportunities, then it becomes impossible to effectively discriminate between the black youngsters who do and do not pick up guns and become members of a gang in those conditions. It also becomes impossible to maintain within African American society a judgment of our fellows’ behavior and to affirm expectations of right-living. After all, every one of us is the victim of antiblack racism. The end result of all this is that we are leveled down morally by a presumed lack of control over our lives and lack of accountability for what we do.

What is more, there is a deep irony in first declaring white America to be systemically racist, then mounting a campaign to demand that whites recognize their own racism and deliver blacks from its consequences. I want to say to such advocates: “If, indeed, you are right that your oppressors are racists, why would you expect them to respond to your moral appeal? You are putting yourself on the mercy of the court while simultaneously decrying the court as unrelentingly biased.” The logic of such advocacy escapes me. I can only conclude that this is not really about effecting a political outcome. This is about performance, about emotional display. It succeeds in soliciting a positive response from white people who don’t want to be called racist or don’t want to be on the wrong side of history—and, we might add, from corporations that want good branding. Meanwhile, those who condemn our white supremacist society and its indifference to black humanity ignore the very fact of their own power. They continue to make an appeal the effectiveness of which is negated by the very premises of their argument.



On Wokeness in the University

A particularly troubling fact about all these “unspeakable truths” is that they are now unspeakable even within, and perhaps especially within, the university. It ought to be the place of the university to think through difficult matters. Fundamentally, was what happened to George Floyd in Minneapolis a racial incident in continuous historical connection with other incidents of lynching and physical abuse of black people by the authorities? I declare here and now that that’s an arguable question. I am not trying to decide it; I am merely pointing out that reasonable people could take different positions on that question. To what extent is the overrepresentation of African Americans in the criminal justice system a consequence of the failures of the development of African American personality in a large swath of the low-income population because of structures of social organization characteristic of the community? To what extent are the incidents of police violence involving black men embedded within a structure of police-citizen interaction freighted with the overrepresentation of African Americans among violent criminal offenders? Or to what extent are the mechanisms of advocacy, fundraising, activism, and organization fostering backlash as they interact with the political institutions in the United States? Dare we even tolerate inquiry of such a kind?

The university should be trying to facilitate rational deliberation about these questions. But in today’s climate, it is much easier to wave a banner or jump on a bandwagon. So the university champions diversity and inclusion. It redoubles its efforts to increase black faculty. It enhances its affirmative action program. It interrogates the curriculum to see whether it comports with this or that fad and fancy prescribing the “appropriate” way of talking about race. But I say to universities: If you really want to take a stand on racial inequality, take a stand on behalf of an analytical and rational examination of questions that people ordinarily approach from emotion. The university should be a safe space for political incorrectness, for trafficking in ideas that make one uncomfortable. Why set up an enclave outside of the influences of day-to-day commercial activity, a citadel where open inquiry and balanced reflection can take place, then freight it with endless moral virtue signaling?

The last thing I will say regarding the university is that hiring black (or any other attributive character) faculty is not an effective response to racial inequality in America. It may or may not be a good thing; we can debate that. But if you think you are remedying racial inequality in America when you start head-counting in one of the most elite venues of the society, you are wildly mistaken. What you are actually responding to is the self-interested advocacy of particular groups of people (who happen to be minorities) on behalf of their own professional interest. You’re not addressing the question of racial inequality which is reflected in the lives of the millions of black and brown people who are at the bottom of society, who are trapped in enclaves devoid of opportunity, who have to attend failing schools, who fear for their physical safety when they step outside, who are hungry, who don’t have good housing, who lack good health care in a pandemic. Counting the color of the faculty members at an elite university is a luxury, a sophistic indulgence. It’s not a deep issue of social justice.



Racial Equality and the American Project

Having assessed the inadequacies of the current discourse around race, it is now time to consider how we might achieve “true equality” for black Americans. It is first crucial to address competing narratives about the American project, for the narrative that we blacks settle on is fundamentally important. Is this, basically, a good country that affords boundless opportunity to all who are fortunate enough to enjoy the privileges and bear the responsibilities of American citizenship? Or is this, basically, a venal, immoral, and rapacious bandit-society of plundering white supremacists, founded in genocide and slavery and propelled by capitalist greed and unrepentant racism? Of course, there is some warrant in the historical record for both sentiments, but the weight of the evidence overwhelmingly favors the former. I wish to argue that the founding of the United States of America was a world-historic event by means of which Enlightenment ideals about the rights of individual persons and the legitimacy of state power were instantiated for the first time in real institutions. To this extent, what happened in 1776 was vastly more significant for world history than what happened in 1619.

The United States of America fought fascism in the Pacific and Europe in the mid-twentieth century, and thereby helped to save the world. Our democracy, flawed as it most surely is, nevertheless became a beacon to billions of people throughout what came to be known as “the free world.” We stood down, under the threat of nuclear annihilation, the horror which was the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. Moreover, here in America, we have witnessed since the end of the Civil War the greatest transformation in the status of an enserfed people (which was what emancipation of the slaves effected in the creation of what came to be called the American Negro) that is to be found anywhere in world history. Some forty million strong, we have become by far the richest and most powerful population of African descent on the planet. The issue, then, is a question of narrative. Are we going to look through the dark lens of the United States as a racist, genocidal, white supremacist, illegitimate force? Or are we to see our nation for what it has become over the course of the last three centuries—that is, the greatest force for human liberty on the planet? This conflict of narratives is worth fighting about—with Black Lives Matter activists, with Colin Kaepernick and his cohorts, with the editorial staff of the New York Times, and with those officials who exercise power in the presidential administration of Joseph R. Biden.

The narrative we choose will influence our assessment of certain key periods in American history. There is, of course, the Civil War, which left 600,000 dead in a country of 30 million. The incredible trauma of this event was felt for decades. Now, people will say that the war wasn’t fought to end slavery—it was fought to preserve the union. Lincoln, they say, would have been happy to see the union preserved even if slavery had persisted.7 I expect that this is correct, although he surely abhorred slavery. But the fact is that the consequence of that war, together with the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution enacted just afterward, was to make chattel—the African slaves and their descendants—into citizens. And in the fullness of time, they became equal citizens. Should it have taken a hundred years? No. Should they have been enslaved in the first place? No, they ought not to have been. But we must not forget that slavery had been a commonplace human experience since antiquity. Emancipation—the freeing of slaves en masse as the result of a movement for abolition—that was a new idea. It was a Western idea, the fruit of Enlightenment, that was brought to fruition over a century and a half ago in our own United States of America with the liberation of millions of people. Such an achievement surely would not have been possible without the philosophical insights and moral commitments cultivated in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the West—ideas about the essential dignity of human persons, and about what can legitimate a government’s exercise of power over its people. Something new was created in America at the end of the eighteenth century. Slavery was a holocaust out of which emerged something that advanced the morality and the dignity of humankind—namely, emancipation. The abolition of slavery and the incorporation of Africa-descended people into the body politic of the United States of America was an unprecedented and world-historic achievement.

Consider also the astonishing transformation of status for black Americans in the twentieth century. To those who pooh-pooh the American Dream as irrelevant to blacks (or worse), I wish to say the following: “Have you bothered to notice what has happened here in the United States in the last century?” In the mid-twentieth century, the modal occupation for African American men was farm laborer, and the typical occupation of African American women was domestic servant. The median family income of blacks was significantly lower than that of whites. The status of African American education, of African American voting rights and citizenship, and of African American access to the professions was abysmal. This was the case within my own lifetime.8

But look at what has happened in the last seventy-five years for African Americans. A huge middle class has developed. There are black billionaires. The influence of black people on American culture is stunning and has global resonance. Black Americans are the richest and most powerful people in large numbers of African descent on the planet. To put it into perspective, there are 200 million Nigerians, and the gross national product of Nigeria is just about $1 trillion per year. America’s GNP is over $20 trillion a year, and we 40 million African Americans have claim to roughly 8 to 10 percent of it. Thus, we have access to five times the income of a typical Nigerian. What is more, the very fact that the cultural barons and elites of America—those who run the New York Times and the Washington Post, who give out Pulitzer Prizes and National Book Awards, who make the grants at the MacArthur Foundation, who run the human resource departments of corporate America—have bought into the woke racial sensibility hook, line, and sinker gives the lie to such pessimism that the American Dream doesn’t apply to blacks. It most certainly and emphatically does apply, and it is coming to fruition daily. To dismiss this reality is to tell our children a lie.

Of course, highlighting the progress we have witnessed does not in itself answer the question at hand: How do we overcome the obstacles that still remain to racial equality in America? I am reminded, amid the contemporary turmoil, of the period after the Emancipation, more than 150 years ago. There was a brief moment of pro-freedmen sentiment during Reconstruction, in the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, but it was eclipsed by the long, dark night of Jim Crow. Blacks were set back. Yet in the wake of this setback emerged some of the greatest achievements of African American history. The freedmen who had been liberated from slavery in 1863 were almost universally illiterate. Within a half-century, their increased literacy rate rivaled anything that has been seen, in terms of a mass population acquiring the capacity to read.9 That was really very significant, for it helped bring them into the modern world.

We now look at the black family and lament the high rate of births to unmarried mothers and so forth. But that is a modern, post-1960 phenomenon. In fact, the health of the African American social fiber coming out of slavery was remarkable. The evidence for this is well-documented. Businesses were built. People acquired land and skills. People educated their children. They constantly faced opposition at every step along the way—“No blacks need apply,” “White only,” this and that and the other—but nevertheless they built a foundation from which the civil rights movement would eventually launch in the mid-twentieth century. And that movement definitively changed the politics of the country.10 As my friend Robert Woodson is fond of saying, “When whites were at their worst, we blacks were at our best.” Such potentiality seems now to have been forgotten as we throw ourselves on the mercy of the court. “There’s nothing we can do,” we say. “We’re prostrate here. Our kids are not doing as well, our communities are troubled, and we demand that you save us.”

This is the very same population about which a noble history of extraordinary accomplishment under unimaginably adverse conditions can be told. “Pull yourself up by the bootstraps” is a kind of cliché, and people will laugh and roll their eyes when you say it. But there is wisdom to be gleaned here. Take responsibility for your life, because no one is coming to save you. It’s nobody else’s job to raise your children. It’s nobody else’s job to pick the trash up from in front of your home. No, it’s not fair. But the expectation of fairness is another kind of delusion. People think there is some benevolent being in the sky who will make sure everything works out fairly, but it is not so. Life is full of tragedy, atrocity, and barbarity. This is not right, but it is the way of the world.

We are, of course, warranted in claiming certain rights as citizens of the United States. The right to be treated without discrimination and to be afforded the privileges and immunities of citizenship—that is an endowment protected by civil rights law (and necessarily so). Nevertheless, our jails are overflowing with brown men and women who have been found guilty under criminal law. This is only in small part a reflection of overt discriminatory treatment. It is in main part a reflection of huge disparities in the behavior of individuals in terms of criminal offending. There are complex historical reasons for those disparities, and the depredations of economic discrimination against generations past should be cited as one of them. But what are you actually going to do about the disparity? Well, you can tinker with the law. You can make drug offending a misdemeanor instead of a felony. You can try to improve the behavior of police. But at the end of the day, if you have too many kids running around firing guns at each other in gang disputes, you are unequal in that respect. Likewise for the racial disparities in the proficiency of reading and mathematics of adolescent Americans. You want to do something about that? We can have a debate about types of schooling, budgets, and whatnot, but ultimately, no one can educate your children for you. The responsibility belongs to the community.

It is not only futile but dangerous to rely on others to shoulder our communal responsibilities. For if we rely on others to come to our rescue, we are putting ourselves into an unequal, asymmetric relationship in which there is a patron and a client. The patron is the moral agent, because he has the capacity to respond to or refuse our demand. And the patron is the possessor of power, because he has the power to determine whether or not we have a better outcome. When we as black people allow ourselves to be patronized, then, we are stripped of both moral agency and power. This, it ought to be clear, is antithetical to the goal of racial equality.

Here, then, is my final unspeakable truth, which I utter now in defiance of “cancel culture”: If we blacks want to walk with dignity—if we want to be truly equal—then we must realize that white people cannot give us equality. We actually have to seize equal status. I feel obliged to report that equality of dignity, equality of standing, equality of honor, equality of security in one’s position in society, equality of being able to command the respect of others—this is not something that can be simply handed over. Rather, it is something that we have to wrest with our bare hands from a cruel and indifferent world with hard work, inspired by the example of our enslaved and newly freed ancestors. We have to make ourselves equal. No one can do it for us.



Conclusion

Black Americans face profound, existential challenges. Fortunately, we have the benefit of doing so while residing in a free, prosperous, decent, and open democratic society. There is nothing contradictory or oxymoronic about declaring oneself, at one and the same time, a black freedom fighter and an American patriot. Moreover, black Americans face an unparalleled opportunity: the opportunity to save the prospect of freedom in the United States. For it may be fairly stated that this incredible nation may not otherwise survive.

Those who want to take Abraham Lincoln’s name off school buildings do not really understand the foundations of their own security and prosperity. Likewise, they fail to recognize the most effective way to advance their best interests in the twenty-first century. We need the country to solve the problem of racial inequality. Why gratuitously invoke an antinationalist stance on behalf of a project which requires national collaboration in order to bear fruit?

The root of the issue is whether we should, in some important sense, love this republic of which we are birthright citizens. I am not talking about blind fealty. I am asking if we should embrace the project as ours rather than defining ourselves in opposition to it. I believe if we look critically at the American project, understanding what it actually represents in the development of human civilization over the last five hundred years, we will recognize that the constitutional republic which is the United States of America constitutes a context within which our aspirations for freedom and equality can be most effectively realized. Therefore, it deserves to be endorsed, supported, embraced, loved, fought for, and died for (heaven forbid it should come to that). This is true for African Americans every bit as much as everybody else.

To conclude, let me call your attention once again to that escaped slave and great abolitionist, Frederick Douglass, who in 1852 asked America whether he had a share in the nation’s inheritance. Douglass was cautiously hopeful about the prospect that America might be faithful to its founding principles and grant liberty and equality to his people. But he had to plead with his audience to consider the gravity of the circumstance; he had to indict his country for not standing up to its own ideals. That was in the 1850s. Here we are now in the year 2022. The question that Frederick Douglass posed, which was still an open one at the time, has been answered by history: The Fourth of July belongs to all of us. The question confronting black Americans in 2022, then, is not whether we are included within the body politic of the United States; we most emphatically are. The great challenge before us is to decide what we will make of this enormous civic inheritance.



	This chapter is adapted from a lecture delivered at the University of Colorado Boulder on February 8, 2021, the text of which was published on Quillette under the title “Unspeakable Truths about Racial Inequality in America”; and a lecture entitled “Whose Fourth of July? Blacks and the American Project,” hosted by Arizona State University’s School of Civic and Economic Thought and Leadership (SCETL) on February 1, 2021, the text of which was published in City Journal under the title “The Case for Black Patriotism.”
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CREATING AN OPPORTUNITY SOCIETY AND UPWARD MOBILITY FOR THE BLACK COMMUNITY AND PEOPLE OF ALL RACES



Ian V. Rowe


Introduction

There is no singular state of black America. Like any other assemblage of individuals artificially grouped together, each African American person may be a native-born American, Jamaican immigrant American, Sudanese refugee American, wealthy American, impoverished American, female American, male American, homeless American, mansioned American, married American, single American, religious American, atheist American, gay American, straight American, married parent American, single parent American, college-educated American, former American president, current American vice president, American Supreme Court justice, urban American, suburban American, or any of a myriad of characteristics that can shape his or her status as an American.

Beyond the aforementioned attributes, the state of each of these black individuals with hyphenated American identities is further differentiated by the range of personal decisions made daily on matters large and small. Do I exercise versus sit in front of the TV, or read a book versus doomscroll for hours, or eat more healthily versus dine at McDonald’s, or play with my kids versus work until past their bedtime, or obey the law versus commit a crime, or walk versus drive, etc.? The daily choices are endless. The point is that the status of any random black American (like any human being) depends largely on a wide range of individual factors like mindset, behaviors, and skills that cumulatively far outpace the impact of the lone dimension of race.

Yet when it comes to discussing matters of race, too often black people are denied the dignity of being responsible for the individual choices we make that are the most direct causes toward whatever effects we may experience in our own individual lives. This tendency to treat individual black people as just stand-ins for a larger group identity—i.e., “black America”—is particularly true today as the United States is undergoing a national reckoning on race.

Since the death of George Floyd in 2020, caused by a police officer now convicted for his murder, America has been immersed in a long-awaited “national conversation about race.” Protests in the streets declaring ACAB (All Cops Are Bastards), demands for defunding and demilitarizing the police, calls for criminal justice reform—all have become part of a new rallying cry for racial justice. The debate is the extent to which innocent black people are being hunted by white police officers who are part of a systemically racist system and who unlawfully use deadly force as a form of state-sponsored terrorism against black Americans, regardless of the circumstances of the specific incidents that fuel much of the attention.

Beyond policing, the “national conversation” is forcing virtually every institution in the United States to examine its policies, practices, and procedures regarding race. From education to health care to housing, and even to bird naming1 and rock climbing,2 everywhere it seems is a search for racism that is not solely interpersonal, but carries with it one of the omnipresent adjectives of structural, endemic, systemic, embedded, enshrined, or institutional. This “blame-the-system” ideology is driven by the assumption that forms of structural discrimination based on race, class, gender, and other identity markers combine to form a fortress of intersectionality, too tall for (especially black) individuals to prosper across generations. America’s ingrained past, present, and future racism, sexism, classism, and every other type of -ism together rob young (especially black) people of the ability to be masters of their own fate, and render them powerless as adults to become agents of their own uplift.

In a blame-the-system worldview, a network of oppressive structures just happens to entrenched, marginalized (especially black) populations that have no recourse but to submit. Black people are essentially treated as if they are mere hapless participants, victims of racist systems that exert an insurmountable, discriminatory force that is beyond the control of those with darker skin color to overcome.

Thus, rather than a focus on ensuring equal opportunity for individual black Americans or extolling the virtues of hard work, the focus is increasingly on forcing institutions to achieve racial “equity” at the group level, usually between black and white Americans.

This form of “equity” is usually defined as the absence of disparities in either: (a) the difference between black and white proportional or absolute achievement, or (b) the difference in the percent of black people represented in an institution versus the percent of black people in the population. Either way, achieving “racial equity” sets a ceiling on black achievement, which is a reprehensible objective. This quest for “racial equity” is forcing society to look at racial disparities in an array of categories—such as lower black performance levels relative to whites in educational outcomes, incarceration rates, poverty levels, upward mobility, etc.—and to demand a causal explanation as to why these disparities exist and persist.

For example, the Federal Reserve recently released the report “Disparities in Wealth by Race and Ethnicity in the 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances,” which announced the following:


In the 2019 survey, White families have the highest level of both median and mean family wealth: $188,200 and $983,400, respectively (Figure 1). Black and Hispanic families have considerably less wealth than White families. Black families’ median and mean wealth is less than 15 percent that of White families, at $24,100 and $142,500, respectively.3



Figure 6.1 displays median (top panel) and mean (bottom panel) wealth by race and ethnicity, expressed in thousands of 2019 dollars.

For some, this disparity in racial wealth—white family median wealth is more than $160,000 greater than black family median wealth—is proof positive of past and present racial discrimination, especially when viewed solely through the prism of race. For purveyors of this argument, it just follows that the only strategy to close the racial wealth gap then must be massive government redistribution programs or reparations in which black people are cumulatively given trillions of dollars to compensate for what they consider generational theft. This is in contrast to more developmental strategies that invest in strengthening stable families, expanding educational opportunities and school choice, and incentivizing work over government dependency, which are the more tried-and-true strategies that people of all races have used to generate wealth.


Figure 6.1 White Families Have More Wealth than Black, Hispanic, and Other or Multiple Race Families in the 2019 SCF4
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Indeed, Tressie McMillan Cottom, a sociologist and writer, wrote a Washington Post op-ed entitled “No, College Isn’t the Answer. Reparations Are” that represents a worldview that places government action at the center of black renewal. In it, Cottom argues that “when you start talking about poverty and race, inevitably most folks fall back on the usual tropes: blacks should care more about school, go to college, increase their graduation rates, choose the right majors.” The problem with this approach, she argues, is that “degrees cannot fix the cumulative effect of structural racism. In fact, over five decades of social science research show that education reproduces inequality.”5

Ironically, I will show later in this essay how the consideration of just two additional factors—marital status and a college degree—completely reverses the $160,000 wealth gap, but in favor of blacks over whites. Unfortunately, in the current debate, multivariate analysis that considers multiple factors to understand the underlying causes driving racial disparities is overlooked in favor of much more simplistic explanations. In the famous words of Ibram X. Kendi, author of How to Be an Antiracist, “As an anti-racist, when I see racial disparities, I see racism.”6

The question for researchers is whether this kind of mono-causal thinking leads to effective solutions for black people. If systemic racism is truly the sole or primary cause of racial disparities, then a logical conclusion of that mindset is that every solution tends to be systematically or institutionally focused on race as well. In this light, what is it that individual black people can do to lead a self-determined life? Are there any factors within our control that can empower us to reach our individual potential? To help address this question, in this essay, I explore three areas to consider in determining how best to empower more individual black people to live lives of their own choosing:


	First and foremost, the family is a cornerstone of black freedom and prosperity and should be protected and promoted as such. The first section of this essay is adapted from a June 2021 study I released with Brad Wilcox and Wendy Wang, entitled “Less Poverty, Less Prison, More College: What Two Parents Mean for Black and White Children.” We find a striking pattern that counters the narrative that systemic racism is determinative, and insurmountable for black people who might otherwise succeed. Our findings show that black children from intact, two-parent families do better than white children from single-parent families when it comes to poverty, prison, and college graduation. In sum, family structure matters. It reaffirms what most sensible people from academia to the policy world have acknowledged about the importance of strong and stable families for kids. Indeed, in 2015, scholars from Brookings and Princeton reported on the enduring scientific consensus: “Most scholars now agree that children raised by two biological parents in a stable marriage do better than children in other family forms across a wide range of outcomes.”7

	Furthermore, since there is a clear link between stable family structure and intergenerational wealth building, the family should be at the center of the discussion about closing the racial wealth gap. The second section is adapted from May 2021 testimony I provided to the United States Congress Joint Economic Committee at a hearing focused on “Examining the Racial Wealth Gap in the United States.” While the first section highlights the importance of family structure to reducing poverty, lessening incarceration rates, and improving college graduations in the black community, this section develops in greater detail the importance of strong families and marriage to generating wealth across generations.

	Finally, these discussions about marriage and family are gaining in importance, because American blacks cannot (and need not) rely indefinitely on the legal and political privileges that have smoothed their path to success in the past. In the decade that launched with 2020, we will likely see a Supreme Court decision that ends race-based affirmative action in higher education and beyond at the same time that black people have demonstrated it is no longer necessary to perpetuate racial preferences for upwardly mobile steps such as college admission. As our country is engaged in a national reckoning that has increased focus on the role that race plays in public education, this section highlights the irony that there is a real possibility that race may soon be eliminated as a factor in school admissions, at least in higher education.





Less Poverty, Less Prison, More College: What Two Parents Mean for Black and White Children8

Research recently conducted by myself, Wendy Wang, and W. Bradford Wilcox reveals three facts that bear significantly on the state of black America: First, children are significantly more likely to avoid poverty and prison, and to graduate from college, if they are raised in an intact two-parent family. Second, from poverty to college graduation to incarceration, black children and young adults from two-parent families are more likely to be flourishing than their white peers from single-parent families. Third, on average, black young adults from families headed by their mother and father are more likely to be flourishing educationally than black young adults from non-intact homes.

Princeton University sociology professor Sara McClanahan summarized the social scientific consensus about the importance of family structure for children with her colleague Gary Sandefur in the following passage from their magisterial 1994 book, Growing Up with a Single Parent: What Hurts, What Helps: “Children who grow up in a household with only one biological parent are worse off, on average, than children who grow up in a household with both of their biological parents, regardless of the parents’ race or educational background.”9

In recent years, many other scholars have come to similar conclusions, from Paul Amato at Penn State to Isabel Sawhill at the Brookings Institution to Melanie Wasserman at UCLA.10 The consensus view has been that children are more likely to flourish in an intact, two-parent family, compared to children in single-parent families or stepfamilies.

But this consensus view is now being challenged by a new generation of scholarship and scholars. For instance, in December 2019, sociologist Christina Cross at Harvard University published an op-ed in the New York Times, entitled “The Myth of the Two-Parent Home,” which contended that “living apart from a biological parent does not carry the same cost for black youths as for their white peers.”11 In the Times and in another June 2021 op-ed in the Harvard Gazette, she draws on her work indicating that black children are less affected by family structure on a number of educational outcomes to make the argument that family structure is less consequential for black children.12 In recent years, other family scholars have also called into question the idea that children do better in stable two-parent families.13

One practical implication of this revisionist line of research is that children may not benefit from having their father in the household. Another implication is that the value of the two-parent family may be markedly different across racial lines, with black children less likely to benefit from such a family. Accordingly, it is necessary to investigate two questions:


	Are black children more likely to flourish in an intact, two-parent home compared to black children raised by single parents or in stepfamilies? The following research focuses on these three subgroups because they are the largest family groups for American children today, including African American children. And it seeks to answer this question by looking at three important outcomes: child poverty, college graduation, and incarceration.

	Is the association between family structure and child outcomes markedly different by race? The following compares white and black children in intact, two-parent families to their peers in non-intact families—single-parent families, stepfamilies, and other families. The aim is to determine if the association is different for black children compared to white children on the three outcomes noted above.




Family Structure and Black Child Outcomes

Today, 37 percent of black children are living in a home headed by their own two biological parents, 48 percent are living in a home headed by a single parent, and 4 percent are living in a stepfamily with one biological parent and one non-biological parent, according to the March 2020 Current Population Survey (CPS).14 This research explores how these three family structures are associated with child poverty, college graduation, and incarceration, drawing on data from the American Community Survey (ACS) 2015–2019 Five Year Estimates15 and the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997 cohort). Specifically, NLSY97 follows the lives of a national representative sample of American youth born between 1980 and 1984. The survey started in 1997 when the youth were ages 12 to 17. Figure 6.2 shows the wave that was surveyed in 2013/2014, when the cohort was at least 28 years old.

Figure 6.2 indicates that black children in homes headed by single parents are about 3.5 times more likely to be living in poverty compared to black children living with two parents in a first marriage, our measure of intact families in the ACS.16 Those in likely stepfamilies are approximately 2.5 times more likely to be poor.17 Moreover, after controlling for maternal education, age, children’s age, and gender, we find that the odds of being poor for black children in non-intact families are 3.7 times higher than for black children in intact, married families.18 Clearly, black children in stable, married families are better off financially.

Figure 6.3 shows that college graduation is markedly more common among black young adults raised by their two biological parents, our measure of intact families in the NLSY97.19 Specifically, data from the NLSY97 indicate that young adults from intact families are almost twice as likely to graduate from college than their peers who grew up with single parents, and approximately 1.5 times more likely to have a college degree compared to peers in stepfamilies. After controlling for maternal education, as well as young adults’ gender, age, and AFQT scores, we find the odds of black young adults getting a college degree are almost 70 percent higher if they were raised by their own two parents. Clearly, on average, black young adults from families headed by their mother and father are more likely to be flourishing educationally than black young adults from non-intact homes.20


Figure 6.2 Child Poverty Rate, by Child’s Race and Family Living Arrangements

[image: Image]


Figure 6.3 College and Prison for Black Young Adults, by Family Structure
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There is also a clear connection between family structure and incarceration for black young adults. Black young adults who grew up in a single-parent home are about 1.8 times more likely to have spent time in prison or jail by their late twenties, compared to their peers from a home headed by two biological parents. Those from stepfamilies are also more likely to have been incarcerated. In a multivariate context with the same controls noted above, young black adults in non-intact homes have about two times the odds of ever having been incarcerated compared to their peers in intact homes.

Because patterns in college completion and incarceration vary by gender, it is beneficial to explore the link between family structure and these two outcomes separately for young black men and women. Figure 6.4 indicates that young black men from an intact, two-parent family are much more likely to graduate from college than their peers raised by single parents and stepfamilies, and their incarceration rate is also much lower (14 percent, vs. 24 percent for single parents and 26 percent for stepfamilies). A similar pattern applies to young black women as well. More than one-third of young black women (36 percent) from intact families have had a college degree by their late twenties; the share among black women raised by single parents is 18 percent, and the share among stepfamilies is 25 percent.


Figure 6.4 College and Prison for Young Black Men and Women, by Family Structure
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Black-White Comparison

Clearly, there are differences in poverty, college graduation, and incarceration by family structure among African Americans. But are these differences similar to or different from the ones for whites? Note that 67 percent of white children today are in homes headed by their biological parents, 21 percent of white children are in homes headed by a single parent, and 6 percent are living with a biological parent and stepparent, according to the March 2020 Current Population Survey.

The first noteworthy finding in comparing patterns across race, gender, and family structure is that black children from intact families do uniformly better than white children from single-parent households. From poverty to college graduation to incarceration, black children and young adults from two-parent families are more likely to be flourishing than their white peers from single-parent families. For instance, 36 percent of young black women from intact families have graduated from college compared to just 28 percent of young white women from single-parent families. Likewise, 14 percent of young black men from intact families have been incarcerated, compared to 18 percent of young white men from single-parent families. Moreover, 13 percent of black children in intact families are poor compared to 33 percent of white children in single-parent families.

At the same time, it is important to note that Figures 6.4 and 6.5 show that whites are more advantaged within each family structure category. For instance, only 28 percent of black young adults from intact families have graduated from college compared to 47 percent of white young adults from intact families. This is a large difference and is but one example of the fact that a stable two-parent family is not a panacea when it comes to addressing racial inequalities in America. The nation’s legacy of racial discrimination, unequal access to a quality education, concentrated poverty, and ongoing experiences with racial prejudice are among the structural factors that help explain the racial differences in outcomes between blacks and whites who have the same family structure.

The third noteworthy finding here, as shown in Table 6.1, is that the family structure association for black and white children is similar when it comes to poverty and prison. Net of controls, being in non-intact homes more than triples both black and white children’s odds of being in poverty. As young adults, those growing up from non-intact families are twice as likely to have been incarcerated compared to those from intact families, regardless of race. For both black and white children, growing up in a home with one’s two parents seems to reduce one’s risk of poverty and prison in about the same way.


Figure 6.5 College and Prison for White Young Adults, by Family Structure
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Table 6.1 Odds Ratios for Children/Young Adults of Non-intact Families vs. Intact Families





	
	White

	Black






	Child Poverty

	3.8

	3.7




	College Graduation

	.4

	.6




	Incarceration

	2.4

	2.1









Note: Logistic regression models were run separately for whites and blacks. Results for child poverty control for maternal education, maternal age, child gender, and child age, based on ACS 2015–2019. Results for college graduation and incarceration control for maternal education, respondent’s age, gender, and AFQT, based on NLSY97.

But consistent with Cross’s research, the link between family structure and college completion is clearly weaker for blacks than for whites. Net of controls, growing up in a non-intact family reduces the odds of college graduation by 60 percent for white young adults, but only by 40 percent for black young adults. Nevertheless, both black and white young adults from non-intact families are still at a disadvantage relative to their peers who grew up with both parents. In other words, it is also clear that black young adults from intact families are markedly more likely to graduate from college than their black peers in non-intact families—and white peers from non-intact families.



Summary of Findings

Using new census data and the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, my co-authors and I found that black and white children from intact homes are significantly more likely to be flourishing economically, educationally, and socially on the three outcomes examined here: child poverty, education, and incarceration.

At the same time, consistent with Cross’s research, we do find that the association between family structure and one major education outcome, college graduation, is weaker for black children than white children. Nevertheless, young black adults are significantly more likely to graduate from college if they grew up in an intact family.

Our results also indicate that a stable, two-parent family is no panacea for African American children. Black children in stable, two-parent families are more likely to experience poverty and incarceration, and are less likely to graduate from college, compared to their white peers from stable, two-parent families. Racial inequality casts a shadow even on black children in intact families.

To be clear, this descriptive brief does not make claims about causality. A number of factors not measured in the preceding research may confound the associations between family structure and child outcomes documented here. Young adults’ family structure growing up is obviously endogenous to their family income, for instance, given that married parents tend to have a higher income than single parents. Here, progressives tend to minimize the ways that family income is a consequence of family structure (two parents can more easily earn a decent income than one parent) even as conservatives tend to minimize the ways that a stable marriage is a consequence of a decent income (relationships are stronger when they are undergirded by a steady income).

What we can conclude is this: Consistent with a longstanding social scientific consensus21 about family structure, children are significantly more likely to avoid poverty and prison, and to graduate from college, if they are raised in an intact two-parent family. This association remains true for both black and white children. In the vast majority of cases, these homes are headed by their own married mother and father.22

In sum, it is no “myth” to point out that boys and girls are more likely to flourish today in America if they are raised in a stable, two-parent home. It is simply the truth that white and black children usually do better when raised by their own mother and father, compared to single-parent families and stepfamilies. Our results, then, also suggest that the fraying fabric of American family life, where more kids grow up apart from one of their two parents—usually their own father—is an “equal opportunity tsunami,” posing obstacles to the healthy development of children from all backgrounds.




Family Formation and the Racial Wealth Gap23

I am a proud product of the New York City public school system, which I attended from kindergarten through twelfth grade, and a graduate of Brooklyn Tech High School, Cornell University College of Engineering, and Harvard Business School. In addition to my work at the American Enterprise Institute, I am the founder and CEO of Vertex Partnership Academies, a new network of character-based, International Baccalaureate high schools, set to open our first campus in the Bronx in 2022.

Many of our parents faced racial discrimination and other challenges in their own lives. They feared that their children might as well. But these parents chose our schools because they wanted their children to develop the necessary skills and habits to become agents of their own uplift and build a better life, even in the face of structural barriers. In District 8, only 2 percent of the nearly 2,000 public school students beginning high school in the South Bronx in 2015 graduated ready for college four years later.24 A shocking 98 percent of the students either dropped out of high school before completing their senior year—or if they did manage to graduate, were still required to take remedial, catchup classes in community college due to low math and reading scores on state exams. By contrast, at our all-boys school at 151st Street and Grand Concourse in the South Bronx, in 2018–19, the last year state tests were administered, nearly 70 percent of our students passed the state math exam.25

I share this data point because, while we as a country are having crucial conversations about race, it is easy to forget that the racial disparities we are seeking to close originate early in life—long before they show up as statistical gaps in financial wealth, home ownership, or educational achievement. If only 2 percent of the mostly black and brown kids in the Bronx are graduating from high school and are capable of doing even basic reading and math, why would we reasonably expect these same kids to flourish in higher education and the workplace as adults: starting businesses, getting married, having children within marriage, or experiencing any of the other landmarks along the path into the middle class and beyond?

If we truly care about upward mobility, we should be wary of the goal to achieve “racial equity.” Consider that in 2019, only one third of all eighth grade students scored “Proficient” on the National Assessment of Progress in reading.26 Each year since the Nation’s Report Card was first administered in 1992, fewer than half of the nation’s white students in the fourth, eighth, and twelfth grades scored NAEP proficient in reading.27 The sad irony is that closing the black-white achievement gap, and thus achieving racial equity, would only grow black student outcomes from sub-mediocrity to full mediocrity.

As we consider strategies to create an opportunity society and upward mobility for people of all races, I submit the two-pronged philosophy we practiced in our schools: Start early with the end in mind; and study the success of those who have achieved excellence, not just equity.

A range of studies have identified “toxic levels of wealth inequality,” especially between black and white Americans. According to the Federal Reserve’s 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances, the wealth gap between black and white Americans at the median—the middle household in each community—was $164,100. The median black household was worth only $24,100; the median white household, $188,200—seven times more than the median black household.28 For some, this gap is vibrant proof of a permanent and insurmountable legacy of racial discrimination.

As a result, today’s public discourse is dominated by the disempowering narrative that, unless institutional barriers are removed, black Americans will remain trapped in a perpetual cycle of economic victimhood. The Institute for Policy Studies notes, “Changes in individual behavior will not close the racial wealth divide, only structural systemic policy change can do that.”29 In “What We Get Wrong about Closing the Racial Wealth Gap,” William Darity Jr. et al. assert, “There are no actions that black Americans can take unilaterally that will have much of an effect on reducing the racial wealth gap.”30 New York Times reporter Nikole Hannah-Jones argues: “None of the actions we are told black people must take if they want to ‘lift themselves’ out of poverty and gain financial stability—not marrying, not getting educated, not saving more, not owning a home—can mitigate 400 years of racialized plundering.”31

Imagine you are a twelve-year-old black boy living in the South Bronx, with aspirations of working hard to achieve the American Dream. Yet you are repeatedly told there is nothing you can do individually to achieve that goal. Imagine further that this message comes from adults who claim to advocate on your behalf, and yet they tell you it is pointless to even try. Simply because you are black, they inform you, you have no individual ability to close the racial wealth divide.

As someone who has run public charter schools in low-income communities in the Bronx, I know how debilitating such a narrative can be for a student’s hopes and aspirations. Rather than helping that young man develop personal agency and an understanding of the behaviors most likely to propel him into success, this message will only teach what psychologists term “learned helplessness.”

Not only does this message of hopelessness depress human motivation, it is also demonstrably wrong. It also ignores the tremendous public investment that has been made in the war on poverty, particularly child poverty. According to my AEI colleague Angela Rachidi, U.S. spending on poor children has increased seventeen-fold since the 1960s, and in recent years, the government has spent more on children per capita than many other developed countries when considering three major categories of spending: cash support and tax breaks for families, primary and secondary education, and health. As Figure 6.6 indicates, by 2018, federal spending on means-tested programs reached more than $300 billion per annum, and generally shifted to in-kind support such as food benefits, refundable tax credits, and health care coverage. Consumption-based poverty measures place the child poverty rate at less than 5 percent today, because of these massive government transfer programs.33


Figure 6.6 Federal Expenditures on Children and Poverty32
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Yet the racial wealth gap persists for certain communities. This is why we have to study success for those black and other communities that are thriving. There are structural barriers that have to be addressed and individual choices that should be promoted. For example, there are decisions within the control of black kids—and children of all races—that increase their likelihood to improve their economic outcomes within a single generation and thus their ability to transfer wealth across generations.

For example, while strengthening family stability would not single-handedly close the racial wealth gap, it is a controllable factor that heavily influences economic outcomes. The same 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances that shows the average black family has one seventh the wealth of the average white family also shows the reverse when family structure is considered. Indeed, black households headed by two married parents have slightly higher wealth than the median net worth of the typical white, single-parent household (Figure 6.7).

And when education is considered, on an absolute basis, the median net worth of black households with two college-educated parents is nearly $220,000, more than three times that of the typical white, single-parent household. See Figure 6.8. While the racial wealth gap is $164,000 in favor of whites over blacks when race is considered alone, when family structure and education are incorporated, it is $158,870, completely reversed in favor of blacks over whites.


Figure 6.7 Median Net Worth of Two-Parent Black Households vs. Single-Parent White Households with Children

[image: Image]

Moreover, the 2017 report “The Millennial Success Sequence” finds that a stunning 91 percent of black people avoided poverty when they reached their prime young adult years (ages 28–34) if they followed the “success sequence”—that is, they earned at least a high school degree, worked full-time so they learned the dignity and discipline of work, and married before having any children, in that order.34 In his study “Where Is the Land of Opportunity? The Geography of Intergenerational Mobility in the United States,” Raj Chetty studied the intergenerational mobility of more than 40 million children and their parents. He found that hyper-local factors—most notably measures of father presence and marriage rates in a given location—drive upward (or downward) mobility and thus the intergenerational transfer of wealth.35

There is no silver bullet intervention that will magically close gaps in racial outcomes, especially when those gaps have causal factors that begin very early in life. But if we know there are factors beyond race, such as education, family stability, and so many others, that can make a difference in the lives of kids, then our approach to upward mobility should be to promote empowering behaviors instead of defeatist messages.


Figure 6.8 Median Net Worth of Two-Parent College-Educated Black Households vs. Single-Parent White Households with Children
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That is why policy interventions such as widespread school choice are so important. Ensuring every parent, regardless of race, income level, or zip code, has the power to choose a great public school for his or her child will do a lot more to close the racial wealth gap than reifying race in policy and rhetoric at every opportunity. As a leader of public charter schools, I want to see recognition that charter schools are public schools, and that more options should be given to students and families. Such race-neutral interventions that level the playing field, provide a solid education, and encourage wealth-building behaviors would shape a strong policy portfolio.

Beyond pulling policy levers, we have a moral imperative to encourage young people of all races to adopt a new cultural norm around education, work, and responsible parenthood. This is particularly true given the new normal of nonmarital childbearing across race. My research focuses on nonmarital births to women aged 24 and under. In 2019, for the tenth consecutive year, at least 70 percent of births to all women in that age group were outside of marriage, according to CDC Final Birth Data. By race, the nonmarital birth rate for black women 24 and under was 91 percent, and it was 61 percent for white women aged 24 and under.36

In addition, nearly 40 percent of unmarried women aged 24 and under who gave birth in 2019 were already mothers, giving birth to at least their second child. Given these multiple births, unmarried women aged 24 and under who gave birth in 2019 alone were raising an estimated 850,000–1,000,000 children, according to the CDC Wonder database.37

This pattern of out-of-wedlock childbearing is often established at a young age. According to the CDC Wonder database, in 2019, almost two thirds (64 percent) of first out-of-wedlock births were to women 24 and under. Like kids of teen mothers, these children are at much greater risk of experiencing child poverty, poor education, lack of upward mobility, traumatic stress, and many other adverse childhood experiences that impede their ability to generate wealth later in life. If we want to reduce such risks and mitigate the economic distress that usually ensues for both parent and child, we must educate adolescents about the likely outcomes associated with different behaviors and encourage them to think critically about the timing of family formation.

This is why there is growing consensus around the need for public information campaigns targeted to young people that would promote the creation of healthy, stable families, which can take many forms but are most often created through education, work, marriage, then children, in that order. Both the AEI/Brookings Working Group on Poverty and Opportunity38 and Harvard University’s Closing the Opportunity Gap initiative39 strongly recommend a large-scale marketing campaign that uses social and mass media and engages local institutions like the church, schools, civic organizations, and neighborhood influencers to change and normalize a new set of behavioral expectations around family formation.

In addition to public information campaigns, young people of all races must learn the concept of “earned success,” the notion that money generated through hard work is much more rewarding than money simply given to us. Schools can encourage entrepreneurship by building awareness of the new forms of venture capital dedicated to changing the face of entrepreneurship. An excellent example of the new initiatives is Harlem Capital Partners, an early-stage venture capital firm on a mission to invest in 1,000 minority and female founders over the next twenty years. Another is Netflix, which announced in August 2020 that they would allocate an estimated $100 million of their cash holdings toward “financial institutions and organizations that directly support Black communities in the U.S.” As Netflix says, “Bringing more capital to these communities can make a meaningful difference for the people and businesses in them, helping more families buy their first home or save for college, and more small businesses get started or grow.”40

In sum, educators, philanthropists, policymakers, and business leaders should support these types of initiatives and evidence-based curricula that help young people build agency by descriptively (versus prescriptively) teaching the “success sequence” in schools, encourage wealth creation by improving access to venture capital, and organize social and mass media campaigns to normalize a new set of behavioral expectations around family formation. Without these steps, sending additional money to low-income young adults will do little to meaningfully alter their chances to achieve the American Dream in the long run.



Race-Based Affirmative Action Will Likely Soon Be Replaced by Class-Based Affirmative Action

When my parents, Vincent and Eula Rowe, emigrated to this country from Jamaica, West Indies, in the 1960s, they were very cognizant of America’s history of racial oppression. My parents knew that racism was very real and had literally been enshrined into U.S. law. But they also knew the country was changing. Despite the inherent contradictions between its founding ideals and the history of slavery and Jim Crow segregation, America had made steady progress dismantling laws that imposed a racial hierarchy. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 had just been signed.

They moved to Brooklyn with me and my brother during a very tumultuous time in race relations. Yet my parents knew that opportunities for black and all Americans were growing and were making it more possible for formerly persecuted people to surmount the obstacle of racism they experienced and that still persisted throughout American society. My dad always used to say that you have to be prepared for opportunities when they come your way. My parents weren’t wealthy, so they put me in public school and I got a great K–12 education in Brooklyn and Queens, which gave me the foundation for all that I have been able to achieve throughout my career.

And so I have dedicated much of my life to ensuring kids of all races have access to a high-quality, tuition-free, public education, regardless of race, family structure, class, or zip code. As my dad counseled, my goal is to ensure they are prepared for the enormous opportunities that are coming their way.

And now I am also proud to say that in 2022, I am launching Vertex Partnership Academies, which seeks to be the first-of-its-kind network of character-based, International Baccalaureate public charter high schools, dedicated to equality of opportunity, individual dignity, and our common humanity. Vertex Student Scholars will be immersed in a culture of democratic discourse guided by the four cardinal virtues of Courage, Justice, Temperance, and Wisdom. With the first campus scheduled to open in the Bronx in September 2022, Vertex will empower each student scholar to choose either: (1) the International Baccalaureate Diploma Program that prepares them to enroll and thrive in premier colleges and universities in the country or abroad; or (2) the International Baccalaureate Career Program that prepares them to graduate with a professional credential and directly enter the labor market with skills in a particular industry.

I provide this background because it is essential that we continue to build institutions that can prepare black students for opportunity. This is even more relevant as a movement grows to eliminate race and ethnicity as factors in college admissions. Race-based affirmative action in higher education was first established in 1978 with the Regents of the University of California v. Bakke, 438 U.S. 265 decision. That decision upheld a university’s right to allow race to be one of several factors in university admissions but found the use of specific racial quotas unconstitutional.

Twenty-five years later, in 2003, the Supreme Court upheld the University of Michigan Law School’s decision to deny admission to Barbara Grutter, a white Michigan student, who had applied with academic credentials sufficiently worthy to earn her admission. However, Ms. Grutter was denied entry, partially due to the law school’s open practice of providing admissions preference to certain minority groups to ensure a critical mass of students could be achieved. In a 5–4 opinion, the Court held that the Equal Protection Clause in the Constitution did “not prohibit the law school’s narrowly tailored use of race in admissions decisions to further a compelling interest in obtaining the educational benefits that flow from a diverse student body.” Even though she had ruled in the affirmative, Justice Sandra O’Connor noted that it had been twenty-five years since the famous Bakke case. In her majority opinion, O’Connor wrote that “race-conscious admissions policies must be limited in time,” adding that the “Court expects that 25 years from now, the use of racial preferences will no longer be necessary to further the interest approved today.”41

It is noteworthy that O’Connor’s prediction would set 2028 as the year in which race-based affirmative action would come to an end. But that timeline might be accelerated. Students for Fair Admissions is a nonprofit membership group of more than 20,000 students, parents, and others who believe that racial classifications and preferences in college admissions are unfair, unnecessary, and unconstitutional. Their mission is to support and participate in litigation that will restore the original principles of our nation’s civil rights movement: “A student’s race and ethnicity should not be factors that either harm or help that student to gain admission to a competitive university.”42

Students for Fair Admissions is pursuing a case against Harvard University alleging racial discrimination against Asian applicants in undergraduate admissions. According to the Northwestern Law Review, the case “is one of the most notable recent equal protection challenges to be advanced almost exclusively on the basis of statistical evidence…[and] could well end affirmative action in higher education and beyond if it winds up at the Supreme Court.”43 Figure 6.9 contains information that Harvard University was forced to reveal about its admissions process by race.


Figure 6.9 Harvard’s Preferences for Underrepresented Minorities44
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As the table above shows, if you are a black student in the top two academic deciles, you have a more than one in two chance of being admitted to Harvard University, and your likelihood of entry is more than four times that of white and Asian students. And this phenomenon is not just Harvard. You would likely find that kind of opportunity for black kids at virtually every institution of higher education. Students for Fair Admissions has a very strong case that Harvard is violating Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color, or national origin by any program or activity receiving federal funds. Fundamentally, the charge is that Harvard is preferencing African American and Hispanic students and in effect penalizing Asian American student applicants through its weighting of race in its selection process.

Ironically, if Students for Fair Admissions does win this case, then racial preferences would disappear in college admissions. But would that change outcomes for the type of black students gaining entry? Would a large segment of these black students still be able to earn admission even without racial preferences? The answer is likely yes. According to MarketWatch:


The black students that elite colleges do admit increasingly come from either mixed-race backgrounds or immigrant families from Africa or the Caribbean…Only between 9% and 13% of black American 18- and 19-year-olds are immigrants or come from immigrant families. But one long-term study cited by author Paul Tough shows that at “highly selective private colleges,…students from black immigrant families plus students with one black and nonblack parent [rose] from about 40 percent of black students in the 1980s…to about 60 percent in the late 1990s.”45



This phenomenon is examined in the study “Exploring the Divergent Academic Outcomes of U.S.-Origin and Immigrant-Origin Black Undergraduates,” which explains that


immigrant-generational differences among Black students stem from their differing cultural perspectives on education. John Ogbu and colleagues (Ogbu, 1991, 2003; Ogbu &amp; Simons, 1998) have offered the Cultural-Ecological Theory of School Performance to explain performance differences between immigrant-origin and U.S.-origin Blacks. According to John Ogbu, the achievement differences between these two groups stem from the different cultural adaptations of voluntary immigrants versus involuntary immigrants (or involuntary minorities). Voluntary minority immigrants attribute the discriminatory treatment they receive in their host societies to their status as “guests in a foreign land” and believe that the barriers they face are temporary challenges they can overcome through hard work, greater acculturation, and academic attainment (Ogbu, 1991; Ogbu &amp; Simons, 1998). Ogbu argues that these perspectives lead voluntary immigrants to place greater value on educational success, as a collective, relative to involuntary minorities who entered their host societies through conquest, colonization, and enslavement (Ogbu, 1991; Ogbu &amp; Simons, 1998). Involuntary minorities tend to view discriminatory treatment as permanent and institutionalized. According to Ogbu, these groups often do not believe that education will enable them to overcome systemic oppression and attain economic success or societal status and, accordingly, invest less time and resources in an effort to achieve academic success.46



So there is a community of black students demonstrating that racism is not a life sentence of despair. Where some might apply the daunting adjectives of systemic, institutional, and structural in front of the word racism, these young people would apply the overcoming adjective of surmountable.

One fascinating development is that the likely discontinuation of race-based affirmative action may usher in class-based affirmative action. Indeed, in his book The Remedy: Class, Race and Affirmative Action, Richard Kahlenberg argues that it is time to replace race with class preferences and highlights that “while it is true that a disproportionate number of ethnic and racial minorities are also members of the lowest socioeconomic class, the main barriers they face are due to poverty rather than race.” In his analysis, Kahlenberg “examines how the rationale for affirmative action has moved inexorably away from its original commitment to remedy past discrimination and instead has become a means to achieve racial diversity, even if that means giving preference to upper-middle-class blacks over poor whites.”47

The black community is entering a phase in which two phenomena are occurring at the same time: (1) There is a growing likelihood that a Supreme Court decision is imminent that eliminates race-based affirmative action; and (2) there is overwhelming evidence that black students, particularly from African and Caribbean nations who place high value on academic success, as well as those native-born black people that are raised in stable, two-parent households, disproportionately enter elite universities. The takeaway demonstrates that racial preferences in education and elsewhere may soon not exist and, as a testament to this nation’s progress in empowering young black people to reach their potential, may no longer even be necessary. Rather than relying on those preferential programs by race, the black community is far better off to focus on development strategies such as strengthening marriage and two-parent families, revitalizing faith communities, demanding parental choice in education, and stimulating more entrepreneurship and new business creation.



Conclusion

In 2014, Raj Chetty and his Opportunity Insights team at Harvard produced a landmark study, “Where Is the Land of Opportunity? The Geography of Intergenerational Mobility in the United States.” In it, Chetty et al. studied the intergenerational mobility of more than 40 million children and their parents. They found that hyper-local factors—most notably measures of father presence and marriage rates in a given location—drive upward (or downward) mobility and thus the intergenerational transfer of wealth. Specifically, they found that “the strongest predictors of upward mobility are measures of family structure such as the fraction of single parents in the area.”48

In a separate 2018 study, “Race and Economic Opportunity in the United States: An Intergenerational Perspective,” Chetty and his colleagues set out to determine the most powerful neighborhood factors behind the gap in economic mobility for poor black and white boys. The biggest factor? The “fraction of low-income black fathers present” in a neighborhood. In other words, poor black boys in neighborhoods with high numbers of black fathers were significantly more likely to realize the American Dream.49

The New York Times reported on the same research with a story headlined “Extensive Data Shows Punishing Reach of Racism for Black Boys.” Rather than focusing on the factors that led to success, the article led with this: “Black boys raised in America, even in the wealthiest families and living in some of the most well-to-do neighborhoods, still earn less in adulthood than white boys with similar backgrounds.”50 In a letter to the editor responding to the New York Times story, a reader, Paul Bauer, asked, “What can be done by a single citizen to improve the lives of the disadvantaged black boys?” Noelle Hurd, assistant professor of psychology at the University of Virginia, responded:


Ultimately, the problem is a societal one and not an individual one, so solutions will have to be at the systemic level—like changing public policies and practices and policies within schools and law enforcement agencies. It is a mistake to think that there is any one thing a person can do at the individual level to sidestep the consequences of living in a racist society.51



If there is a state of black America, its condition will be determined by whether the approach taken by millions of individual black Americans to achieve upward mobility is viewed through the hopeless lens of “living in a racist society,” which leads one to believe that only structural solutions are the answer, or through the lens of what would be possible if factors such as access to high-quality education and stable families, found most frequently in married, two-parent households, became more of the norm for millions of black children.

The challenge for black and other leaders is how to most effectively critique America’s history as a short-lived example of state-sanctioned oppression while also celebrating how its enduring principles have provided the world an indispensable model for how a formerly enslaved people can now regularly produce some of the country’s most influential leaders in virtually every facet of American life.

In our national conversation regarding race, we must be able to explore the nuance that both structural barriers and individually driven factors such as family structure play a part in determining child outcomes. Most importantly, what do we teach the next generation about their ability to develop the personal agency to overcome those barriers? How would you thrive in a world in which racial preferences were no longer offered in college admissions? If you are twelve years old, do you have the power to solve housing segregation?

Perhaps the next generation of students should learn that a staggering 97 percent of millennials who obtained at least a high school degree, worked full-time, and married before having children are not poor. Rather than pummel young people with reminders of the barriers over which they have no control, maybe it would be good to share the power over decisions that they do have to determine their own destiny. For example, in June 2018, scholars Ron Mincy, Wendy Wang, and Brad Wilcox presented their new research on “Black Men Making It in America: The Engines of Economic Success for Black Men in America”52 in a panel at the American Enterprise Institute. Their study, published by AEI and the Institute for Family Studies, looked at the patterns of success of black men in America, examining the roles of military service, education, work, and marriage in their lives. As the then-CEO of the Public Prep Network, I joined a panel following the presentation to discuss the study and provide my perspective on the factors that lead to success for black men in America—education, work, marriage, faith, military service, and a sense of personal agency—as referred to in the study.53 As I said during the panel, “These are the ingredients of success for all Americans, regardless of race, male or female. And I think that’s just a very powerful and hopefully unifying message for how we can move forward.” Below I quote their three major findings:


	Black men’s economic standing. More than one-in-two black men (57%) have made it into the middle class or higher as adults today, up from 38% in 1960, according to a new analysis of Census data. And the share of black men who are poor has fallen from 41% in 1960 to 18% in 2016. So, a substantial share of black men in America are realizing the American Dream—at least financially—and a clear majority are not poor.

	The institutional engines of black men’s success. As expected, higher education and full-time work look like engines of success for black men in America. But three other institutions that tend to get less attention in our current discussions of race—the U.S. military, the black church, and marriage—also appear to play significant roles in black men’s success. For instance, black men who served in the military are more likely than those who did not to be in the middle class when they reach mid-life (54% vs. 45%), according to our new analysis of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY79). Black men who frequently attended church services at a young age are also more likely to reach the middle class or higher when they are in their fifties: 53% of those men who attended church as young men made it, compared to 43% who did not. Finally, about 70% of married black men are in the middle class, compared with only 20% of never-married black men and 44% of divorced black men.

	The importance of individual agency. Black men who score above average in their sense of agency—measured by reports that they feel like they are determining the course of their own lives versus feeling like they do not have control over the direction of their lives—as young men or teenagers in the late 1970s are more likely to be prosperous later in life. Specifically, 52% of black men who had a higher sense of agency as young men made it into at least the middle class when they reached age 50, compared to 44% of their peers who did not have that sense of agency.54



As outlined earlier, I partnered with Brad Wilcox and Wendy Wang to produce a 2021 study: “Less Poverty, Less Prison, More College: What Two Parents Mean for Black and White Children.” Figure 6.10 summarizes some of the key findings.

These two studies are emblematic of widely accepted research that shows that single parenthood among young adults is one of the top predictors of child poverty, school suspensions, incarceration, and educational disadvantage.55 Unmarried young mothers are far more likely to experience high levels of partnership instability and family complexity, each of which is associated with poorer child well-being and intergenerational transmission of disadvantage.

Research like this has kept some influential thinkers and journalists on the Left defending the scientific consensus about marriage, fatherhood, and family. “I think that my half of the political spectrum—the left half—too often dismisses the importance of family structure,” noted New York Times columnist David Leonhardt, responding to another of Chetty’s studies. “Partly out of a worthy desire to celebrate the heroism of single parents, progressives too often downplay family structure. Social science is usually messy, with correlation and causation difficult to separate. But the evidence, when viewed objectively, points strongly to the value of two-parent households.”57


Figure 6.10 Black Children from Intact, Two-Parent Families Do Better than White Children from Single-Parent Families56
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It must be said that a stable, two-parent home does not guarantee success for a child. Nor does being raised in a low-income, single-parent household make failure a certainty. But overwhelming data and common sense suggest that family stability matters significantly in virtually every facet of a child’s future life. Consider President Obama’s 2013 speech on violence after yet another fatal shooting of a teenager in Chicago: “There’s no more important ingredient for success, nothing that would be more important for us reducing violence than strong, stable families—which means we should do more to promote marriage and encourage fatherhood.”58

If we really want to help young black people break the inter-generational cycle of poverty, we need a serious effort to reframe the decisions governing passage into young adulthood. In light of this, educators, venture capitalists, and philanthropists should work together to develop and pilot evidence-based curricula that help young people build agency by teaching the success sequence in schools, create greater access to private capital to encourage entrepreneurship and wealth creation, and organize social and mass media campaigns to normalize a new set of behavioral expectations around family formation.

Understanding these patterns of success for both black men and women is why in 2020 I was proud to help found 1776 Unites, a project of the Woodson Center. Led by primarily black activists, educators, and scholars, 1776 Unites acknowledges that


racial discrimination exists—and works towards diminishing it. But we dissent from contemporary groupthink and rhetoric about race, class, and American history that defames our national heritage, divides our people, and instills helplessness among those who already hold within themselves the grit and resilience to better their lot in life.59



1776 Unites has developed free K–12 lesson plans based on the ten “Woodson Principles” of Competence, Integrity, Transparency, Resilience, Witness, Innovation, Inspiration, Agency, Access, and Grace. The curriculum offers lessons on black excellence in the face of unimaginable adversity, such as the nearly 5,000 Rosenwald schools built during the Jim Crow era that exclusively educated more than 700,000 black children throughout fourteen Southern states. These lessons have now been downloaded more than 15,000 times by educators in all fifty states, and are being used in private, charter, district, and parochial schools, after schools, home schools, prison ministries, and wherever character formation is happening for children.

In summary, the state of individual black Americans is strong because increasingly individual black Americans have greater control over their destiny. Yes, there are structural barriers like the absence of school choice. And yes, race-based affirmative action may soon be eliminated. But patterns of success exist within the black community, with the anchor being as President Obama described on Father’s Day in 2008: “Of all the rocks upon which we build our lives, we are reminded today that family is the most important.” There is no singular silver bullet that will guarantee success for black Americans, but there is much to be hopeful for.
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POVERTY IN THE AFRICAN AMERICAN COMMUNITY



A Twenty-First-Century Approach to Measuring Economic Progress

Precious D. Hall and Daphne Cooper


Introduction

This chapter seeks to explore the economic inequality and poverty that remain persistent in the African American community in the twenty-first century. It explores persistent poverty using a model of institutional policies that have served to keep African Americans as a permanent underclass, thus withholding from them any measure of true equality—which we foundationally understand as both racial and economic justice. This study relies on the premise that public policies, programs, and institutional practices have impacted the African American community, and we will challenge the long-standing, misdirected paradigm that has been used by the government to attempt to alleviate poverty. We posit that although legislation passed under major reforms such as the New Deal and the Great Society programs made an attempt to eliminate poverty, it suffered from the fatal flaws of trying to blame or fix the individual on a micro level instead of blaming the structural failures within the government system itself on a meso level.

This work will discuss the faces of oppression—exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence, as defined by Iris Marion Young1—and how they are reflected in models of poverty that we argue are ill-fitted for accurate measurements of poverty within the African American community. Ultimately, we will challenge the structural inadequacies of U.S. governmental policies and reconceptualize poverty by proposing a paradigm shift in public policy and the measurements used to develop public policies. We suggest that the old paradigm must be challenged and changed and that we must look at the political, economic, and social structures that have failed African Americans, who continue to have higher poverty rates than white Americans and who face continuous barriers to employment, quality health care, educational attainment, and affordable housing. We promote the Making a Difference (MAD) Model, which combines the Structural, Geographic, Cumulative/Cyclical, and Cultural Theories of poverty into one model that suggests alternative measures for economic and racial progress in the twenty-first century.

Ultimately, we posit that the MAD Model must serve as a framework and guide for policymakers to implement new public policies that would better address the poor and underprivileged in the United States. The MAD Model would be useful to policymakers, allowing them to improve the quality of life among those individuals and families that remain persistently poor through the increased allocation and equitable distribution of resources and funding.



Economic Power and Wealth

The state of black America is still in shambles! Yes, the poverty rates for African Americans and Hispanics did reach an all-time historic low in 2019.2 However, inequality persists. In the United States, 26 percent of black Americans under the age of eighteen live in households that experience food insecurity,3 36 percent of black Americans stated that they have no retirement savings or pension whatsoever,4 and 21.2 percent of black Americans still live in poverty.5 And all of this was reported before the corona-virus pandemic hit our country, further crushing those already at the margins of society. The wealth gap before the pandemic was atrocious; now, for many, rising out of poverty has turned into something not just beyond their grasp but completely out of reach. While mainstream America caught the coronavirus, “black America caught hell,” as black, Latino, and indigenous people got sick and died at higher rates.6 The disproportionate impact on these communities of color revealed a disturbing reality: Racial fault lines are real in America and systematic racial oppression continues, especially when we look at economic power and wealth.

The Center for American Progress’s “Systemic Inequality” 2018 report confirms that wealth is unequally distributed by race in the United States. The report explains that


African American families have a fraction of the wealth of white families, leaving them more economically insecure and with far fewer opportunities for economic mobility…Even after considering positive factors such as increased education levels, African Americans have less wealth than whites. Less wealth translates into fewer opportunities for upward mobility and is compounded by lower income levels and fewer chances to build wealth or pass accumulated wealth down to future generations.7



Today, we still must ask: Have social policies helped or hindered the social conditions of African Americans? This report relies on the premise that public policies, programs, and institutional practices have impacted the African American community and will challenge the long-standing misdirected paradigm that was used by President Lyndon B. Johnson to eliminate poverty with his Great Society legislation. We posit that although the legislation of the Great Society made an honest attempt to eliminate poverty, it suffered from the same fatal flaws of trying to blame or fix the individuals on a micro level instead of blaming the structural failures within the government system itself on a meso level.

According to the World Bank, a basic definition of poverty is “the lack of what is necessary for material well-being—especially food, but also housing, land, and other assets. In other words, poverty is the lack of multiple resources that leads to hunger and physical deprivation.” These material deprivations have psychological effects as well.8 Those in poverty, particularly African Americans, live in a state in which their social welfare is at risk, as living in poverty often also includes suffering from poor health, inadequate health care, and either inappropriate or unaffordable housing. The economic suffering of people of color is not new and we maintain that there is a direct relationship between the government’s social policies and the social conditions of African Americans. Most African Americans have been struggling economically since their forebears received their freedom from slavery in America. Historically, a condition of poverty has been institutionally created and reinforced since the ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment. The condition of poverty today is a result of cumulative disadvantage, and cumulative “disadvantages do not cascade by accident.”9

Persistent poverty affects people who experience deprivation over many years and whose average incomes are below the poverty line for an extended period of time; those who are encountering hardship at a certain stage in the life cycle; and “those discriminated against because of their social position at the local, regional or national level.”10 Individuals who live in persistent poverty experience several forms of disadvantage, and public policy often serves only to trap them in poverty and close opportunities to escape.11 This work will discuss how failed federal policies and programs have caused African Americans to remain a permanent underclass. This has helped to create a culture in which African Americans have learned to adapt to lifestyles that allow them to function in impoverished conditions due to the institutional barriers and attitudes that have persisted over centuries and decades.



Differences in Poverty Rates

African Americans in the United States are much more likely to live and/or remain in poverty than most other population groups. According to the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation’s State Health Facts, 9 percent of whites, 21.2 percent of African Americans, 17.2 percent of Hispanics, 9.7 percent of Asians, and 24.2 percent of Native Americans were living in poverty in 2019 in the United States.12 History has shown that “substantial progress for racial minorities,” including African Americans, has taken place in the last forty years, but the “life chances”—the economic opportunities that would lift or keep one out of poverty—of “the average black or Latino child are still very different from those of his average white or Asian classmate.”13

Daniel R. Meyer and Geoffrey Wallace, in “Poverty Levels and Trends in Comparative Perspective,” argue that there are “substantial differences in poverty rates” for certain groups that have persisted since 1968.14 A 2006 study looked at individuals and families that have the highest risk of poverty. Meyer and Wallace explain that individuals in female-headed families have the highest poverty rates at nearly 32 percent and that poverty is closely linked with the education levels of the primary member of the family unit. The highest poverty rates that have been above 20 percent include African Americans and people living in families whose heads of household do not have a job, a high school diploma, or a college degree. In addition, those with low earnings or no earnings were “at very high risk of poverty, because in the United States programs to supplement low earnings are generally not generous enough to bring them above the poverty level.”15 These characteristics reveal “the critical importance of the labor market” and the fact that African Americans have higher poverty rates because “race is still strongly connected to opportunity and outcome in the United States.”16 This connection is not and could not be fixed with a simple change in law. According to Mary Corcoran, “African Americans are many times more likely to be long-term poor than are whites, and they are much less likely to be upwardly mobile, either within or across generations.”17 Research continues to show that there is a dramatic difference in poverty rates across different racial categories. (See Figure 7.1.)



Levels and Faces of Oppression

Ann Chih Lin and David R. Harris argue that race is central to any attempt to assess poverty because in the United States, our economy, our cultural frameworks and repertoires, and our government policies have been shaped by a history of racial relations and racially inflected decision-making. As a result, our institutions, practices, and beliefs can foster racial disadvantage without any deliberate effort to discriminate.18

However true this may be, it is still vital, as Devah Pager notes, “to consider the significance of discrimination in the context of persistent poverty among members of racial or ethnic minority groups.”19

It is true that within systems of oppression individual persons sometimes intentionally harm others; this is natural, as oppression does not occur on a single level. Inequality can be maintained and reproduced at the individual, institutional, and cultural levels. According to Maurianne Adams and Ximena Zúñiga, the individual or micro level of oppression “refers to persons in themselves and in relationship with others,” while the institutional or meso level “refers to social institutions such as schooling, banking, and finance, and criminal justice institutions that enforce the law and political institutions that create the law.” Finally, the cultural/societal or macro level refers to “the broad, abstract understandings that pervade a social system.” These are the “prevailing norms and values that govern communication style, gender roles, family structure, expectations of physical and mental capacities, relationships to time and place, aesthetic standards, and more.”21 The present work focuses on the institutional failures of social and economic policies that place culturally imperialistic norms upon African Americans. We posit that most legislation aimed at alleviating poverty has grown out of “the legacy of accumulated and persistent inequality” that enables institutions to “perpetuate themselves and often outlive their original intentions.”22


Figure 7.1 U.S. Poverty Rates: 1974–201920
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All forms of oppression, including economic oppression, are reflected in society in multidimensional ways. Iris Marion Young describes the five faces of oppression: exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence.23 From an abstract point of view, Young says, “all oppressed people face a common condition”: “some inhibition of their ability to develop and exercise their capacities and express their needs, thoughts, and feelings.”24 Although this occurs in the abstract, not all oppression of groups looks the same. In this sense, oppression is a general term for injustice. For Young, oppression is a structural concept which can occur even from those who may mean well.25 We assert that although there have been laws and policies aimed at helping African Americans, the misuse and abuse of the “bootstrap mentality” has contributed to the persistent poverty within the African American community.

The concept of one lifting himself up by his own bootstraps sounds heroic in theory, but in American history, although people of color are often reminded of how many white European Americans have used their own bootstraps to obtain economic stability and success, this is a myth. The myth of the bootstrap mentality was even discussed by such leaders as Martin Luther King Jr. toward the latter part of his life. Dr. King, in an interview given to NBC News eleven months prior to his murder, expounded upon the myth of the bootstrap mentality. King reminded the country that America freed the slaves through the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 “but gave the slaves no land, or nothing in reality…to get started on.”26 He also explained that at the same time America refused to give the Negroes any land, it gave away millions of acres of lands in the West and Midwest to white Europeans, which gave them an “economic base” and head start. This economic base included land, land grant colleges built with government money, county agents that provided expertise in farming, low interest rates provided to farmers, and subsidies from the government not to farm. This economic floor granted to white Europeans was not granted to black Africans (now Americans), and so “emancipation for the Negro was really freedom to hunger; it was freedom to the winds and rains of heaven. It was freedom without food to eat or land to cultivate, and therefore it was freedom and famine at the same time.”27 The emancipation that was provided to freed slaves turned them to nature without providing any real subsistence; yet the very same people provided with economic subsistence continue to say that blacks ought to pull themselves up and out of poverty, when they themselves were given more than a helping hand by government institutions.

The reality for Dr. King, which still stands today, is that “when white Americans tell the Negro to lift himself by his own bootstraps, they don’t look over the legacy of slavery and segregation.”28 In 1963, King maintained that it is not only incorrect, but “a cruel jest to say to a bootless man that he ought to lift himself by his own bootstraps, and many Negroes…have been left bootless…as a result of a society that deliberately made his color a stigma and something worthless and degrading.”29 In the United States, we continue to see these disparities persist, especially when we look at the plight of black farmers in recent years and during the 2020 coronavirus pandemic. It is no secret that millions of people have suffered and continue to suffer economically due to the detrimental effects of the pandemic. However, one group that has been overlooked are black farmers, who make up about 1.3 percent of farmers in the United States.30 Not only have black farmers been excluded from all United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) subsidies, but any aid received by black farmers during the pandemic was on average eight times less than their white counterparts received.31 Years from now, when we see the rates of black farmers continue to decline, will we discuss how white farmers received more of a helping hand from the government when times were rough, or will we discuss how white farmers persisted through this tough time with sheer grit and determination? In the twenty-first century, the myth of the bootstrap mentality is one that continues to be rooted in oppression.


Exploitation: A Steady Process

Regarding the first face of oppression—exploitation—Young maintains that “oppression occurs through a steady process of the transfer of the results of the labor of one social group to benefit another.”32 This form of exploitation has been used against African Americans dating back to the country’s long institution of slavery, in which the literal labor of black slaves from Africa was used exclusively for the material wealth of whites. In 1967, King explained that “the Negro was a slave in this country for 244 years…This led to the ‘thingification’ of the Negro.”33 Through the exploitation of slavery, the personhood of black Africans was removed, preventing them from being looked upon with the same status and worth as other human beings. Historically, in this country, “no other ethnic group has been a slave on American soil” and “the color [of the black person] became a stigma” that pervaded American society.34 Young acknowledges that the “injustices of exploitation cannot be eliminated by the redistribution of goods, for as long as institutionalized practices and structural relations remain unaltered, the process of transfer will re-create an unequal distribution of benefits.” To remedy this exploitation requires the “reorganization of institutions and practices of decision making.”35 It is the bootstrap mentality that erroneously believes that what is needed is not institutional restructuring, but personal attitude adjustments.



Marginalization: Living Just Outside the Circle

Historically, exploitation has been more explicit, but today oppression “increasingly…occurs in the form of marginalization.” Marginalization involves casting individuals out of mainstream society because the system of labor either cannot or will not use them.36 In the past, we have seen the rise of marginalization during the Jim Crow era after the institution of slavery was constitutionally banned. Yet the practice of marginalization was couched in terms of freedom of choice and mere preference on all sides by the Supreme Court in the Plessy v. Ferguson decision. Young recognizes the danger of marginalization: It means that “a whole category of people is expelled from useful participation in social life and thus potentially subjected to severe material deprivation and even extermination.”37 In a society where others have plenty, the material deprivation is especially unjust. However, having access to material goods alone does not compensate for the oppressive nature of marginalization, as marginalization can remain in the form of “uselessness, boredom, and lack of self-respect.”38



Powerlessness: A Lack of Opportunity

In addition to exploitation and marginalization, powerlessness is another face of oppression often swept outside of public debate and discussion. According to Young, powerlessness denotes “a position…that allows persons little opportunity to develop and exercise skills”; they have “little or no work autonomy” and a limited ability to “exercise…creativity or judgment in their work.” The powerless lack “authority, status, and sense of self.”39 Along with exploitation and marginalization, powerlessness refers to “relations of power and oppression that occur by virtue of the social division of labor” and to “structural and institutional relations” that limit the material possibilities for individuals, which includes both “resources they have access to and the concrete opportunities they have or do not have to develop and exercise their capacities.”40



Cultural Imperialism: The Narrative of the Dominant Experience

At the foundation of the structural and institutional concepts of exploitation, marginalization, and powerlessness lies cultural imperialism. Cultural imperialism refers to the imposition of dominant opinions or sentiments upon dissentient or sub-groups within a larger society. It further often leads to stereotyping subgroups and marking them as “other.”41 This form of imperialism involves “the universalization of the dominant group’s experience and culture, and its establishment as the norm.” The dominant groups subsequently “project their own experiences as a representative of humanity as such.”42 Cultural imperialism is furthered through the myth of the bootstrap mentality, which is an illogical assumption that African Americans were in a position of poverty and inequality because they wanted to be or because they did not work hard enough, while our white counterparts have been beneficiaries of decades of government benefits (in the form of congressional acts giving away land in the West and Midwest, the construction of government-funded land-grant colleges, low-interest rates to establish farms, and federal farming subsidies). Essentially, continuing in the vein of cultural imperialism as laid out by Young, we see a dominant narrative about poverty being placed upon African Americans that is not historically reflective of the African American experience. As King explained, African Americans want to be people, not subject to stigmatization or deprivation, which has been prevalent in government treatment and policies.43

Cultural imperialism becomes even more evident in the discussions around African Americans who are recipients of government welfare. According to Jo Anne Schneider:


The many reforms of the 1960s shifted public assistance from a program that excluded people of color to a system epitomized by the stereotypical African American welfare mom…To conservatives, welfare continues to be a problem because African Americans lack the appropriate “cultural values” to get themselves out of poverty.



In contrast, “for many social activists and liberal academics, high welfare rates and the middle-class (read white) backlash against welfare are the direct result of racism.”44



Violence: The Overt and Subtle Reality

The final face of oppression, violence, recognizes the systematic violence that members of some groups face. These groups live with the fear of “random, unprovoked attacks on their persons or property, which have no motive but to damage, humiliate, or destroy the person.”45 It is not merely the act of violence itself that is oppressive, but its existence as a systematic social and sometimes institutional practice. Violence does not require “direct victimization,” but makes its presence felt in the daily knowledge that one is liable to the violation of his freedom and dignity solely on the basis of group identity.46 This violence is often tolerated and normalized within society. Violence can take the form of legalized, physical assaults on one’s person and property, as demonstrated in the many forms of political repression inflicted upon African Americans from slavery through the civil rights movement, or it can take the subtler form of harmful and detrimental stereotypes.

Charles Jones, quoting R. Goldstein, defines repression (speaking here in the context of political repression) as “government action which grossly discriminates against persons or organizations viewed as presenting a fundamental challenge to existing power relationships or key governmental policies, because of their perceived political beliefs.”47 History has given us several examples of overt repression and subtle repression. In an overt sense, we have seen what the government did to marginalized organizations fighting for change, such as the Black Panther Party.48 Yet in a subtler sense, we have seen and continue to see the harmful and detrimental stereotypes painting African Americans as angry, lazy, uneducated, yet shrewd enough to be able to exploit the government for subsistence without having to work—remember the Welfare Queen discussed by Ronald Reagan?49 These instances demonstrate how violence as a face of oppression manifests itself institutionally in multiple ways, even when individuals and organizations seek to address issues of oppression within their own communities through institutional change.

These faces of oppression demonstrate how poverty can be not only institutionalized, but used as a measure to subvert attempts to remedy poverty by the very same institutions that have created and contributed to the oppression in the first place. The failure to recognize the impact of institutions while erroneously promoting a false “bootstrap mentality” is what makes it difficult for any program to truly remedy poverty and bring about both racial and economic justice. Now, we will take a look at the Great Society’s attempts to alleviate poverty and its ultimate failure.




The Great Society

The War on Poverty refers to the programs and policies created under Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society to eliminate and/or lessen poverty in the United States. “For the first time,” Linda Faye Williams explains, “the United States government was given the power to intervene directly to ensure recognition of the constitutional rights of all its citizens in every state.”50 Most importantly, the War on Poverty was the U.S. government’s systematic approach to eliminate or minimize poverty. The legislation targeted African Americans for inclusion on the agenda, which represented a turning point in U.S. social policy.

The War on Poverty was ambitious in its effort, but it was not a panacea, since it was wrapped up in political motivations and did not always seriously address difficult questions of social reform and civil rights in the United States. The administrations of President John F. Kennedy and his successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, became the primary organizers to offer a governmental response to the poverty crisis in the mid-twentieth century. Both had to deal with the concern that poverty would threaten America’s progress, and both administrations pushed for economic growth that would create full employment and social reform that would enable the poor to access what President Johnson called “the good life.”51 Johnson in particular wanted presidential power so that he could “give things to people—all sorts of things to all sorts of people, especially the poor and the blacks.”52

Unlike previous programs that failed to address the status of African Americans in any fundamental way, the Great Society legislation benefited African Americans. Franklin Delano Roosevelt and John F. Kennedy had shown little eagerness to sacrifice their domestic and economic programs on the stage of civil rights. Kennedy achieved only limited success for poor people through his cautious efforts to counter poverty, which were mostly constrained to implementing safe policies.53 But Johnson recognized that blacks and Latinos suffered from the lack of access to quality health programs, decent housing, and jobs. He initiated legislation to rectify these inequities by transforming the nation’s social policy. He declared an unconditional War on Poverty to create a new institutional base for antipoverty policies and civil rights efforts, of which many African Americans were the beneficiaries through the effects of economic opportunities. Johnson’s goal was to help individuals, families, and communities to help themselves.

According to Daniel Halloran, the War on Poverty constituted “a new conceptual approach to the problem of poverty.” It was “an attempt to uncover and strike at the roots of poverty and destroy its causes instead of treating its symptoms.” The War on Poverty was “not concerned with helping the poor to be more comfortable in their poverty … but rather, with helping the poor to arise from poverty.”54 Halloran says that the War on Poverty “was not a product of a long, fruitful period of congressional debate.” Rather, its programs were “rushed through Congress on the tide of emotionalism following President Kennedy’s death.” The War on Poverty “did not constitute so much a well-structured administrative plan as a disjointed series of programs clustered around a dynamic new concept that society should attack the causes of poverty instead of merely treating its symptoms.”55

Although the War on Poverty did not eradicate poverty in the United States, it had a profound effect on many people’s lives and it significantly shaped the social and economic commitments of the federal government toward African Americans. Some might even argue that the Great Society was on par with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which for many was one of the most important legislative actions furthering equal opportunity and attempting to eradicate discrimination against people of color.56 However, the Great Society, for all its noble efforts, failed to acknowledge the broader historical claims of American blacks, which we ultimately believe was a failure steeped in institutionalized cultural imperialism.



Models of Persistent Poverty

There are four theories of poverty that are relevant to this study: Structural Poverty Theory, Geographic Theory, Cumulative/Cyclical Theory, and the Culture of Poverty Theory. We posit that while no one theory will explain all instances of persistent poverty, we can use a combination of several theories to address the issues of poverty, thus promoting an interactive model to lay the foundation for appropriately measuring economic poverty in the twenty-first century. Our model, the Making a Difference (MAD) Model, is a theoretical framework that blends the Structural, Geographic, and Cumulative/Cyclical Theories. The Culture of Poverty Theory addresses or explains the persistent poverty among African Americans from the white narrative; therefore, we reject many aspects of the Culture of Poverty Theory, along with certain aspects of the other theories, and prescribe the MAD Model to explain persistent poverty among African Americans in the United States.


Structural Theory

We selected the Structural Theory because it weakens the misplaced, misdirected mainstream theories that focus solely on individual attributes as the cause of poverty. The Structural Theory does not look at the individual as the cause of poverty; it looks at poverty as the result of structural failings at the economic, political, and social levels. This theory suggests that United States poverty is largely the result of structural failings which consist of


(1) the inability of the U.S. labor market to provide enough decent-paying jobs for all families to avoid poverty or near-poverty; (2) the ineffectiveness of American public policy in reducing levels of poverty via the social safety net; and (3) the fact that the majority of Americans will experience poverty during their adult lifetimes, which suggest the systematic nature of U.S. poverty.57



This theory maintains that “there simply are not enough well-paying jobs to support all of those (and their families) who are looking for work.”58 Research has shown that “during the past twenty-five years the American economy has increasingly produced a larger number of low-paying jobs, jobs that are part-time, and jobs that are lacking in benefits.”59

Poverty in the United States is “a failure of the economic structure to provide sufficient opportunities for all who are participating in that system.” As a result, “millions of families find themselves struggling below or precariously close to the poverty line.”60 The Structural Theory also demonstrates “failure at the political and policy level,” specifically within “social and economic programs directed to economically vulnerable populations [that] are minimal in their ability to raise families out of poverty.” For the past twenty-five years, Americans have witnessed “an overall retrenchment and reduction in the social safety net. These reductions have included both a scaling back of the amount of benefits being transferred and a tightening of program eligibility.”61

According to Robert Mark Rank, failure has nothing to do with the individual; it is failure at the structural level. Policymakers “lose sight of the fact that governments can and do exert a sizable impact on the extent of poverty within their jurisdictions.”62 The Structural Theory has been included as a part of our model because it explains how systematic barriers prohibit the poor from access to and accomplishment within key social institutions, which has nothing to do with failure of the individual. Once policymakers understand and accept this, they will be able to use antipoverty programs to “get more jobs, improve schooling for the poor, equalize income distributions, remove discrimination bias from housing, banking, education, and employment, and assure equal political participation by poor persons.”63 Policymakers have redirected society’s ills upon easy targets (the least powerful citizens), rather than recognizing the real issues or showing any concern for the poor. Persistent poverty in the United States will continue to exist through structural barriers linked to selection criteria that will directly or indirectly exclude groups of people based on inappropriate standards, such as discrimination and institutionalized racism, thus rendering many individuals economically powerless.



Geographic Theory

The Geographic Theory demonstrates that place influences racial differences in poverty. According to Michael Stoll:


Place is the locus of economic activity and amenities that give value to areas. Places are more valuable economically and socially when there is greater density of economic activity (businesses, jobs), and valuable amenities and public goods (good schools and neighbors, parks, low crime, museums).64



Stoll says that having an “attachment to places with these valuable assets is expected to reduce one’s risk of poverty…By contrast, living far from these amenities is thought to increase one’s risk of being poor.”65 In the words of Ted K. Bradshaw, the Geographic Theory of poverty suggests that “social advantages and disadvantages concentrate in separate areas.”66 Poverty is caused by geographical disparities such as “rural poverty, ghetto poverty, urban disinvestment, Southern poverty, third-world poverty, and other framings of the problem [which] represent a spatial characterization of poverty.” This theory explains that “people, institutions, and cultures in certain areas” are marginalized and thus “lack the objective resources needed to generate well-being and income, and that they lack the power to claim redistribution.”67 The Geographic Theory was selected because it illustrates that there is a considerable amount of social and economic inequality within neighborhoods, which perpetuates racial segregation, isolation, and the concentration of disadvantaged African Americans.68 It explains that racial groups, in particular whites and blacks, are residentially segregated. According to Stoll, the persistence of poverty in central cities “reinforces the notion that place might matter” in addressing poverty.69

Stoll continues, “Many racially segregated neighborhoods are disadvantaged and suffer disproportionately from problems such as high concentrations of poverty, joblessness, hopelessness, and the political indifference of elites (Massey and Denton 1993).”70 Research shows that “segregated neighborhoods impose enormous costs on minority residents, such as the unavailability of good schools, worse health outcomes, negative role models, a lack of economic opportunities, and social isolation (Massey and Denton 1993; Wilson 1987).” The weakness of this theory is that more research is needed to address the issue of race, place, and poverty.71

According to Wendy Shaw, “space is not a backdrop for capitalism”; it is “restructured by it and contributes to the system’s survival. The geography of poverty is a spatial expression of the capitalist system.”72 According Bradshaw, Goldsmith and Blakely argue in their book Separate Societies (1992) that


the joint processes of the movement of households and jobs away from poor areas in central cities and rural regions creates a “separation of work, residence, and economic, social and political life”…these processes…are multiplied by racism and political indifference of the localities in which they flourish.73



Bradshaw also references W. J. Wilson’s book The Truly Disadvantaged (1987), which “holds that the people from ghetto areas with the highest levels of education, the greatest skills, widest world view, and the most extensive opportunities were the ones who migrated out of central city locations to other places.”74 This exodus of black middle-class workers and manufacturing jobs from inner-city neighborhoods left behind swells of jobless, poor, segregated, and socially isolated people.



Cumulative and Cyclical Theory

The Cumulative and Cyclical Theory of Poverty was selected to build upon the components of the aforementioned theories and to link economic factors at the individual level with the structural factors operating at the geographical level. The Cyclical Theory of Poverty demonstrates how multiple problems accumulate by presenting the individual and her community as caught in a spiral of social ills. Once these social ills dominate, “they close other opportunities and create a cumulative set of problems that make any effective response nearly impossible.”75 According to Bradshaw, “This theory has its origins in economics in the work of [Gunnar] Myrdal…who developed a theory of ‘interlocking, circular, interdependence within a process of cumulative causation’ that helps explain economic underdevelopment and development.”76 Myrdal’s work reveals that “personal and community well being are closely linked in a cascade of negative consequences” and that “the interdependence of factors creating poverty accelerates once a cycle of decline is started.”77 We selected this theory because it explains the spirals of poverty by showing how “problems for individuals (earnings, housing, health, education, self confidence) are interdependent and strongly linked to community deficiencies (loss of business and jobs, inadequate schools, inability to provide social services) etc.”78

The limitation of the Cyclical Theory of Poverty is its complexity, which reflects a real problem: The linkages and interdependence between various causes of poverty “are hard to break because each is reinforced by other parts of the spiraling system.”79 Community-level crisis leads to individual crisis and vice versa, and each accumulates, causing spirals of poverty and increasing powerlessness among certain groups.



Culture of Poverty Theory

The Culture of Poverty Theory is a social theory explaining the cycle of poverty. It suggests that poverty is caused by a subculture that “adopts values that are non-productive and are contrary to norms of success.”80 Oscar Lewis was the first to popularize the concept of the “culture of poverty.” He described it as a way of life, a combination of certain traits passed on through generations, that stems from a group’s adaptation to poverty and “being at the bottom” in an industrialized, capitalist society. The culture of poverty is “both an adaptation and a reaction of the poor to their marginal position in a class-stratified, highly individuated, capitalistic society.”81 The culture of poverty also assumes that persistent poverty involves a psychological aspect that is firmly rooted in the individual and family structure.82 The weakness of the Culture of Poverty Theory is that it tends to present negative connotations and characterizations about the poor that are highly stereotypical. These stereotypes are perpetuated through the cultural imperialist face of oppression that universalizes the narrative of the dominant group.

The Moynihan Report (1965) was a study that borrowed aspects of the Culture of Poverty Theory to explain African American poverty in the 1960s. This controversial report promoted the idea that most of the poverty within the black community was due to a history of slavery and subsequent unemployment and underemployment that prompted a necessary adaptation of one’s lifestyle as a coping mechanism for poverty. The weakness of the report, like the weakness of the theory it draws from, is that it ultimately places the blame for poverty on the victim, thus removing the social duty of the government to alleviate poverty. Once poverty is viewed as the fault of the poor and not of government policy, their culture, not social injustice, is believed to cause and perpetuate poverty. Thus the attention is turned back on the individual rather than the structures that constrict him.

The Moynihan Report and the Culture of Poverty Theory paved a way for policymakers to perform their social duties and guided policies in a certain direction. A former Democratic representative has noted that ideas about the cultural roots of poverty have played an important role in “shaping how lawmakers choose to address poverty issues.”83 Patricia Cohen explains that the 1960s were a decade in which poverty in the United States was blamed on the victim and the discussion about a culture of poverty flourished.84 According to Bradshaw, “The underlying argument of conservatives…is that government welfare perpetuated poverty by permitting a cycle of ‘welfare dependency’ where poor families develop and pass on to others the skills needed to work the system rather than to gain paying employment.”85 Some scholars believed that a culture of poverty exists while others denied it. According to Oscar Lewis, there were always contradictions when evaluating the poor that stemmed from the power struggle of competing groups and their ascribing poverty to a culture of poverty, or an adaptation to certain common problems or traits among families with the lowest income levels and the least education.86 Cohen notes that “Moynihan’s analysis never lost its appeal to conservative thinkers” and that Moynihan’s “arguments ultimately succeeded when President Bill Clinton signed a bill in 1996 ‘ending welfare as we know it.’”87 Now, once again, after decades of silence, scholars are speaking openly about the culture of poverty, “conceding that culture and persistent poverty are enmeshed.”88

Scholars suggest that a culture of poverty exists among African Americans because of their lack of a work ethic, inappropriate family values, ethic of dependency, and/or personal inadequacies, suggesting that all these deficiencies are passed from one generation to the next. These scholars fail to look into some of the root causes of poverty, such as: an industrial capitalist society with its inherent inequalities in wage labor and production for profit; a high rate of unemployment; underemployment for unskilled labor; low wages; and a failure to provide social, political, and economic organization for the low-income population. The economic exploitation of African Americans for centuries has given way to literal and metaphorical violence that subjects African Americans to stereotypes that are untrue, and that further perpetuates their marginalization. Contrary to societal portrayals, research indicates that the poor do not differ from the better-off parts of society in their values, and that there are various sources of possible inequalities, not only from the cash income from wages but from assets, private income, and employment benefits. Nevertheless, Culture of Poverty Theory proponents argue that because the poor adapt their lifestyle to deal with poverty, a culture of poverty becomes institutionalized and is very difficult to escape.




The MAD Model

Each of the models of poverty discussed above—Structural, Geographical, Cumulative/Cyclical, and Culture of Poverty—has valid points, but none of them singularly reflects in totality how and why African Americans have remained in poverty. To that extent, we prescribe what is called the Making a Difference (MAD) Model to accurately measure and define poverty in the twenty-first century. The MAD Model takes an interactive approach that considers all the faces of oppression (exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence) and measures their combined effects on poverty within the African American community. The effect of each of the causes of poverty dealt with by a particular model can change depending on factors in a separate model, which is why an interactive approach is needed.

Our prescribed MAD Model uses such an interactive approach to demonstrate how and why African Americans have remained in poverty. Each theory—Structural, Geographic, Cumulative/Cyclical, and Cultural—is interconnected, with only one theory blaming the individual victim for being poor. The Structural, Geographic, and Cumulative/Cyclical theories define poverty as a systemic failure at the political, economic, or social level which has caused African Americans to remain poor. The government did not stabilize nor pour resources into the African American communities despite knowing that they were faced with many barriers and had limited opportunities and resources to achieve income and well-being. The federal government played an active and deliberate role in concentrating poverty in racially segregated neighborhoods located far from amenities, shopping, and services. Public housing and residential segregation have caused African Americans to remain socially and economically deprived within neighborhoods.

The MAD Model explains that once a cycle of decline has started within a specific community, it perpetuates a spiral of poverty through the loss of businesses and jobs (Structural), substandard housing (Geographic), and inadequate public schools and inefficient social services (Geographic and Cumulative), which leads the community and its members into a crisis where they learn to adapt and cope with poverty (Culture). The Culture of Poverty Theory explains the cycle of poverty in the United States from the white perspective, blaming the poor and their “culture” for the problems they experience. The MAD Model explains that the political, economic, and social structures of government are flawed and that this is the primary reason why African Americans have remained poor and underprivileged in the United States.

The purpose of the MAD Model is to draw attention to the root causes of persistent poverty and thus prompt a paradigm shift in U.S. public policy. We believe that the MAD Model provides the federal government with prescriptions to look at problems differently, focusing on the structures of government instead of the individual. The MAD Model must serve as a framework or guide for policymakers to implement new public policies that would better address the poor and underprivileged in the United States. The MAD Model would be useful to policymakers, allowing them to improve the quality of life among those individuals and families that remain persistently poor by allocating more resources and funding and distributing them equitably across structural and geographical lines to lessen the cumulative cultural effects of poverty.

Stephanie Riegg Cellini et al., drawing from Greg Duncan’s Years of Poverty, Years of Plenty, point to the need for models of poverty such as the MAD Model:


A complete explanation of why people are poor would require many interrelated theories—theories of family composition, earnings, asset accumulation, transfer programs, and the macro-economy to name a few. Further complicating the task, a complete poverty theory would need to be based upon the family, while most theories are based upon individuals.89



Many agree that the official measure of poverty in the United States is flawed. Measuring poverty using the MAD Model will give policymakers a different perspective and a chance to create policies that will actually lessen or alleviate poverty in the United States. In order to do this, policymakers will need to rely on multiple measures and study their interactive effects upon one another. Taking a serious approach to the cycle of wealth inequality, for example, policymakers must address the history of employment discrimination, housing/mortgage discrimination, health disparities, and substandard public education in impoverished areas.90 According to Hanks, Solomon, and Weller:


Persistent labor market discrimination and segregation also force blacks into fewer and less advantageous employment opportunities than their white counterparts…Even when African Americans pursue higher education, purchase a home, or secure a good job, they still lag behind their white counterparts in terms of wealth. Moreover, the disparities between white and black Americans can nearly always be traced back to policies that either implicitly or explicitly discriminate against black Americans.91



Research demonstrates that racism “has produced segregated neighborhoods with fewer hospitals, higher rates of chronic illnesses, and unequal access to health care,” which continues to be a contributing factor to poverty.92 Using the MAD Model will help policymakers take direct action to make intentional, systematic changes to “an American system built on suppression, oppression, and the concentration of power and wealth.”93

When it comes to twenty-first-century measurements of wealth or the lack thereof, we promote using the following variables: labor market/employment, access to quality health care, educational attainment, and affordable housing. We chose the labor market as one of the variables because it takes into account “the inability of the U.S. labor market to provide enough decent-paying jobs for all families to avoid poverty or near-poverty.”94 The labor market is critical when considering why African Americans have higher poverty rates, because, as we have seen, “race is still strongly connected to opportunity and outcome in the United States.”95 Additionally, access to quality education, health care, and housing were chosen to help further explain how systematic barriers prohibit the poor from access to and accomplishment within key social institutions, which also demonstrates the structural failings and ineffectiveness of American public policy.

We need twenty-first-century solutions fortwenty-first-century problems. These measures and their interactions would more accurately capture the struggles of poverty and should be used in any research on economic trends in the twenty-first century.



Recommendations

Poverty exists; poverty is real; poverty can be remedied through an institutional paradigm shift. This paradigm shift requires the government to focus not just on institutional policies, but on the societal and institutional attitudes that blame the powerless individuals for their positions instead of looking at the historical and current exploitation, imperialism, marginalization, and violence that have contributed to widespread levels of poverty within specific communities. In addition, it is up to the government to understand that with regard to developing stronger policies to aid the black community, nothing is being asked of them other than what has been and continues to be given to white Europeans.

“Institutions are complex entities,” to change which demands multiple inputs and resources across many groupings within and outside the particular institutions.96 People of color, especially black descendants of Africa, want genuine freedom; we all want equality and to be treated as people. But what that equality looks like and how it will come about needs to reflect the accurate history of institutions and institutional attitudes and their role not only in the lives of black descendants of Africa, but in the lives of Europeans as well.

Going forward, the shift that must occur is one in which we truly seek to make a difference by studying the interactive effects of the labor market, property ownership, access to health care, and educational attainment. We must assess these factors for the role they play in the economic exploitation, marginalization, imperialism, powerlessness, and violence in the lives of African Americans and how they are enabled and produced at multiple levels of government. This is the only way that we will be able to make genuine progress toward both racial and economic justice. The first step to remedying the problem is to recognize not only the problem but its root causes as well. To this extent, our call to action requires that in the twenty-first century we move away from singular explanations for poverty within the African American community, and that we consistently and unapologetically point out the compounding effects of failed institutional policies and measurements that have perpetuated culturally imperialistic narratives.



Conclusion

The persistent poverty that exists among African Americans in the twenty-first century in the United States is the unanticipated consequence of public policy that was intended to alleviate or lessen poverty but has, in fact, caused it to worsen. Federal policies have had an impact on African Americans; some policies have prevented, changed, or eradicated undesirable social conditions, while others have caused African Americans to remain deprived and disadvantaged. When Lyndon Johnson pushed forward his Great Society legislation, we do not believe that he did so with the intention of not succeeding. We do not believe that he was a cruel and heartless man who operated in word and not deed. Rather, we believe that he and other policymakers that participated in the process were unable to recognize that poverty has as much to do with institutional attitudes as it does with the institutional policies themselves. It was inevitable that the War on Poverty programs would fall short of remedying the persistent poverty of African Americans.

The Great Society was flawed, and the policies put forward since the Great Society continue to be flawed. In the administrations after Johnson, there was Nixon’s Southern Strategy, which included the notion of black capitalism, while simultaneously ignoring black Americans’ lack of capital and failing to provide them any; Reagan’s creation of Enterprise Zones; tax credits developed under the Clinton Administration; and new incentives to invest in forgotten and underserved communities presented by the forty-fifth president.97 All these administrations have put policies in place that ultimately benefit the owners of capital and not those living at or below the poverty level. Until we reach the point of understanding the compounding institutional factors that create and maintain poverty, we will continue to see economic injustice and by extension racial injustice.

When looking at the economic progress of some African Americans today, it would be easy to think that economic justice has been achieved. More African Americans today are educated and have obtained midlevel and executive careers than ever before, and African Americans have achieved the greatest levels of wealth that have ever been seen in the United States. However, we must be careful not to look at the exceptions and turn them into the rule. We must understand that although there are more “success” stories in the twenty-first century, there still remains the fact that unemployment for African Americans remains higher than for white Europeans, that the poverty rates of African Americans remain almost three times as high as those of white Europeans, and that African Americans’ accumulation of household wealth continues to significantly lag behind that of white Europeans. This is even truer today, as McKinsey &amp; Company has speculated an economic recovery time of more than five years for certain sectors from the coronavirus pandemic that has negatively impacted Hispanic and African American communities most of all in the initial stages of the recovery.98 White Americans have recovered more than half of their job losses, whereas only a third of African Americans have recovered. And even within the African American community, recovery among mothers has been slower than among fathers.99 The reality we are facing is that while some have faced a pandemic recession, others are still facing a depression.100

On the whole, public policies have had a negative effect on African Americans, contributing significantly to a persistent state of poverty—and for those not in poverty, a serious wealth gap—and causing them to face unemployment, underemployment, and inadequate access to health care, housing, and education. These are continuous reminders that economic justice has not yet been realized even after so many have fought and died for it. It is time for an updated approach that can truly Make a Difference in the lives of those who have faced insurmountable obstacles in this country and who, although they have managed to survive and thrive, have all the while been castigated and placated without any true measure of economic or racial justice.







8
MARRIAGE, FAMILY, ABORTION, AND POVERTY IN BLACK AMERICA



Star Parker with Robert Borens

The title The State of Black America immediately conjures up a sense that a discussion of problems is about to follow. And legitimately so. We do not depart from the observations of others that, on average, American blacks suffer social and economic problems disproportionately. Central to these problems is the persistence of poverty rates higher than the national average and higher, on average, than poverty rates for other ethnic groups.

Understanding why disproportionate poverty rates persist in many black communities is crucial if we are to grasp whether and how, through public policy or through other means, persistent poverty might be addressed. It is common today to attribute problems in black communities to racism. But to what extent can persistent black poverty be attributed to ongoing racial discrimination? And if racism is not, in fact, the sole or primary cause, where else might we look for an explanation?

The civil rights movement in the 1960s was supposed to be the watershed moment when the issue of racism in America would finally be solved. Following this, one might have expected that problems in black communities—problems pertaining to education, housing, health care, poverty, crime, and wealth accumulation—would be alleviated.

But here we are in 2022, more than half a century after the Civil Rights Act of 1964 became law, and this is what the Census Bureau tells us about poverty rates. (See Figures 8.1. and 8.2.)

The percentage of American blacks in poverty, over a half century after the signing of the Civil Rights Act in 1964, is still far out of proportion to the national average and to the number of American blacks as a percentage of the population. In 2019, blacks constituted 13.2 percent of the population, but 23.8 percent of those in poverty.1 The percentage of those in poverty who were blacks was 1.8 times greater than the percentage of blacks in the general population.

We may attempt to explain these realities by arguing that persistent racial discrimination is causing persistent black poverty, which will force us to conclude that the measures for combatting racism enacted in the 1964 Civil Rights Act were ill-conceived and/or inadequate. Alternatively, we may conclude that the disproportionate persistence of poverty in black America derives from causes over and above racism. In what follows, we present data to build a credible case for the latter position.

Table 8.1 is from the Census Bureau’s report “Income and Poverty in the United States: 2019.”

For the general population, we see a dramatic difference in incidence of poverty between people in households with and without a married couple, with people in single-female households registering a poverty rate more than five times higher than that of married households.

Table 8.2 shows what this picture looks like broken down by race.

The data, looking specifically at white Americans and American blacks, show the same picture as the aggregate data for the whole population. The incidence of poverty correlates to the structure of household. The greater likelihood a household is headed by a single female indicates a dramatically increased incidence of poverty.


Figure 8.1 Poverty Rate by Race and Hispanic Origin: 1959–20192
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Figure 8.2 Ratio of Proportion in Poverty Relative to Total Population by Race and Hispanic Origin: 1959–20193

[image: Image]



Table 8.1 People in Poverty by Type of Family: 20194




	Persons in primary families in the U.S. (1000s)

	263,696






	Number below poverty

	22,431




	Percent below poverty

	8.5




	Persons in married-couple families

	198,495




	Number below poverty

	9,036




	Percent below poverty

	4.6




	Persons in families with female householder, no spouse present

	46,255




	Number below poverty

	11,262




	Percent below poverty

	24.3




	Persons in families with male householder, no spouse present

	18,946




	Number below poverty

	2,133




	Percent below poverty

	11.3






Source: Semega et al., “Income and Poverty in the United States: 2019,” 58, Table B-2.




Table 8.2 People in Poverty by Race and Type of Family: 20195




	WHITE ALONE






	Persons in primary families (1000s)

	200,954




	Number below poverty

	14,295




	Percent below poverty

	7.1




	Persons in families with female householder, no spouse present

	27,848




	Percent of total persons in families

	13.9




	Number below poverty

	6,007




	Percent below poverty

	21.6




	BLACK ALONE




	Persons in primary families (1000s)

	34,033




	Number below poverty

	5,777




	Percent below poverty

	17.0




	Persons in families with female householder, no spouse present

	13,939




	Percent of total persons in families

	41.0




	Number below poverty

	4,118




	Percent below poverty

	29.5






Source: Semega et al., “Income and Poverty in the United States: 2019,” 61, 63, Table B-5.



The correlation between family structure and the incidence of poverty appears to hold true for both white Americans and American blacks. The difference is that among blacks there is a dramatically higher incidence of families headed by a single female. Among whites, individuals in single female headed households represent 13.9 percent of all individuals in families; among blacks, they represent 41 percent. Furthermore, per the Statista Research Department, in 2019 the percentage of black families headed by a married couple living below the poverty line was 6.4 percent, 1.4 percent below the national average for all families.6

Data from the National Center for Education Statistics, as shown in Figure 8.3, indicate the percentage of children under age 18 living in poverty by race/ethnicity and family structure.


Figure 8.3 Percentage of Children under Age 18 in Families Living in  Poverty, by Child’s Race/Ethnicity and Family Structure: 20197
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The connection between family structure and poverty appears to be fundamental, transcending racial and ethnic differences. This leads us to hypothesize that a higher incidence of households not headed by married couples may be an overlooked determinant of the higher incidence of poverty among American blacks.

If we accept family structure as a key determinant in the incidence of poverty, we must then ask why American blacks have such a disproportionately lower incidence of households headed by married couples. This question leads us to consider the incidences of abortion and out-of-wedlock births, which are related to the issue of family structure.


Abortion

The breakdown of the incidence of abortion in 2018 by race, according to the CDC Abortion Surveillance Report published in 2020, is shown in Table 8.3.

Roughly one third of all abortions in the United States are among non-Hispanic black women, with the result that this group has the highest abortion rate (number of abortions per 1,000 women) as well as the highest abortion ratio (number of abortions per 1,000 live births). Non-Hispanic black women have an abortion rate 3.4 times higher than that of non-Hispanic white women and an abortion ratio 3.0 times higher than that of non-Hispanic white women.10



Table 8.3 Reported Abortions, by Known Race/Ethnicity: 20188





	White

	38.7%






	Black

	33.6%




	Hispanic

	20%




	Other

	7.7%








Source: Katherine Kortsmit et al., “Abortion Surveillance—United States, 2018,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, MMWR Surveillance Summaries 69, no. 7 (November 2020): 19, Table 5, https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/ss/pdfs/ss6907a1-H.pdf.




Table 8.4 Reported Abortions, by Known Marital Status: 20189





	Married women

	14.8%






	Unmarried women

	85.2%








Source: Kortsmit et al., “Abortion Surveillance—United States, 2018,” 20, Table 6.



The breakdown of abortion by marital status, per the CDC, is shown in Table 8.4.

Again, the factor of marriage enters the picture, with the number of abortions among unmarried women amounting to more than five times the number of abortions among married women.



Out-of-Wedlock Births

According to a report issued by the National Center for Health Statistics, unmarried births in 2019 break down as shown in Table 8.5.



Table 8.5 Births to Unmarried Women, by Race and Hispanic Origin of Mother: 201911




	Race/Ethnicity

	Births to Unmarried Women

	Total Births

	%






	White

	540,981

	1,915,912

	28




	Black

	383,774

	548,075

	70




	Hispanic

	461,730

	886,467

	52




	Other (American Indian/Alaska Native; Asian; Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander)

	52,482

	276,989

	19




	All races and origins

	1,498,113

	3,747,540

	40






Source: Joyce A. Martin et al., “Births: Final Data for 2019,” National Vital Statistics Reports 70, no. 2 (March 2021): https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr70/nvsr70-02-508.pdf, 27, Table 9; 13, Table 1.





Figure 8.4 The Decoupling of Marriage and Childbearing12
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We see in Figure 8.4, from Pew Research, that the out-of-wedlock birth rate appears to level off by 2014. But the apparent gap between the black rate and the white rate remains significant, and the growth slope for black mothers appears to have slowed relative to the growth slopes for other groups.



Marriage

The Institute for Family Studies reports that since 1970 there has been dramatic increase in the incidence of never-married Americans and dramatic drops in the percentage of American adults that are married, as shown in Figure 8.5.


Figure 8.5 Share of Never-Married Adults Reaches New High13
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In Figure 8.6, from Pew Research, we see that in 1960, the percentage of white Americans and American blacks that had been never married was almost identical. By 2012, a gap of 20 points had emerged. From 1960 to 2012, the percentage of never-married black American adults increased by 300 percent, while the percentage of never-married white adults increased by 100 percent. This is significant, for it demonstrates that the disparity in marriage rates between white Americans and American blacks is a relatively recent development.



Poverty, Family, and Race

We observe that, since the 1960s, a dramatic decline in traditional family structure in all American families has occurred. The percentage of married Americans has declined dramatically and the percentage of babies born to women not married has increased dramatically. If we see the breakdown of traditional marriage and family structure in America as a pathology, the whole nation, regardless of race or ethnic background, suffers from this pathology and from the high rates of abortion and out-of-wedlock births that it tends to produce. However, this pathology has struck American blacks far more severely than other communities.


Figure 8.6 Share of Never-Married Adults, Growing Race Gap14
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If the problem we are trying to better understand is the incidence of poverty, and if we conclude that high poverty rates relate to the breakdown of traditional family structure, then we must in turn consider what is causing family breakdown. We have two questions before us:


	What is driving the breakdown of family in America?

	Why has this pathology struck American blacks so much more severely than other groups?





Changing Values

Polling data show the clear change in values in America over the last twenty years, such that the importance of traditional values has dramatically deteriorated.

Consider the data in Tables 8.6 and 8.7, from Gallup:



Table 8.6 Changes in Perception of Moral Acceptability15




	Percent saying morally acceptable, by year






	

	2001

	2015

	2020




	Gay/lesbian relations

	40*

	63

	66




	Having baby outside of marriage

	45*

	61

	66




	Sex between unmarried man/woman

	53*

	68

	72




	Divorce

	59*

	71

	77




	Abortion

	42*

	45

	44






*First measured in 2002

Source: Megan Brenan, “Record-Low 54% in U.S. Say Death Penalty Morally Acceptable,” Gallup, June 23, 2020, https://news.gallup.com/poll/312929/record-low-say-death-penalty-morally-acceptable.aspx; Frank Newport, “Americans Continue to Shift Left on Key Moral Issues,” Gallup, May 26, 2015, https://news.gallup.com/poll/183413/americans-continue-shift-left-key-moral-issues.aspx.




Table 8.7 Moral Acceptability of Out-of-Wedlock Births—Changes Over Time16




	Is it important for couples with children to legally marry?






	

	2006

	2013

	2020




	% saying very important

	49

	38

	29




	% saying not too/not important

	23

	35

	40






Source: Jeffrey M. Jones, “Is Marriage Becoming Irrelevant?” Gallup, December 28, 2020, https://news.gallup.com/poll/316223/fewer-say-important-parents-married.aspx.




Table 8.8 Americans More Likely to Say Career Enjoyment Key to a Fulfilling Life than Marriage17




	Percent saying essential/important/not important, for men and women






	

	Essential

	Important, but not essential

	Not important




	Marriage

	For a man

	16

	54

	29




	For a woman

	17

	54

	28




	Having children

	For a man

	16

	58

	25




	For a woman

	22

	57

	21




	Having a job/career they enjoy

	For a man

	57

	39

	3




	For a woman

	46

	48

	5






Source: Amanda Barroso, “More than Half of Americans Say Marriage Is Important but not Essential to Leading a Fulfilling Life,” Pew Research Center, February 14, 2020, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/02/14/more-than-half-of-americans-say-marriage-is-important-but-not-essential-to-leading-a-fulfillinglife/.



Table 8.8 presents data from Pew Research based on polling done in 2019.

We can see just over the last twenty years a dramatic deterioration of the traditional values essential to maintaining marriage and traditional family structure. We suggest that these changes are likely related to deeper shifts in cultural philosophies and attitudes, most notably the rejection of Christian moral teaching and the prevalence of materialism.

For perspective and contrast, here are the words of Alexis de Tocqueville, describing the reality of the young American nation in 1835, from his classic work Democracy in America:


America is, however, still the place in the world where the Christian religion has most preserved genuine power over souls; and nothing shows better how useful and natural to man it is in our day, since the country in which it exercises the greatest empire is at the same time the most enlightened and free.

Therefore one cannot say that in the United States religion exerts an influence on laws or on the details of political opinions, but it directs mores, and it is in regulating the family that it works to regulate the state.

Of the world’s countries, America is surely the one where the bond of marriage is most respected and where they have conceived the highest and most just idea of conjugal happiness.18





Why Have Things Changed?

How do we account for the dramatic change that has taken place since Tocqueville recorded his observations in 1835? It is, of course, far easier to describe what happened than to explain why. We can point to fundamental changes that have occurred over time with regard to the general understanding of our Constitution and the extent to which it limits the role of government in American society. We may also observe changes in Americans regarding attitudes toward religion.

We have gone from an understanding of the United States defined fundamentally as a free country, where individuals are granted freedom to exercise self-government and personal responsibility and our Constitution limits the ability of government to infringe on that freedom, to the belief that government itself should be a primary means for improving people’s quality of life.

This is a far cry from how America’s founders defined the role of government, as written in the Declaration of Independence:


We hold these Truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness, —That to secure these Rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the Consent of the Governed, that whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its Foundation on such Principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.



In the founding vision of America, the truth of human nature precedes the institution of government. Citizens form government to protect their life, liberty, and agency (pursuit of happiness), and to secure equality under the law which reflects the truth that all people are equal before God. The source of the truths articulated in the Declaration of Independence is God, our Creator and wise Governor.

In a departure from the initial understanding that government’s job is to protect our God-given freedom, especially the freedom to practice true religion, the government itself is now seen as the source of freedom. For some, indeed, government has become the new religion.

Consider the words of the late Claremont Institute scholar Harry V. Jaffa, in his classic essay “The American Founding as the Best Regime”:


The Preamble of the Constitution crowns its enumeration of the ends of the Constitution by declaring as its purpose “to secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity”…Alone among the ends of the constitution, to secure liberty is called a securing of “blessings.” What is a blessing is what is good in the eyes of God. It is a good whose possession—by the common understanding of mankind—belongs properly only to those who deserve it.19



Jaffa noted that the blessing of liberty comes to those who deserve it, and Tocqueville pointed out that the Christianity that prevailed in the lives of Americans in the early nineteenth century provided the means, as it was incorporated in individual behavior, for Americans to act worthily of their freedom.

Today, Americans’ sense that government is not a tool for protecting their freedom, rather the vehicle for improving their lives, is reflected in federal expenditures. Figure 8.7, from American Enterprise Institute economist and blogger Mark Perry, illustrates this well.

Prior to 1960, some 15 percent of the federal budget consisted of transfer payments. Today transfer payments—the federal government taxing one set of citizens and transferring the revenue to another set of citizens—make up almost 70 percent of the federal budget. Government has become the source and substance of many Americans’ lives. We may posit a connection between the data above and Figure 8.8, from Gallup, which captures changes in Americans’ attitudes regarding the importance of religion in their lives.


Figure 8.7 Composition of U.S. Federal Outlays, 1952–202020
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Figure 8.8 A Majority Still Say Religion Is Important in Their Lives21
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Note that in the 1950s/1960s, almost three quarters of Americans said religion was “very important” in the own lives. By the end of the 1970s, this had dropped to about half. We might turn back to the words of Tocqueville: “Therefore one cannot say that in the United States religion exerts an influence on laws or on the details of political opinions, but it directs mores, and it is in regulating the family that it works to regulate the state.” Conversely, we suggest that as Americans turn less to religion to regulate their lives, they turn more to government.



Enter Roe v. Wade

Exactly in the middle of this period of dramatic change, the Roe v. Wade decision of 1973 legalized abortion on demand.

Was Roe v. Wade the result of dramatic change in attitudes among Americans regarding the importance of religion and of the acceleration of government dependence? Or was it the cause? Causation likely runs in both directions. But it is safe to say that the decision made a dramatic difference in the behavior and attitudes among American regarding the importance of marriage and family and played a role in bringing about the deleterious results that have already been discussed.




The Constitution and “General Welfare”

We must also point out that the turn to more government has been enabled by Supreme Court decisions that significantly attenuated constitutional limits on the federal government’s taxing and spending. A watershed moment occurred in 1937 in the Supreme Court’s decision Helvering v. Davis, in which the constitutionality of the new Social Security Act, signed into law by President Roosevelt in 1936, was challenged. In Helvering v. Davis, the Court decided that it is within the purview of the Constitution for Congress to redistribute wealth in the form of “payments to individuals,” as depicted in Figure 8.7. This was a reinterpretation of the General Welfare clause of the Constitution, Article I, Section 8:


The Congress shall have the power to lay and collect taxes, duties, imposts and excises, to pay the debts and provide for the common defense and general welfare.



Prior to Helvering, “general welfare” was understood to be a “catch-all” phrase concerning the other explicit tax and spend authorities given to Congress. Helvering, in finding the Social Security Act constitutional, opened the door to understanding “general welfare” as a specific spending authority for Congress in itself. One might say this opened the door to today’s massive welfare state.

How do we understand the change from the America described by Tocqueville, in which religion is the regulator of individual behavior and government exists to protect religion and individual freedom, to an America where government can enter and direct individual lives as long as one can rationalize that the measures taken are for the sake of the “general welfare”? The “chicken” and the “egg” are hard to identify. We can only say the change has happened, with profound implications for the American republic.

We might also point out that Social Security, which essentially played the midwife for the modern welfare state, is an unsustainable system due to the social problems associated with the welfare state. Because Social Security is financed by payroll taxes collected from those working, the viability of the system is predicated on stability of the nation’s fertility rate—which largely determines the number of working Americans per retiree collecting benefits. In fact, because of breakdown of marriage and family, fertility rates in America have dropped. Per the Social Security Trustees 2020 report, changes in the number of working Americans per retirees collecting benefits over time is shown in Table 8.9.

Per this analysis, Social Security will have insufficient funds to meet obligations by 2034, just 13 years from now.



Table 8.9 Covered Workers and Beneficiaries, Calendar Years 1945–204022





	1945

	41.9






	1950

	16.5




	1960

	5.1




	1970

	3.7




	1980

	3.2




	2019

	2.8




	Projected




	2030

	2.4




	2040

	2.2








Source: OASDI Trustees, “The 2020 Annual Report of the Board of Trustees of the Federal Old-Age and Survivors Insurance and Federal Disability Insurance Trust Funds,” April 22, 2020, https://www.ssa.gov/oact/tr/2020/tr2020.pdf, 62, Table IV.B3.





Why Disproportionately among Blacks?

Why has the pathology that has afflicted the whole nation, leading to breakdown of family and the exacerbation of poverty, so disproportionately affected black America? In keeping with the spirit of analytical humility which we have tried to maintain throughout this discussion, we can only suggest, not definitively explain, why this is the case.

To summarize the picture we have developed thus far:


	Poverty in America appears to correlate strongly with family structure. The less likely a household is headed by a married couple, the higher the incidence of poverty.

	We observe dramatic deterioration in marriage and the traditional family in the United States beginning in the 1960s.

	We propose that deterioration of marriage and the traditional family is a result of changes in attitudes both toward religion and toward government.

	These changes in attitude were strengthened, accelerated, and enabled by Supreme Court decisions which weakened constitutional restrictions on federal government involvement in individual lives.



This crisis has disproportionately impacted the lives of American blacks. Family breakdown has been much more severe, abortion more widespread, and out-of-marriage births more common compared to national averages.

Why has the impact on American blacks been more severe? We suggest that it is relevant to consider that the civil rights movement in the mid-1960s coincided with a time when belief in big government was accelerating and belief in traditional values was deteriorating. Precisely when black reality in America was being “reinvented,” it was increasingly accepted that the government should step in aggressively to “help” disadvantaged groups, including American blacks.

In a five-year window from 1963 to 1968, under the presidency of Lyndon Johnson, almost 200 pieces of legislation were enacted into law as part of what Johnson called “the Great Society.” These included, as reported in the Washington Post:


Medicare and Medicaid; food stamps; urban renewal; the first broad federal investment in elementary and high school education; Head Start and college aid; an end to what was essentially a whites-only immigration policy; landmark consumer safety and environmental regulations; funding that gave voice to community action groups; and an all-out War on Poverty.23



It was in the midst of all this that the civil rights movement came to fruition and the Civil Rights Act became law.

President Johnson spoke at Howard University in 1965, on the occasion of signing the Voting Rights Act, and shared his vision that freedom was an insufficient answer for American blacks to move forward in America:


But freedom is not enough. You do not wipe away the scars of centuries by saying: Now you are free to go where you want, and do as you desire, and choose the leaders you please.

You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by chains and liberate 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 to open the gates of opportunity. All our citizens must have the ability to walk through those gates.24



We might note that the civil rights movement was animated by the imagery of the Bible. It was inspired by the story of the Hebrew slaves in Egypt, and Moses telling Pharoah, “Let my people go.” In this sense, the biblical story has a message similar to the message of President Johnson. Freedom is more than just breaking the chains of bondage. The message of Moses to Pharaoh, however, was to let the people go so they could leave and worship their God. The aspiration to freedom was the aspiration to self-govern.

The message of President Johnson undermined the people’s confidence in their capacity to self-govern. This message contributed to a culture among American blacks, post–civil rights movement, that reflected the conviction that they did not have the tools to live free. They needed the government to provide what was necessary for life.

A Census Bureau report in 2015 summarized participation of the general population in government mean-tested programs from 2009 to 2012. According to the report, an average of 21.3 percent of the American population participated in these programs per month. However, the highest rate of participation was among American blacks, 41.6 percent of whom participated in government assistance programs in a given month.25

Additionally, surveys show that American blacks believe, to a higher degree than other Americans, that a more active government is necessary. Consider the results of the 2019 Pew Research survey shown in Figure 8.9.

It is worth noting, however, that although black attitudes about government activism are very much in line with general opinion within the Democratic Party (with whom American blacks largely vote), on issues touching on religion and morality, black attitudes are not in line with most Democrats, as shown in Figures 8.10 and 8.11.

These figures gesture at the spiritual and moral strength that persists in communities of American blacks despite the social and economic difficulties some among them face. Politicians and elites should trust these communities to govern themselves instead of imposing secular ideals on them and claiming that they cannot flourish without additional intervention from the federal government.


Figure 8.9 Wide Racial, Age, and Partisan Differences on Role of Government26

[image: Image]



Conclusions

In thinking about the problem of poverty in America, we should direct more focus toward family structure and marriage. The deterioration of marriage and the traditional family has been particularly severe in black America and is likely one of the main culprits behind persistently high poverty rates.


Figure 8.10 Wide Racial Difference among Democrats on Whether Belief in God Is Necessary to Be Moral27
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Figure 8.11 Black Democrats Far Less Likely than White Democrats to Say Legalizing Same-Sex Marriage Is a Good Thing28

[image: Image]

We suggest that deterioration of family in black America relates to the widespread adoption of attitudes among American blacks, beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, that they should welcome government direction of their lives. Despite high church attendance in black America, the culture of government dependence has pervaded many low-income black communities.

It is an unfortunate historical fact that the civil rights movement coincided with the prevalence of a certain cultural arrogance which deemphasized religion and pretended that the federal government could solve all social ills. Also contributing to the problem were changes in the understanding of the U.S. Constitution that made possible a vast new welfare state, in which blacks would disproportionately participate. Legalization of abortion, too, wreaked havoc in black marriages and black families. Other relevant court decisions not addressed in this discussion, beginning in the 1950s and continuing to the present, marginalized religion in the public square in America. All these developments hastened the breakdown of the healthy American social and political order that Tocqueville praised, taking an especially large toll on American blacks.

Going forward, if we wish to see American blacks reach their potential, restore family, escape poverty, and build wealth, we recommend raising awareness among black civil and religious leadership about the destructiveness of a culture of government reliance. We also urge policy reforms in education, housing, retirement savings, health care, and elsewhere that will diminish the influence of government in the lives of American blacks and increase the scope of freedom and choice in all areas of private life.
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Note: To counteract selective reporting of mixed backgrounds on the race and Hispanic-origin census
questions, these expanded mixed categories take into account ancestry data as well. See text discussion.

Source: 2017 American Community Survey data, courtesy of IPUMS (Ruggles et al. 2019).
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Note: Based on young adults’ outcomes by age 28. Other type of family structures are not shown because of

small sample size.
Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97).
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Note: Data restricted to infants with both parents in household.
Source: 2017 American Community Survey data, courtesy of IPUMS (Ruggles et al. 2019).
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Note: Based on young adults’ outcomes by age 28. Other type of family structures are not shown because of
small sample size.
Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97).
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Note: Data LOESS smoothed: .20.
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Note: Expenditure data include estimates of federal expenditures in ten-year intervals from 1960 to 2000 and
annually from 2008 to 2018 according to source methodology. Consumption poverty data are available for
1960, 1972, 1973, 1980, 1981, and annually for 1983 according to source’s methodology.

Source: Expenditure data come from Kids’ Share Report: Analyzing Federal Expenditures on Children, Urban
Institute, 2010, 2011, 2013-19, https://www.urban.org/ policy-centers/cross-center-initiatives/kids-contex/
projects/kids-share-analyzing-federal.
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Note: Data LOESS smoothed: .2.
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White, Single Parent - $60,730

Note: Households headed by a “widowed” parent were excluded from analyses.

Source: Author’s calculations from Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, “Survey of Consumer
Finances (SCF),” 2019, https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scfindex.htm.
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Note: The line shows the annual rate of marriage across the major lines of race and Hispanic origin among
newlyweds.

Source: Livingston and Brown 2017, data courtesy of Anna Brown.
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Note: Households headed by a “widowed” parent were excluded from analyses.
Source: Author’s calculations from Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, “Survey of Consumer
Finances (SCF),” 2019, https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scfindex.htm.
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Note: Each point on the line indicates the foreign-born percentage at the end of the decade.
Sources: Office of Immigration Statistics, Yearbook of Immigration Statistics (various years); National

Academies of Sciences 2015.
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Harvard’s admissions data revealed astonishing racial disparities in admission rates among similarly qualified
applicants. SFFA’'s expert testified that applicants with the same “academic index” (a metric created by Harvard
based on test scores and GPA) had widely different admission rates by race.

Admit Rates by Race/Ethnicity and Academic Decile

Academic Asian African All
Decile White American American Hispanic Applicants
10 15.3% 12.7% 56.1% 31.3% 14.6%
] 10.8% 7.6% 54.6% 26.2% 10.4%
8 7.5% 5.1% 44.5% 22.9% 8.2%
7 4.8% 4.0% 41.1% 17.3% 6.6%
6 4.2% 2.5% 29.7% 13.7% 5.6%
5 2.6% 1.9% 22.4% 9.1% 4.4%
4 1.8% 0.9% 12.8% 5.5% 3.3%
3 0.6% 0.6% 5.2% 2.0% 1.7%
2 0.4% 0.2% 1.0% 0.3% 0.5%
1 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

App. 179-80; J.A.6008-09. For example, an Asian American in the fourth-lowest decile has virtually no chance
of being admitted to Harvard (0.9%); but an African American in that decile has a higher chance of admission
(12.8%) than an Asian American in the top decile (12.7%).
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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Note: The data for 2017 and beyond reflect the implementation of an updated processing system. The data for
2013 and beyond reflect the implementation of redesigned income questions. Data for Blacks is not available
from 1960 to 1965. Historical estimates for Asians, Blacks and non-Hispanic Whites are adjusted to account
for the significant impact of these survey redesigns. The adjusted series accounts for the impact of these
recent improvements over the entire data series. This adjustment is not made in our official publications and
table packages because it requires the assumption that the impact of the data improvements would have

been identical in all years, an assumption that is less likely to be accurate in years further away from these
methodology changes.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 1960 to 2020 Annual Social and Economic
Supplement (CPS ASEC).
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Source: Piketty, Saez, and Zucman, QJEcon, May 2018. Data LOESS smoothed: .2.
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Source: Piketty, Saez, and Zucman, QJEcon, May 2018. Data LOESS smoothed: .2.
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Source: Berman, “The Long Run Evolution of Absolute Intergenerational Mobility,” Data LOESS smoothed: .25.
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Note: Data LOESS smoothed: .2.
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Source: Jeffrey B. Lewis et al., Congressional Roll-Call Votes Database (2019).
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Source: Azzimonti, “Partisan Conflict and Private Investment.” Data LOESS smoothed: .25.
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Source: Federal Reserve Board, 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances.
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36% of young Black women from intact, two-parent
families have graduated from college compared to
just 28% of young white women from single-parent
families.

14% of young Black men from intact, two-parent

families have been incarcerated, compared to 18%
of young white men from single-parent families.

Source: The Institute for Family Studies, 2021.






