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THE FAILURE OF BLACK SEPARATISM

The politics of race may foster the illusion of action and social progress, but the real
well-being of America’s Negroes depends on a revamping of the economy that

will bring benefit to all.

We are living in an age of revolution—or so
they tell us. The children of the affluent
classes pay homage to their parents’ values by re-
jecting them; this, they say, is a youth revolution.
The discussion and display of sexuality increases—
actors disrobe on stage, young women very nearly
do on the street—and so we are in the midst of a
sexual revolution. Tastes in music and clothing
change, and each new fashion too is revolutionary.
With every new social phenomenon now being
dubbed a “revolution,” the term has in fact become
nothing more than a slogan which serves to take
our minds off an unpleasant reality. For if we were
not careful, we might easily forget that there is a
conservative in the White House, that our country
is racially polarized as never before, and that the
forces of liberalism are in disarray. Whatever there
is of revolution today, in any meaningful sense of
the term, is coming from the Right.

But we are also told—and with far greater ur-
gency and frequency—that there is a black revolu-
tion. If by revolution we mean a radical escalation
of black aspirations and demands, this is surely
the case. There is a new assertion of pride in the
Negro race and its cultural heritage, and although
the past summer was marked by the lack of any
major disruptions, there is among blacks a tendency
more pronounced than at any time in Negro history
to engage in violence and the rhetoric of violence.
Yet if we look closely at the situation of Negroes
today, we find that there has been not the least
revolutionary reallocation of political or economic
power. There is, to be sure, an increase in the num-
ber of black elected officials throughout the United
States and particularly in the South, but this has
largely been the result of the 1965 Voting Rights

Act, which was passed before the “revolution”
reached its height and the renewal of which the
present Administration has not advocated with any
noticeable enthusiasm. Some reallocation of politi-
cal power has indeed taken place since the Presiden-
tial election of 1964, but generally its beneficiaries
have been the Republicans and the anti-Negro
forces. Nor does this particular trend show much
sign. of abating. Nixon’s attempt to reverse the lib-
eral direction of the Supreme Court has just begun.
Moreover, in the 1970 Senate elections, 25 of the 34
seats to be contested were originally won by the
Democrats in the great liberal surge of 1964, when
the political picture was quite different from that
of today. And if the Democrats only break even in
1970, the Republicans will control the Senate for
the first time since 1954. A major defeat would
leave the Democrats weaker than they have been
at any time since the conservative days of the
1920s.

There has been, it is true, some moderate im-
provement in the economic condition of Negroes,
but by no stretch of the imagination could it be
called revolutionary. According to Andrew Brim-
mer of the Federal Reserve System, the median
family income of Negroes between 1965 and 1967
rose from 54 per cent to 59 per cent of that for white
families. Much of that gain reflected a decrease in
the rate of Negro unemployment. But between
February and June of 1969, Negro unemployment
rose again by 1.3 per cent and should continue to
rise as Nixon presses his crusade against inflation.
The Council of Economic Advisers reports that in
the past eight years the federal government has
spent $10.3 billion on metropolitan problems while
it has spent $39.9 billion on agriculture, not to men-
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tion, of course, $507.2 billion for defense. In the
area of housing, for instance, New York City needs
at the present time as many new subsidized apart-
ments—780,000—as the federal housing program
has constructed nationally in its entire thirty-four
years. The appropriations for model cities, rent sup-
plements, the Job Corps, the Neighborhood Youth
Corps, and other programs have been drastically
reduced, and the Office of Economic Opportunity
is being' transformed into a research agency.
Nixon’s welfare and revenue-sharing proposals, in
addition to being economically stringent, so that
they will have little or no effect on the condition of
the Northern urban poor, are politically and philo-
sophically conservative.

Any appearance that we are in the grip of a black
revolution, then, is deceptive. The problem is not
whether black aspirations are outpacing America’s
ability to respond but whether they have outpaced
her willingness to do so. Lately it has been taken
almost as axiomatic that with every increase in
Negro demands, there must be a corresponding in-
tensification of white resistance. This proposition
implies that only black complacency can prevent
racial polarization, that any political action by
Negroes must of necessity produce a reaction. But
such a notion ignores entirely the question of what
kind of political action, guided by what kind of
political strategy. One can almost assert as a law
of American politics that if Negroes engage in
violence as a tactic they will be met with repression,
that if they follow a strategy of racial separatism
they will be isolated, and that if they engage in anti-
democratic activity, out of the deluded wish to skirt
the democratic process, they will provoke a reac-
tion. To the misguided, violence, separatism, and
minority ultimatums may seem revolutionary, but
in reality they issue only from the desperate striv-
ings of the impotent. Certainly such tactics are not
designed to enhance the achievement of progressive
social change. Recent American political history
has proved this point time and again with brutal
clarity.

The irony of the revolutionary rhetoric uttered
in behalf of Negroes is that it has helped in fact
to promote conservatism. On the other hand, of
course, the reverse is also true: the failure of Amer-
ica to respond to the demands of Negroes has fos-
tered in the minds of the latter a sense of futility
and has thus seemed to legitimize a strategy of
withdrawal and violence. Other things have been
operating as well. The fifteen years since Brown vs.
Topeka have been for Negroes a period of enor-
mous dislocation. The modernization of farming in
the South forced hundreds of thousands of Negroes
to migrate to the North where they were confronted
by a second technological affliction, automation.
Without jobs, living in cities equipped to serve
neither their material nor spiritual needs, these
modern-day immigrants responded to their brutal
new world with despair and hostility. The civil-
rights movement created an even more fundamental
social dislocation, for it destroyed not simply the
legal structure of segregation but also the psycho-
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logical assumptions of racism. Young Negroes who
matured during this period witnessed a basic chal-
lenge to the system of values and social relations
which had presumed the inferiority of the Negro.
They have totally rejected this system, but in doing
so have often substituted for it an exaggerated and
distorted perception both of themselves and of the
society. As if to obliterate the trace of racial shame
that might be. lurking in their souls they have em-
braced racial chauvinism. And as if in reply to past
exclusions (and often in response to present in-
securities), they have created their own patterns
of exclusiveness.

The various frustrations and upheavals experi-
enced recently by the Negro community account in
large part for the present political orientation of
some of its most vocal members: seeing their im-
mediate self-interest more in the terms of emotional
release than in those of economic and political ad-
vancement. One is supposed to think black, dress
black, eat black, and buy black without reference to
the question of what such a program actually con-
tributes to advancing the cause of social justice.
Since real victories are thought to be unattainable,
issues become important in so far as they can pro-
vide symbolic victories. Dramatic confrontations
are staged which serve as outlets for radical energy
but which in no way further the achievement of
radical social goals. So that, for instance, members
of the black community are mobilized to pursue
the “victory” of halting construction of a state
office building in Harlem, even though it is hard
to see what actual economic or social benefit will be
conferred on the impoverished residents of that
community by their success in doing so.

Such actions constitute a politics of escape rooted
in hopelessness and further reinforced by govern-
ment inaction. Deracinated liberals may roman-
ticize this politics, nihilistic New Leftists may
imitate it, but it is ordinary Negroes who will be
the victims of its powerlessness to work any genuine
change in their condition.

he call for Black Power is now over three years
old, yet to this day no one knows what Black
Power is supposed to mean and therefore how its
proponents are to unite and rally behind it. If one
is a member of CORE, Black Power posits the need
for a separate black economy based upon tradi-
tional forms of capitalist relations. For SNCC the
term refers to a politically united black community.
US would emphasize the unity of black culture,
while the Black Panthers wish to impose upon black
nationalism the philosophies of Marx, Lenin, Stalin,
and Chairman Mao. Nor do these exhaust all the
possible shades and gradations of meaning. If there
is one common theme uniting the various demands
for Black Power, it is simply that blacks must be
guided in their actions by a consciousness of them-
selves as a separate race.
Now, philosophies of racial solidarity have never
been unduly concerned with the realities that oper-
ate outside the category of race. The adherents of



these philosophies are generally romantics, steeped
in the traditions of their own particular clans and
preoccupied with the simple biological verities of
blood and racial survival. Almost invariably their
rallying cry is racial self-determination, and they
tend to ignore those aspects of the material world
which point up divisions within the racially de-
fined group.

But the world of black Americans is full of divi-
sions. Only the most supine of optimists would
dream of building a political movement without
reference to them. Indeed, nothing better illustrates
the existence of such divisions within the black
community than the fact that the separatists them-
selves represent a distinct minority among Negroes.
No reliable poll has ever identified more than 15
per cent of Negroes as separatists; usually the
percentage is a good deal lower. Nor, as I have
already indicated, are the separatists unified among
themselves, the differences among them at times
being so intense as to lead to violent conflict. The
notion of the undifferentiated black community is
the intellectual creation of both whites—liberals as
well as racists to whom all Negroes are the same—
and of certain small groups of blacks who illegiti-
mately claim to speak for the majority.

The fact is that like every other racial or ethnic
group in America, Negroes are divided by age,
class, and geography. Young Negroes are at least
as hostile toward their elders as white New Leftists
are toward their liberal parents. They are in addi-
tion separated by vast gaps in experience, Northern

BOB ADELMAN

from Southern, urban from rural. And even more
profound are the disparities in wealth among them.
In contrast to the white community, where the
spread of income has in recent years remained un-
changed or has narrowed slightly, economic differ-
entials among blacks have increased. In 1965, for
example, the wealthiest 5 per cent of white and non-
white families each received 15.5 per cent of the
total income in their respective communities. In
1967, however, the percentage of white income re-
ceived by the top 5 per cent of white families had
dropped to 14.9 per cent while among non-whites
the share of income of the top 5 per cent of the
families had risen to 17.5 per cent. This trend prob-
ably reflects the new opportunities which are avail-
able to black professionals in industry, government,
and academia, but have not touched the condi-
tion of lower-class and lower-middle-class Negroes.

To Negroes for whom race is the major criterion,
however, divisions by wealth and status are irrele-
vant. Consider, for instance, the proposals for black
economic advancement put forth by the various
groups of black nationalists. These proposals are
all remarkably similar. For regardless of one’s par-
ticular persuasion—whether a revolutionary or a
cultural nationalist or an unabashed black capital-
ist—once one confines one’s analysis to the ghetto,
no proposal can extend beyond a strategy for ghetto
development and black enterprise. This explains in
part the recent popularity of black capitalism and,
to a lesser degree, black cooperatives: once both
the economic strategy and goal are defined in terms
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of black self-determination, there is simply not
much else available in the way of ideas.

here are other reasons for the popularity of

black capitalism, reasons having to do with
material and psychological self-interest. E. Franklin
Frazier has written that Negro business is “a social
myth” first formulated toward the end of the nine-
teenth century when the legal structure of segre-
gation was established and Negro hopes for equality
destroyed. History has often shown us that oppres-
sion can sometimes lead to a rationalization of the
unjust conditions on the part of the oppressed and
following on this, to an .opportunistic competition
among them for whatever meager advantages are
available. This is, according to Frazier, exactly
what happened among American Negroes. The
myth of Negro business was created and tied to a
belief in the possibility of a separate Negro econ-
omy. “Of course,” wrote Frazier, “behind the idea
of the separate Negro economy is the hope of the
black bourgeoisie that they will have the monopoly
of the Negro market.” He added that they also

_desire “a privileged status within the isolated

Negro community.”

Nor are certain Negro businessmen the only ones
who stand to gain from a black economy protected
by the tariff of separatism. There are also those
among the white upper class for whom such an
arrangement is at least as beneficial. In the first
place, self-help projects for the ghetto, of which
black capitalism is but one variety, are inexpensive.
They involve no large-scale redistribution of re-
sources, no “inflationary” government expendi-
tures, and above all, no responsibility on the part
of whites. These same upper-class whites may have
been major exploiters of black workers in the past,
they may have been responsible for policies which
helped to create ghetto poverty, but now, under the
new dispensations of black separatism, they are
being asked to do little more by way of reparation
than provide a bit of seed money for a few small
ghetto enterprises.

Moreover, a separate black economy appears to
offer hope for what Roy Innis has called “a new
social contract.” According to Innis’s theory, the
black community is essentially a colony ruled by
outsiders; there can be no peace between the colony
and the “mother country” until the former is ruled
by some of its own. When the colony is finally
“liberated” in this way, all conflicts can be resolved
through negotiation between the black ruling class
and the white ruling class. Any difficulties within
the black community, that is, would become the
responsibility of the black elite. But since self-
determination in the ghetto, necessitating as it
would the expansion of a propertied black middle
class, offers the advantage of social stability, such
difficulties would be minimal. How could many
whites fail to grasp the.obvious benefit to them-
selves in a program that promises social peace with-
out the social inconvenience of integration and
especially without the burden of a huge expenditure
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of money? Even if one were to accept the colonial
analogy—and it is in many ways an uninformed and
extremely foolish one—the strategy implied by it is
fatuous and unworkable. Most of the experiments
in black capitalism thus far have been total failures.
As, given the odds, they should continue to be. For
one thing, small businesses owned and run by blacks
will, exactly like their white counterparts, suffer a
high rate of failure. In fact, they will face even
greater problems than white small businesses be-
cause they will be operating in predominantly low
income areas where the clientele will be poor, the
crime rate and taxes high, and the cost of land,
labor, and insurance expensive. They will have to
charge higher prices than the large chains, a cir-
cumstance against which “Buy Black” campaigns
will in the long or even the short run have little
force. On the other hand, to create large-scale black
industry in the ghetto is unthinkable. The capital
is not available, and even if it were, there is no
vacant land. In Los Angeles, for example, the area
in which four-fifths of the Negroes and Mexican-
Americans live contains only 0.5 per cent of all the
vacant land in the city, and the problem is similar
elsewhere. Overcrowding is severe enough in the
ghetto without building up any industry there.

Another current axiom of black self-determina-
tion is the necessity for community control. Ques-
tions of ideology aside, black community control is
as futile a program as black capitalism. Assuming
that there were a cohesive, clearly identifiable black
community (which, judging by the factionalism in
neighborhoods like Harlem and Ocean Hill-Browns-
ville, is a far from safe assumption), and assuming
that the community were empowered to control the
ghetto, it would still find itself without the money
needed in order to be socially creative. The ghetto
would still be faced with the same poverty, deteri-
orated housing, unemployment, terrible health serv-
ices, and inferior schools—and this time perhaps
with the exacerbation of their being entailed in
local struggles for power. Furthermore, the control
would ultimately be illusory and would do no more
than provide psychological comfort to those who
exercise it. For in a complex technological society
there is no such thing as an autonomous community
within a large metropolitan area. Neighborhoods,
particularly poor neighborhoods, will remain de-
pendent upon outside suppliers for manufactured
goods, transportation, utilities, and other services.
There is, for instance, unemployment in the ghetto
while the vast majority of new jobs are being
created in the suburbs. If black people are to have
access to those jobs, there must be a metropolitan
transportation system that can carry them to the
suburbs cheaply and quickly. Control over the
ghetta cannot build such a system nor can it pro-
vide jobs within the ghetto.

The truth of the matter is that community control
as an idea is provincial apd as a program is ex-
tremely conservative. It appears radical to some
people because it has become the demand around
which the frustrations of the Negro community
have coalesced. In terms of its capacity to deal with



the social and economic causes of black unrest, how-
ever, its potential is strikingly limited. The call for
community control in fact represents an adjust-
ment to inequality rather than a protest against it.
Fundamentally, it is a demand for a change in the
racial composition of the personnel who administer
community institutions: that is, for schools, insti-
tutions of public and social service, and political
organizations—as all of these are presently con-
stituted—to be put into the keeping of a new class
of black officials. Thus in a very real sense, the
notion of community control bespeaks a fervent
hope that the poverty-stricken ghetto, once thought
to be a social problem crying for rectification,
might now be deemed a social good worthy of ac-
ceptance. Hosea Williams of SCLC, speaking once
of community control, unwittingly revealed the way
in which passionate self-assertion can be a mask
for accommodation: “I’'m now at the position
Booker T. Washington was about sixty or seventy
years ago,” Williams said. “I say to my brothers,
‘Cast down your buckets where you are’—and that
means there in the slums and ghettos.”

There is indeed profound truth in the observation
that people who seek social change will, in the
absence of real substantive victories, often seize
upon stylistic substitutes as an outlet for their frus-
trations.

case in point is the relation of Negroes to the
A trade-union movement. In their study The
Black W orker, published in 1930, Sterling D. Spero
and Abram L. Harris describe the resistance to
separatism among economically satisfied workers
during the heyday of Marcus Garvey:

...spokesmen of the Garvey movement went
among the faction-torn workers preaching the
doctrine of race consciousness. Despite the fact
the Garveyism won a following everywhere at
this time, the Negro longshoremen of Philadel-
phia were deaf to its pleas, for their labor move-
ment had won them industrial equality such as
colored workers nowhere else in the industry
enjoyed.

The inverse relation of black separatism and anti-
unionism to the quality of employment available to
Negroes holds true today also. In the May 1969
UAW elections, for example, black candidates won
the presidency and vice-presidency of a number of
locals. Some of the most interesting election vic-
tories were won at the Chrysler Eldon Gear and
Axle Local 961 and at Dodge #3 in Hamtramck
where the separatist Eldon Revolutionary Union
Movement (ELRUM) and Dodge Revolutionary
Union Movement (DRUM) have been active. At
both locals the DRUM and ELRUM candidates
were handily defeated by black trade unionists who
campaigned on a program of militant integration-
ism and ecgnomic justice.

This is not to say that there are not problems
within the unions which have given impetus to the

separatist movements. There are, but in the past
decade unions have taken significant steps toward
eliminating discrimination against Negroes. As
Peter Henle, the chief economist of the Bureau of
Labor Statistics, has observed:

Action has been taken to eliminate barriers to
admission, abolish discrimination in hiring prac-
tices, and negotiate changes in seniority arrange-
ments which had been blocking Negro advances
to higher-paying jobs. At the same time, unions
have given strong support to governmental
efforts in this same direction.

Certainly a good deal is left to be done in this
regard, but just as certainly the only effective pres-
sure on the unions is that which can be brought by
blacks pressing for a greater role within the trade-
union movement. Not only is separatism not a feas-
ible program, but its major effect will be to injure
black workers economically by undermining the
strength of their union. It is here that ignorance of
the economic dimension of racial injustice is most
dangerous, for a Negro, whether he be labeled a
moderate or a militant, has but two alternatives
open to him. If he defines the problem as primarily
one of race, he will ipevitably find himself the ally
of the white capitalist against the white worker.
But if, though always conscious of the play of
racial discrimination, he defines the problem as one
of poverty, he will be aligned with the white worker
against management. If he chooses the former al-
ternative, he will become no more than a pawn in
the game of divide-and-conquer played by, and for
the benefit of, management—the result of which will
hardly be self-determination but rather the depres-
sion of wages for all workers. This path was fol-
lowed by the “moderate” Booker T. Washington
who disliked unions because they were “founded
on a sort of enmity to the man by whom he [the
Negro] is employed” and by the “militant”
Marcus Garvey who wrote:

It seems strange and a paradox, but the only
convenient friend the Negro worker or laborer
has in America at the present time is the white
capitalist. The capitalist being selfish—seeking
only the largest profit out of labor—is willing
and glad to use Negro labor wherever possible
on a scale reasonably below the standard union
wage ... but if the Negro unionizes himself to
the level of the white worker, the choice and

preference of employment is given to the white
worker.

And it is being followed today by CORE, which
collaborated with the National Right to Work Com-
mittee in setting up the Black Workers Alliance.

If the Negro chooses to follow the path of inter-
racial alliances on the basis of class, as almost two
million have done today, he can achieve a certain
degree of economic dignity, which in turn offers a
genuine, if not the only, opportunity for self-deter-
mination. It was this course which A. Philip
Randolph chose in his long struggle to build a
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Negro-labor alliance, and it was also chosen by the
black sanitation workers of Memphis, Tennessee,
and the black hospital workers of Charleston, South
Carolina.

Not that I mean here to exonerate the unions of
their responsibility for discrimination. Neverthe-
less, it is essential to deal with the situation of the
black worker in terms of American economic reality.
And as long as the structure of this reality is de-
termined by the competing institutions of capital
and labor (or government and labor, as in the
growing public sector of the economy), Negroes
must place themselves on one side or the other. The
idea of racial self-determination within this con-
text is a delusion.

here are, to be sure, sources beyond that of

economic discrimination for black separatism
within the unions. DRUM, ELRUM, and similar
groups are composed primarily of young Negroes
who, like whites their age, are not as loyal to the
union as are older members, and who are also af-
fected by the new militancy which is now pervasive
among black youth generally. This militancy has to-
day found its most potent form of expression on
campus, particularly in the predominantly white
universities outside of the South. The confusion
which the movement for programs in black studies
has created on campus almost defies description.

The extremes in absurdity were reached this past

academic year at Cornell, where, on the one hand,
enraged black students were demanding a program
in black studies which included Course 300c, Physi-
cal Education: “Theory and practice in the use of
small arms and hand combat. Discussion sessions in
the proper use of force,” and where, on the other
hand, a masochistic and pusillanimous university
president placed his airplane at the disposal of two
black students so that they could go to New York
City and purchase, with $2,000 in university funds,
some bongo drums for Malcolm X Day. The foolish-
ness of the students was surpassed only by the pub-
lic-relations manipulativeness of the president.
The real tragedy of the dispute over black studies
is that whatever truly creative opportunities such a
program could offer have been either ignored or
destroyed. There is, first, the opportunity for a

" vastly expanded scholastic inquiry into the contri-

bution of Negroes to the American experience. The
history of the black man in America has been
scandalously distorted in the past, and as a field of
study it has been relegated to a second-class status,
isolated from the main themes of American history
and omitted in the historical education of American
youth. Yet now black students are preparing to re-
peat the errors of their white predecessors. They are
proposing to study black history in isolation from
the mainstream of American history; they are de-
manding separate black-studies programs that will
not be open to whites, who could benefit at least as
much as they from a knowledge of Negro history;
and they hope to permit only blacks (and perhaps
some whites who toe the line) to teach in these pro-
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grams. Unwittingly they are conceding what racist
whites all along have professed to believe, namely,
that black history is irrelevant to American history.

In other ways black students have displayed con-
tempt for black studies as an academic discipline.
Many of them, in fact, view black studies as not an
academic subject at all, but as an ideological and
political one. They propose to use black-studies pro-
grams to create a mythologized history and a sys-
tem of assertive ideas that will facilitate the political
mobilization of the black community. In addition,
they hope to educate a cadre of activists whose
present training is conceived of as a preparation for
organizational work in the ghetto. The Cornell stu-
dents made this very clear when they defined the
purpose of black-studies programs as enabling
“black people to use the knowledge gained in the
classroom and the community to formulate new
ideologies and philosophies which will contribute
to the development of the black nation.”

Thus faculty members will be chosen on the basis
of race, ideological purity, and political commit-
ment—not academic competence. Under such con-
ditions, few qualified black professors will want to
teach in black-studies programs, not simply be-
cause their academic freedom will be curtailed by
their obligation to adhere to the revolutionary
“line” of the moment, but because their professional
status will be threatened by their association with
programs of such inferior quality.

Black students are also forsaking the opportunity
to get an education. They appear to be giving little
thought to the problem of teaching or learning
those technical skills that all students must acquire
if they are to be effective in their careers. We have
here simply another example of the pursuit of sym-
bolic victory where a real victory seems too difficult
to achieve. It is easier for a student to alter his be-
havior and appearance than to improve the quality
of his mind. If engineering requires too much con-
centration, then why not a course in soul music?
If Plato is both “irrelevant” and difficult, the stu-
dent can read Malcolm X instead. Class will be a
soothing, comfortable experience, somewhat like
watching television. Moreover, one’s image will be
militant and, therefore, acceptable by current col-
lege standards. Yet one will have learned nothing,
and the fragile sense of security developed in the
protective environment of college will be cracked
when exposed to the reality of competition in the
world.

Nelson Taylor, a young Negro graduate of More-
house College, recently observed that many black
students “feel it is useless to try to compete. In
order to avoid this competition, they build them-
selves a little cave to hide in.” This “little cave,” he
added, is black studies. Furthermore, black stu-
dents are encouraged in this escapism by guilt-
ridden New Leftists and faculty members who
despise themselves and their advantaged lives and
enjoy seeing young Negroes reject “white middle-
class values” and disrupt the university. They are
encouraged by university administrators who pre-
fer political accommodation to an effort at serious



education. But beyond the momentary titillation
some may experience from being the center of atten-
tion, it is difficult to see how Negroes can in the
end benefit from being patronized and manipulated
in this way. Ultimately, their only permanent satis-
faction can come from the certainty that they have
acquired the technical and intellectual skills that
will enable them upon graduation to perform sig-
nificant jobs competently and with confidence. If
they fail to acquire these skills, their frustration
will persist and find expression in ever-newer forms
of antisocial and self-destructive behavior.

The conflict over black studies, as over other
issues, raises the question of the function in general
served by black protest today. Some black de-
mands, such as that for a larger university enroll-
ment of minority students, are entirely legitimate;
but the major purpose of the protest through which
these demands are pressed would seem to be not so
much to pursue an end as to establish in the minds
of the protesters, as well as in the minds of whites,
the reality of their rebellion. Protest, therefore, be-
comes an end in itself and not a means toward social
change. In this sense, the black rebellion is an enor-
mously expressive phenomenon which is releasing
the pent-up resentments of generations of oppressed
Negroes. But expressiveness that is oblivious to
political reality and not structured by instrumental
goals is mere bombast.

James Forman’s Black Manifesto, for instance,
provides a nearly perfect sample of this kind of
bombast combined with positive delusions of gran-
deur. “We shall liberate all the people in the U. S.,”
the introduction to the Manifesto declares, “and
we will be instrumental in the liberation of colored
people the world around....We are the most
humane people within the U.S....Racism in the
U.S. is so pervasive in the mentality of whites that
only an armed, well-disciplined, black-controlled
government can insure the stamping out of racism
in this country. ... We say think in terms of the
total control of the U. S.”

One might never imagine from reading the Mani-
festo that Forman’s organization, the National
Black Economic Development Conference, is polit-
ically powerless, or that the institution it has chosen
for assault is not the government or the corpora-
tions, but the church. Indeed, the exaggeration of
language in the Black Manifesto is directly propor-
tional to the isolation and impotence of those who
drafted it. And their actual achievements provide
an accurate measure of their strength. Three bil-
lion dollars in reparations was demanded—and
$20,000 received. More important, the effect of this
demand upon the Protestant churches has been to
precipitate among them a conservative reaction
against the activities of the liberal national denomi-
nations and the National Council of Churches. For-
man’s failure, of course, was to be expected: the
only effect of an attack upon so organizationally
diffuse and nonpolitical an institution as the church
can be the deflection of pressure awa: from the

society’s major political and economic institutions “Protest becomes

and, consequently, the weakening of the black 54 end in itself

movement for equality.*

The possibility that his Manifesto might have ex-
actly the opposite effect from that intended, however,
was clearly not a problem to Forman, because the
demands he was making upon white people were
more moral than political or economic. His con-
cern was to purge white guilt far more than to seek
social justice for Negroes. It was in part for this
reason that he chose to direct his attack at the
church, which, as the institutional embodiment of
our society’s religious pretensions, is vulnerable to
moral condemnation.

Yet there is something corrupting in the whole-
sale release of aggressive moral energy, particularly
when it is in response to the demand for repara-
tions for blacks. The difficulty is not only that as a
purely racial demand its effect must be to isolate
blacks from the white poor with whom they have
common economic interests. The call for three bil-
lion dollars in reparations demeans the integrity of
blacks and exploits the self-demeaning guilt of
whites. It is insulting to Negroes to offer them repa-
rations for past generations of suffering, as if the
balance of an irreparable past could be set straight
with a handout. In a recent poll, Newsweek reported
that “ today’s proud Negroes, by an overwhelming
84 to 10 per cent, reject the idea of preferential
treatment in hiring or college admissions in repa-
ration for past injustices.” There are few contro-
versial issues that can call forth greater uniformity
of opinion than this in the Negro community.

I also question both the efficacy and the social
utility of an attack that impels the attacked to ap-
plaud and debase themselves. I am not certain
whether or not self-flagellation can have a bene-
ficial effect on the sinner (I tend to doubt that it
can), but I am absolutely certain it can never pro-
duce anything politically creative. It will not im-
prove the lot of the unemployed and the ill-housed.
On the other hand, it could well happen that the
guilty party, in order to lighten his uncomfortable
moral burden, will finally begin to rationalize his
sins and affirm them as virtues. And by such a
process, today’s ally can become tomorrow’s
enemy. Lasting political alliances are not built on
the shifting sands of moral suasion.

On his part, the breast-beating white makes the
same error as the Negro who swears that “black is
beautiful.” Both are seeking refuge in psychological
solutions to social questions. And both are reluc-
tant to confront the real cause of racial injustice,
which is not bad attitudes but bad social conditions.
The Negro creates a new psychology to avoid the

*Forman is not the only militant today who fancies that
his essentially reformist program is revolutionary. Eldridge
Cleaver has written that capitalists regard the Black Panther
Breakfast for Children program (which the Panthers claim
feeds 10,000 children) “as a threat, as cutting into the goods
that are under their control.” He also noted that it “lib-
erates” black children from going to school hungry each
morning. I wonder if he would also find public-school lunch
programs liberating.
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reality of social stagnation, and the white—be he
ever so liberal—professes his guilt precisely so as
to create the illusion of social change, all the while
preserving his economic advantages.

T he response of guilt and pity to social problems
is by no means new. It is, in fact, as old as
man’s capacity to rationalize or his reluctance to
make real sacrifices for his fellow man. Two hun-
dred years ago, Samuel Johnson, in an exchange
with Boswell, analyzed the phenomenon of senti-
mentality : :

Boswell: “I have often blamed myself, Sir, for
not feeling for others, as sensibly as many say
they do.”

Johnson: “Sir, don’t be duped by them any
more. You will find these very feeling people
are not very ready to do you good. They pay
you by feeling.”

Today, payments from the rich to the poor take the
form of “Giving a Damn” or some other kind of
moral philanthropy. At the same time, of course,
some of those who so passionately “Give a Damn”
are likely to argue that full employment is infla-
tionary.

We are living in a time of great social confusion—
not only about the strategies we must adopt but
about the very goals these strategies are to bring
us to. Only recently whites and Negroes of good
will were pretty much in agreement that racial and
economic justice required an end to segregation
and the expansion of the role of the federal govern-

ment. Now it is a mark of “advancement,” not only

among “progressive” whites but among the black
militants as well, to believe that integration is passé.
Unintentionally (or as the Marxists used to say, ob-
jectively), they are lending aid and comfort to tra-
ditional segregationists like Senators Eastland and
Thurmond. Another “advanced” idea is the notion
that government has gotten too big and that what is
needed to make the society more humane and liv-
able is an enormous new move toward local partici-
pation and decentralization. One cannot question
the value or importance of democratic participa-
tion in the government, but just as misplaced sym-
pathy for Negroes is being put to use by segrega-
tionists, the liberal preoccupation with localism is
serving the cause of conservatism. Two years of
liberal encomiums to decentralization have intel-
lectually legitimized the concept, if not the name,
of states’ rights and have set the stage for the wide-
spread acceptance of Nixon’s “New Federalism.”
The new anti-integrationism and localism may
have been motivated by sincere moral conviction,
but hardly by intelligent political thinking. It
should be obvious that what is needed today more
than ever is a political strategy that offers the real
possibility of economically uplifting millions of
impoverished individuals, black and white. Such a
strategy must of necessity give low priority to the
various forms of economic and psychological ex-
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perimentation that I have discussed, which at best
deal with issues peripheral to the central problem
and at worst embody a frenetic escapism. These
experiments are based on the assumption that the
black community can be transformed from within
when, in fact, any such transformation must de-
pend on structural changes in the entire society.
Negro poverty, for example, will not be eliminated
in the absence of a total war on poverty. We need,
therefore, a new national economic policy. We also
need new policies in housing, education, and health
care which can deal with these problems as they
relate to Negroes within the context of a national
solution. A successful strategy, therefore, must rest
upon an identification of those central institutions
which, if altered sufficiently, would transform the
social and economic relations in our society; and it
must provide a politically viable means of achieving
such an alteration.

_Surely the church is not a central institution
in this sense. Nor is-Roy Innis’s notion of dealing
with the banking establishment a useful one. For
the banks will find no extra profit—quite the con-
trary—in the kind of fundamental structural change
in society that is required.*

Moreover, the recent flurry of excitement over the
role of private industry in the slums seems to have
subsided. A study done for the Urban Coalition has
called the National Alliance of Businessmen’s claim
to have hired more than 100,000 hard-core unem-
ployed a “phony numbers game.” Normal hiring
as the result of expansion or turnover was in some
cases counted as recruitment. Where hard-core
workers have been hired and trained, according to
the study, “The primary motivation . . . is the need
for new sources of workers in a tight labor market.
If and when the need for workers slackens, so will
industry’s performance.” This has already oc-
curred. The Wall Street Journal reported in July of
1969 that the Ford Motor Company, once praised
for its social commitment, was forced to trim back
production earlier in the year and in the process
“quietly closed its two inner-city hiring centers in
Detroit and even laid off some of the former hard-
cores it had only recently hired.” There have been
similar retrenchments by other large companies as
the result of a slackening in economic growth,
grumblings from stockholders, and the realization
by corporate executives that altruism does not make
for high profits. Yet even if private industry were
fully committed to attack the problem of unem-
ployment, it is not in an ideal position to do so.
Private enterprise, for example, accounted for only
one out of every ten new jobs created in the econ-
omy between 1950 and 1960. Most of the remainder
were created as the result of expansion of public
employment.

While the church, private enterprise, and other

*Innis’s demand that the white banks deposit $6 billion
in black banks as reparations for past injustices should
meet with even less success than Forman’s ill-fated enter-
prise. At least Forman had the benefit of the white church-
man’s guilt, an emotion not known to be popular among
bankers.



“...it1is the
trade-union
movement and
the Democratic
party which offer
the greatest
leverage to the
black struggle.”

HARPER’S MAGAZINE
JANUARY 1970

institutions can, if properly motivated, play an im-
portant role, finally it is the trade-union movement
and the Democratic party which offer the greatest
leverage to the black struggle. The serious objective
of Negroes must be to strengthen and liberalize
these. The trade-union movement is essential to the
black struggle because it is the only institution in
the society capable of organizing the working poor,
so many of whom are Negroes. It is only through
an organized movement that these workers, who are
now condemned to the margin of the economy, can
achieve a measure of dignity and economic security.
I must confess I find it difficult to understand the
prejudice against the labor movement currently
fashionable among so many liberals. These people,
somehow for reasons of their own, seem to believe
that white workers are affluent members of the Es-
tablishment (a rather questionable belief, to put
it mildly, especially when held by people earn-
ing over $25,000 a year) and are now trying to
keep the Negroes down. The only grain of truth
here is that there is competition between black and
white workers which derives from a scarcity of jobs
and resources. But rather than propose an expan-
sion of those resources, our stylish liberals under-
write that competition by endorsing the myth that
the unions are the worst enemy of the Negro.

l'n fact it is the program of the labor movement
that represents a genuine means for reducing
racial competition and hostility. Not out of a great-
er tenderness of feeling for black suffering—but
that is just the point. Unions organize workers on
the basis of common economic interests, not by
virtue of racial affinity. Labor’s legislative program
for full employment, housing, urban reconstruction,
tax reform, improved health care, and expanded
educational opportunities is designed specifically
to aid both whites and blacks in the lower- and
lower-middle classes where the potential for racial
polarization is most severe. And only a program of
this kind can deal simultaneously and creatively
with the interrelated problems of black rage and
white fear. It does not placate black rage at the
expense of whites, thereby increasing white fear
and political reaction. Nor does it exploit white
fear by repressing blacks. Either of these courses
strengthens the demagogues among both races who
prey upon frustration and racial antagonism. Both
of them help to strengthen conservative forces—the
forces that stand to benefit from the fact that hos-
tility between black and white workers keeps them
from uniting effectively around issues of common
economic interest.

President Nixon is in the White House today
largely because of this hostility; and the strategy
advocated by many liberals to build a “new coali-

" tion” of the affluent, the young, and the dispossessed

is designed to keep him there. The difficulty with
this proposed new coalition is not only that its con-
stituents comprise a distinct minority of the popu-
lation, but that its affluent and youthful members
—regardless of the momentary direction of their
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rhetoric—are hardly the undisputed friends of the
poor. Recent Harris polls, in fact, have shown that
Nixon is most popular among the college educated
and the young. Perhaps they were attracted by his
style or the minimal concessions he has made on
Vietnam, but certainly their approval cannot be
based upon his accomplishments in the areas of
civil rights and economic justice.

If the Republican ascendancy is to be but a
passing phenomenon, it must once more come to
be clearly understood among those who favor social
progress that the Democratic party is still the only
mass-based political organization in the country
with the potential to become a majority movement
for social change. And anything calling itself by
the name of political activity must be concerned
with building precisely such a majority move-
ment. In addition, Negroes must abandon once and
for all the false assumption that as 10 per cent of
the population they can by themselves effect basic
changes in the structure of American life. They
must, in other words, accept the necessity of coali-
tion politics. As a result of our fascination with
novelty and with the “new” revolutionary forces
that have emerged in recent years, it seems to some
the height of conservatism to propose a strategy
that was effective in the past. Yet the political real-
ity is that without a coalition of Negroes and other
minorities with the trade-union movement and with
liberal groups, the shift of power to the Right will
persist and the democratic Left in America will
have to content itself with a well-nigh permanent
minority status.

The bitterness of many young Negroes today
has led them to be unsympathetic to a program
based on the principles of trade unionism and elec-
toral politics. Their protest represents a refusal to
accept the condition of inequality, and in that sense,
it is part of the long, and I think, magnificent black
struggle for freedom. But with no comprehensive
strategy to replace the one I have suggested, their
protest, though militant in rhetoric and intention,
may be reactionary in effect.

The strategy I have outlined must stand or fall
by its capacity to achieve political and economic
results. It is not intended to provide some new
wave of intellectual excitement. It is not intended
to suggest a new style of life or a means to personal
salvation for disaffected members of the middle
class. Nor is either of these the proper role of
politics. My strategy is not meant to appeal to the
fears of threatened whites, though it would calm
those fears and increase the likelihood that some
day we shall have a truly integrated society. It is
not meant to serve as an outlet for the terrible frus-
trations of Negroes, though it would reduce those
frustrations and point a way to dignity for an op-
pressed people. It is simply a vehicle by which the
wealth of this nation can be redistributed and some
of its more grievous social problems solved. This
in itself would be quite enough to be getting on
with. In fact, if I may risk a slight exaggeration, by
normal standards of human society I think it would
constitute a revolution. [m]



