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PREFACE

A Taste for Talk

Over the past decade and a half, I’ve had the opportunity to have many public conversations about a wide range of subjects that tickled my intellectual fancy and captured the social imagination, from politics to sports, and religion to rap music. My vocation as a scholar took off just as the phenomenon of the black public intellectual was being celebrated or scorned in august publications and academic circles. Two years out of graduate school, in 1995, I found my face and work featured in a widely circulated New Yorker magazine essay that also explored the scholarship of bell hooks, Cornel West, and Derrick Bell. As the youngest member of this group of public intellectuals, I’d written only two books—one a collection of scholarly essays in cultural criticism and the other a study of the cultural renaissance and intellectual appeal of Malcolm X. I was humbled and amazed to be counted in their number, and I have worked eagerly and diligently since to justify my standing as a scholar interested in exploring complex ideas in public.

I learned early that such a desire is often frowned on by many scholars in the academy. Writing in an intelligent but clear fashion for the broad public is seen by many academics as beneath their profession or, much worse, as betraying the scholarly guild. But I didn’t become a scholar simply to impress other scholars. Because I hadn’t pursued higher education until I was twenty-one—I was a teen father who lived for three years on welfare before enrolling in college—I was much more mature and focused in my academic plans. My intellectual vocation drew from my wish to use learning as a springboard for public conversation that would ultimately make a difference to folk beyond the ivory tower.

Then too, becoming an ordained minister at about the same time that I started my formal studies meant that I never saw the academy as the only means to tell stories, challenge myths, and share learning. The pulpit had been open to me as a means of wrestling with truth and faith, and as a way to express my desire to not only study the world but, in my small way, change it as well. And because I’d been writing speeches and delivering them in public since I was eleven years old—when I entered a local oratorical contest sponsored by the Detroit Optimist Club—I had a keen appreciation for the power of the spoken word to inspire human beings to deeper thought and higher purpose. Beyond the mechanics of good speech and communication, I reveled in the sheer delight of oral expression: the beauty of speech, the sensuousness of words, and the sacred sway of rhetoric in the mouth of a master.

I yearned to grasp hold of both the great poets and writers I encountered—from Alfred Lord Tennyson and Abraham Lincoln, to James Baldwin and Ralph Ellison—and the great oral technicians who lit my path to the majesty of the spoken word, including my pastor, Dr. Frederick Sampson, and the legendary Detroit lawyer, Kenneth Cockrel, to Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X. From Sampson and King I learned the soaring song of intelligent and passionate sermonizing: speechmaking and homily-giving as the art of rhetorical transaction with God and human beings. From Cockrel and Malcolm X I learned that speech could be forensic and empirical: a means to prove and persuade, to argue a case, and to state facts ordered by reason and morality. In this mode, conversation, debate, and dialogue are supreme means of communication.

It is the latter mode that makes up the book you hold in your hand. I have had the privilege of engaging in stimulating public conversation with a broad range of interlocutors for nearly two decades. A lot of these conversations have taken place in university halls, in religious institutions, in public meeting halls, on lecture stages, and on television and radio. I’ve had the chance to speak with professors and pundits, spokespersons and leaders, journalists and actors, comics and commissioners, artists and activists, and with Jews, Latinos, and all sorts of black and white folk.

The big issue that unites the conversations, dialogues, and debates presented in these pages is race: how it is conceived; how it is expressed; how it is lived; how it confers power; how it undermines social stability; how it ruins or revives lives; how it is embraced and discarded. As you’ll read here, my vocation as a public intellectual has taken me from the halls of the United States Senate to the stage of major political organizations, from sanctuaries to studios. I have had the chance to break bread with political comrades and go to the mat with ideological foes. But I’ve also disagreed at points with colleagues who share my broad worldview, while striking occasional accord with figures at the opposite end of the political continuum.

These conversations, dialogues, and debates on America’s Great Problem are among the most memorable encounters I’ve had in my public intellectual vocation so far. They are more than the record of speech in search of truth and change; they are the imprint of talk meant to alter perception and sway thinking while illuminating the moral and intellectual paths down which such rhetoric can travel. Some say that talk is cheap; I say that talk is one of the most precious means we have to tap the roots of our democracy while expanding the minds that define its substance. In this spirit, I offer these words as a witness to hope—to the belief that wise words are better than wicked ways. I believe that disagreement in speech and working out our differences in word and in the world are better than hate or war. In the end, talking really is better than killing.






INTRODUCTION

Imani Perry

 

 

There is no debate on this: Michael Eric Dyson is riveting. And alongside his oratorical magic is a great depth of intellect and commitment. In his example, we see how the proverbial “fire in the bones” blazes even brighter when stoked with knowledge. This collection of debates that the reverend scholar has participated in for more than a decade displays the arc of his insightful commentaries and conversations with a diverse and impressive group of fellow public figures.

“Public intellectual,” unfortunately, has become a hackneyed title. Some professional academics derisively take it to mean someone who spends a lot of time on television rather than writing books or doing research. The general public, on the other hand, often takes it to mean someone who is so smart that we just love to hear him or her talk, even if we don’t actually listen to what that person is saying. Michael Eric Dyson, however, is a public intellectual in the best sense of the word. He is a serious writer and scholar, and yet he consistently shares his message beyond the ivory tower. The world listens because he doesn’t speak from some high gilded perch. He gets down into the nitty-gritty of life with the rest of us, at once an adored teacher and an everyman.

Michael Eric Dyson, sometimes called a “hip hop scholar” due to his urban poetics and because, as they say in the hood, he “knows what time it is,” is the author of more than a dozen books on a range of subjects. This volume, however, is a rare gift. It allows readers to re-visit many of his most important live exchanges over social issues with other leading thinkers, politicians, pundits, and policy makers. It is also somewhat reminiscent of another literary tradition: published sermons. In the history of African American letters, the sermon is both an oral and textual art. The homilist has a live moment, but the very best sermons are often transcribed or taped, and become cherished artifacts that we return to for spiritual sustenance. It is no accident that Dyson, so rooted in this tradition, would understand the usefulness of sharing debate and dialogue in written form. Whether we agree or disagree with Professor Dyson on a given issue, these newly published debates give us something to hold onto beyond the television or radio moment and the opportunity to share those live exchanges with an even wider audience. These debates provide vehicles for reflection and conversation in our daily lives.

The role of the public intellectual is an essential one in times of change, conflict, political confusion, war, and suffering. We need global scholar-citizens to weigh  in, to help us make sense of it all. But more than that, we need people who are willing to enter the fray and speak to what is good, humane, and just. Enter Dr. Dyson. He keeps his rhetorical finger on the pulse of our world.

The book is also in a sense a cultural history of the past decade and a half, and is thus a record of the many social challenges we have faced and continue to struggle with. A number of the earlier debates shared here are prescient of issues that have since grown to greater prominence and puzzlement—from the politics of immigration to what the New York Times refers to as the “crisis of black men.” Hence, this is not just a text version of a public intellectual holding forth. It is a document of a public engagement, in which Dyson shines but also, at times, steps back and becomes simply part of the fabric of the conversation.

In the twenty-first century, academics are increasingly in the public eye. But they are often trotted out only as objective experts on specific details and don’t offer moral, ethical, or critical assessments of the issues at hand. Michael Eric Dyson, who arrived as the junior star in the early ’90s rise of the black public intellectual, a movement that served to revive the intellectual life of Americans generally, doesn’t exist in the narrow box that academic-pundits of today are so often placed. He argues positions as well as facts. Especially important, in this book he doesn’t stand alone. This work shows him as part of a community of thinkers. In that way, the life revealed in this book might remind those who are familiar with black history of early twentieth century African American “race men and women” who spent their lives thinking, talking, and acting to address the race problem. For them, as with Dyson, talk was neither cheap nor superfluous.

The impressive array of figures with whom Dyson debates is matched by the venues in which the debates occur: on the outlets helmed by well-respected broadcast journalists such as Mara Tapp, Tavis Smiley, and Juan Williams, in mass media arenas such as the Bill O’Reilly and Bill Maher shows, and in the halls of academe and on the airwaves of NPR.

In these debates, Dyson speaks with people all across the political spectrum; with a diverse body of professionals: academics, commentators, policy makers, and entertainers; and with a multiracial, multigendered group who represent multiple constituencies. The diversity of the conversations is not just about who they include, who they are in front of, and where they take place, but also in the formats. Some are interviews, others are round tables, and still others are adversarial. Each has its own distinct way of showing how critical subjects can be explored.

Although the chapters are thematically arranged, several important ideas cut across all the sections. One is this: Although this book is titled “Debating Race,” race in the contemporary world is about much more than the color of one’s skin. It is deeply tied to ethnicity, power, class, culture, gender roles, belief systems, institutions, and identity. Hence, debating race is also about debating all these as well as other issues. One cannot speak of race in two-dimensional terms any longer.

Another theme that emerges is the value of the Socratic ideal of learning through conversation. These are not a bunch of public figures standing on soapboxes; these are true conversations.

And a third important, but perhaps more subtle, idea that comes through in this book is that despite the fact of media consolidation, such that now multimedia company ownership is held in a few hands (a phenomenon which has been a cause for alarm in many democratically minded people), and despite the dumbing down of our television and print news media, our media worlds continue to have spaces in which people can address important and complicated issues.

In this book, you’ll witness Dyson’s measured responses to deeply challenging questions about many events and issues. And it soon becomes clear that although he debates and strongly identifies as a political progressive, he is not stuck in a simplistic or calcified position on anything, nor does he have a knee-jerk reaction to even the most rattling challenges. He takes all ideas seriously, weighs their merits and their limitations, and then illuminates.

Like his many audiences, the reader of this volume will be struck by Dyson’s disregard for what or who is considered highbrow or lowbrow. Nothing is too high to be subject to critique, nothing is too low for it not to be taken seriously. He can talk with the same rigor about daytime TV and the philosophy of Martin Buber. There is philosophy, cultural criticism, and good old opinion in these pages. He’ll call George Bush out, to his face, and Bill Cosby too. In the words of the hood, “If you don’t know, you better ask somebody.” In particular, the ongoing face-off between Dyson and Cosby is a public vetting of an ideological conflict over how black people should be seen and see themselves that promises to be of historic importance. President Bush, on the other hand, was rendered to sputtering frustration by Dyson. (When news anchor Brian Williams, in an interview with the president, cited Dyson’s characterization of Bush as a “clueless patrician” on Williams’s program the previous day, Bush could only manage, “Dyson doesn’t know . . . I don’t know Dyson, and Dyson doesn’t know me . . . the Professor Dysons of the world say things . . .”)

But Dyson treats even his heroes with rigor and skepticism. When he talks about Martin Luther King, Jr., for example, and brings up King’s infidelity and his “sampling” of others’ words, it is a risky road but one taken because Dyson has such a deep love for King despite, or even perhaps in part because of, his human fallibility and frailty.

Because Dr. Dyson rejects treating highbrow and lowbrow subjects with different standards, and because he refuses to think high-status people are immune to critique when it comes to their personal failings, he answers questions with a broader collection of evidence than that generally drawn on by other public intellectuals. For example, in his debate with Shelby Steele, in which the theme of black responsibility for social ills is at issue, Dyson talks about the ubiquitous Sunday morning and sidewalk talk in African American communities in which responsibility is a key cultural tenet, not a flouted social norm. Evidence comes from many quarters.

Although some of these debates were, and still are, hot topics, others are far less likely to garner headlines, although they are no less prescient. The nuanced discussion of black and Latino relations in chapter 5 is one essential example of Dyson’s dedication to talk about what matters, even if we don’t yet know its importance.

The seriousness with which he takes the range of his subjects is tempered by a good-natured embrace of ideas, a sense of humor, and a love for all the people in his earshot, who he pushes to think hard but never looks down on. We may not understand every word he says, but he isn’t saying them so that we don’t understand. He’s telling us to go to the dictionary. And unlike his other texts, which originated as (elegantly) written documents, the laughter, timing, and grace that are signature features of his oral style jump off the page.

There are conflicts here; some are clearly beefs and others are gentle disagreements. For example, in chapter 15, there appears to be no love lost between Dyson and Joe Klein in their discussion of the Million Man March (or between Dyson and Shelby Steele or Mary Matalin, for that matter, in other chapters). He takes his opponents on in a dignified but incisive fashion. You get the sense that Dyson never thinks about how to stay out of trouble. He meets it head-on. On the other hand, he doesn’t attack—he dissects. That’s how we know he’s not just stubborn when he clashes with ideological opposites; he’s on a mission. Part of why so many people in his audiences trust and appreciate him is because he is willing to take unpopular positions. He uses his platform not to be shock jock but to be a “holler scholar” who is both loud and righteous.

On the other hand, some chapters are conversations with like-minded thinkers. These read somewhat like exchanges behind the walls of a think tank or a literary salon, where all involved parties are trying to develop a deeper understanding. Some of the most beautiful exchanges are with Dr. Dyson’s intellectual peers and friends, such as in chapter 6, where he sits with others (the lone African American) to talk about whiteness and white identity, or in chapter 10, where he talks to Cornel West, a Princeton professor similarly rooted in the black theological tradition and Western philosophy. In these debates you see amongst all the participants a heartfelt desire to serve humanity.

Likewise, his engagements with politicians are responses to the call to serve. Chapter 14, an excerpt from his Senate testimony in 2000 about youth and violence, is a nuanced rendering of the relationship between rap music, deindustrialization, and the effects of capital and inequality. Meaningfully, he testified in an effort to affect the positions of elected officials, not merely to assert his own. When he talks about contemporary basketball and Latrell Sprewell (chapter 16), you see the same drive to edify us and to help us understand the vulnerability and complexity of black public figures and popular culture.

The great variety of the chapters reminds us of the real point of debate. It is not sensationalism or aggression; it is a way of sharing and arguing many points of view and many aspects of an idea. Debating Race is just such a rhetorical and expository delivery of thought.

This volume may help readers garner a deeper understanding of Dyson the public intellectual. Critics will be hard-pressed to claim that his public persona is too much flash, or pomp and circumstance. Read the debates. They are without exception examples of thoughtful interventions on important issues. They are alternately humble, full of bravado, emotional, even personal, but never egotistical or empty.

This is but a small fraction of the debates in which Dr. Dyson has engaged. For mention of Dyson’s future public debates and examples of his recorded or transcribed debates not included here, look on his Web site, Michaelericdyson.com.

Readers who are familiar with Dyson the public figure but not Dyson the scholar will find this volume a useful introduction to many of his other works, especially Come Hell or High Water, written in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina; Is Bill Cosby Right? Or Has Middle Class Black America Lost Its Mind?; I May Not Get There with You: The True Martin Luther King, Jr.; Holler If You Hear Me: Searching for Tupac Shakur; and Reflecting Black: African-American Cultural Criticism.

In sum, Professor Dyson guides a public, which is sometimes terribly anti-intellectual, to want to learn, think, and understand. I know that readers will appreciate being able to return to the debates again and again, and to have the time to look up his many and diverse references. Dyson is not a bourgeois intellectual (he rejects bourgie affectations), nor is he an organic intellectual (he has formal training). Instead, he is a sincere, from-the-gut intellectual. And I am honored to introduce this volume, in which he shares that sincerity and passion with the world.






PART I

CIVIL RIGHTS




1

MOVIN’ ON UP? Segregation, Integration, and Assimilation

with Gary Orfield and Arturo Vargas; moderated by Mara Tapp

 

 

In the fall of 1998, several scholars, journalists, activists, artists, and authors gathered in Racine, Wisconsin, at the Johnson Foundation’s Wingspread Conference Center to discuss the issue of race and ethnicity. Divided into five panels, each one examined a different aspect of racial and ethnic identity, solidarity, and conflict. Expertly moderated by host Mara Tapp, the programs were taped for later broadcast on “Conversations from Wingspread,” a radio show that was originally broadcast from 1972 until 1988 and revived in 1998 for a couple of years. The gathering provided some of the most stimulating conversations about race and ethnicity that I have ever participated in. This conversation, with Harvard educational expert Gary Orfield and Latino activist and advocate Arturo Vargas, offers a wide-ranging exploration of the politics of (re)segregation, integration, and assimilation in the United States, especially as they relate to public schools and bilingual education.

 

Mara Tapp: I’d like each of you to tell me what you see as the defining issue with regard to race and ethnicity at present.

 

Michael Eric Dyson: I think that one of the defining issues has to be the tension between memory and identity. We live in what has been termed “the United States of Amnesia” when it comes to race and ethnicity in American society—our inability to acknowledge the social context and the political context that frame debates about what’s happening now. We see this in popular culture with issues over slavery—to what degree was the slave past so significant that it continues to cast a long shadow over American life? The recent brouhaha over Thomas Jefferson, and now DNA proves, alas, what people of color have known all along: that is, white slave masters had relationships with people of color, and it had a significant impact upon the construction of American material and social life. And the way it  relates to identity, then, is that there has been an enormous array of contests over how we define ourselves as Americans.

People are often posing the questions to people of color and women, “Are you Latino first or are you American? Are you black first or are you an American? Are you a woman first or an American?” And the reality is the simultaneity of our identities; they converge together, they come to us at the same time. And many people have not been trained to think about or to understand the complexity of that convergence. And yet, we must pay attention to the particular ways in which our identities are shaped as a result of race and ethnicity. So the tension between what we have been and where we have come from, and what we are now, continues to express itself, I think, with a lethal intensity, with a ferocity that is indexed in the following: that people simply keep asking the question, “Haven’t we been there and done that, and can’t we move forward?” But until we wrestle with those demons that have shaped and framed us, we will scarcely be able to embrace the full measure of our humanity as citizens in American society.

 

Tapp: When you say, “Haven’t we been there and done that,” I want to ask if color doesn’t play a significant role here. Because it strikes me that many of us in this country, particularly people who have fairer complexions are—forgive me—mongrels. They may have some Italian, some Irish, some English, some American Indian. And yet, for some reason, there’s not that same kind of query going on, is there?

 

Dyson: I think there’s no question that people are trying to debate now the nature of their roots. And there’s a kind of politics of resentment going on. Because when people of color seize the opportunity to announce what their identities have been and how America has, in some sense, leveraged its weight against them in unfair ways, people tend to retreat into their wombs of ethnic piety. So they begin to say, “I’m Italian, I’m Polish,” and so on. But you’re absolutely right in this sense: many immigrants who arrived here from Europe in the early part of the twentieth century, the latter part of the nineteenth century, and even before certainly have not been honest about the process of their identities being shaped in American culture. And as a result of that, [they] tend to ignore, or at least fail to recognize, the differences between ethnicities and race. And one of the things we have to come to grips with is that there’s a profound difference between ethnicity and race. And let me give you one example.

I was recently going to LaGuardia Airport, and a Polish brother picked me up. And he had rage. It was visceral, tangible rage. And I told him, “Sir, if you go down this street and not down that street, you’ll get there.” He said, “Be quiet. Shut up. Don’t say anything to me.” I said, “Look, brother, you don’t have to speak to me in that tone.” And then I said [to myself], “Let me try the Christian route.” I said, “Where are you from?” He said, “Poland, where we work hard.”  And then he said, “Where are you from?” I said, “I’m from Detroit.” He says, “Originally, 99 percent of people in this country are from Europe.” And then he went on to tell me how they worked hard and people came to this country because of a free education. And I said, “There are not many black people in Poland.” He said, “One percent, and we have to work hard there. That’s why they’re not there.” So we got into this kind of, shall we say, extended consternation, a kind of nasty exchange.

And finally I told him, I said, “You know, what’s interesting is you’ve been here one year. You look at me. I’ve got a suit on. I’m a black man. You don’t know my educational pedigree. You don’t have to know that to treat me like a human being. But you don’t even realize it. In the context of this country, I can’t buy you—but I could certainly rent you for a long time.” [Laughter] “And what’s interesting is that you have the unblushing hubris and pride to assume [you’re superior] because of your white skin—whether you learned that in one year in America, or global technology has mediated to you the belief that black people are mongrels, or dogs, or beneath the dignity to be treated like human beings.” Whatever, the fact is that he learned that lesson. And he was an immigrant. He failed to acknowledge my fundamental humanity because of the lessons he received from this American soil that were being beamed across the world, or that he learned right there in New York City. So, for me, the tension between ethnicity and race has to be explored in very serious ways before we can come to grips with what America is.

 

Tapp: We need to come back to that as well, because I think we’re going to be running into that in the course of this conversation, how those two butt against each other, and how they create tensions between those groups. But let me try to bring some of the other people into this conversation as well. Gary Orfield, I wouldn’t want to follow that, but go ahead—your sense of the defining issue for race and ethnicity at present.

 

Gary Orfield: Before I answer your question I have to say even us white guys run into trouble with New York City cabdrivers. [Laughter] I think that what’s going on in the country is we’re going through a very big change, and we want to forget about where we’re coming from, and we don’t have any plans about where we’re going to, and we’re being polarized in many ways by very short-sighted politicians. We are going through a huge demographic change, the largest of any major democracy. In the next half century we’re going to be only about half white, or Anglo as we’ll probably be called, or European American, or whatever we will be then. And we will have ninety-five million Latinos if the present trends continue; maybe eighty million African Americans. We’re going to be a country of tremendous diversity—forty or fifty million Asians. That’s what the Census Bureau is telling us. It’ll be only twenty years or so before that begins to happen in our schools on that huge level.

There are tremendous inequalities in our society today, [measured] by race and by poverty. They’re growing. We have the most unequal distribution of income and opportunity of any major democracy. In the 1960s and ’70s we developed a set of policies to try to make that work better. We’re now dismantling them on a very large scale under the leadership of a Supreme Court that was constructed by Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush. We do not have an alternate plan. We think it will just work out automatically, and it won’t. And we have to face up to that. We have not cured the problems of our history. We have not achieved equality for even one day, in terms of outcomes in the society. We can’t deny that, and we have to try to resolve it. And we have to resolve it, those of us who are white, before we become a minority, and minority rights become not just a theory but something that we have to worry about also.

 

Tapp: Again, I want to come back to some of that, but I do want to bring Arturo Vargas into this conversation, as well.

 

Arturo Vargas: I think the demographic shifts that Gary described, in fact, are happening now. The defining issue, I would say, is power. And how do we share power? How do we shift power from one group to another? Or do we have to shift? Does somebody have to lose in order to win? How do we share political power, how do we share economic power? I think there’s an incredible discomfort today in communities—not just white communities, but African American communities, Latino communities—about this change in demography. And there is conflict that emerges: struggles over economic resources, struggles over jobs, over quality of education, over political power between blacks and whites, and blacks and Latinos, and Asians and Latinos. And all that’s in the mix. So when we talk about race and ethnicity, it’s not just minorities versus whites, it’s everybody debating each other. And we have to realize it. How do we negotiate this?

 

Tapp: Who, honestly, is going to stand up here and say, “Okay, I’ll give up power on behalf of my group? I’m going to relinquish this because I’m just such a nice guy.” I mean, that’s not about to happen, is it?

 

Vargas: Well, someone once told me, power isn’t given—power is taken. And I think that is exactly where we are today in America. Power is being taken. And we do it peacefully, generally, if we look at political power, through redistricting, through electing people. And of course the Supreme Court has done a very effective job in trying to eliminate those modes of shifting power from one group to another by decimating the Voting Rights Act. But I think that’s a very strong question that we will have in the year 2001 when it comes time to redraw congressional and state legislative lines. When we won’t have the same law we had in 1991, how are these groups going to share power?

Orfield: One of the dangers of making it [the debate about race] into a conflict over power is that a lot of the goals of each of the groups are exactly the same, and they’re all being obscured, and we’re being diverted from them by divisions in which people who have power now are playing one group against another, and using wedge issues and other things.

 

Tapp: Give me an example.

 

Orfield: Everyone in the United States wants their kids to be able to go to college. A fight is being created over who gets into college, not over whether we have more college, or whether we have adequate financial aid and so forth. It’s very important who gets into the existing colleges. But the other part is equally important, and it is a common interest that everybody has. And we need to figure out how to get past these issues of race by admitting that we have racial problems we have to solve—but also recognizing we have class and other problems we have to solve.

 

Tapp: Michael Eric Dyson, do you agree with Gary Orfield?

 

Dyson: Yeah. Well, I think to a degree, yes. One theory of power is that it’s located in a centralized place and somebody wields it mercilessly against another force that cannot prevail against it. On the other hand, there’s a notion of power that says, well, it breaks out everywhere. And it breaks out among people of color, even. And one of the interesting debates, for instance, in California is to what degree can there be coalitions forged among black and brown peoples around issues of enormous import to one particular community as the demographics change? For instance, in South Central L.A., what used to be a predominately black neighborhood is now predominately a Latino neighborhood. And so what’s important there is: what issues are crucial to the maintenance and preservation of Latino communities in relationship to African American communities? The issue of bilingual education. The first go around, a lot of black folk voted with their predominantly white colleagues against bilingual education, not understanding, I think, the complexities of the issues involved and how they hurt their brown brothers and sisters, buying uncritically into the stereotypes being foisted upon them by the large political machine. So I think that in a sense, it’s not simply power, top down, white people against everybody else. It’s also about the scampering for scarcer resources among people of color. And if they forge coalitions in crucial and credible ways, they’ll certainly be able to deploy them politically.

 

Tapp: Let’s talk about bilingualism a little bit. That’s a nice example. Let me go to you first, Arturo Vargas, because there clearly are two poles on this one. I’m sure there’s some middle ground. It’s hard to hear sometimes. And I want to hear  a little bit about research, but I also want to hear a little bit about reality. So let’s start with reality with you.

 

Vargas: Well, I think one of the major issues we have is that when people say bilingualism, or bilingual education, they hear non-English language. They hear, “Oh, you just want to learn Spanish.” That it’s only important for you to learn Spanish and to not learn English. And they don’t get it that when you say bilingual, you’re talking two languages. You’re talking about using a native language to develop literacy, and using that native language to then transfer literacy skills to the child so the child can learn English, looking at your classical model of translation in bilingual education. The interesting thing about Prop 227 in California is that the people who have been crying out the most about how it’s affected them have been the middle class, which has been able to send their children to emergent class schools where their English-speaking children can learn Spanish. Now that, in theory, is illegal in California,

 

Tapp: See, this is the part I don’t get. We sit here and we talk all the time about how our test scores are so much lower than those of Europeans countries, how our children aren’t learning as much. And we sort of conveniently forget sometimes that children learn many languages in European countries; that this is one of the few continents where we speak but one language, and not always well. Now, what do the data actually show us about bilingual education, and is that what this is about?

 

Orfield: This fight, and all these fights, have mixes of race, of polarization, of actual conflict over substance, and lots of prejudices. And lots of false memories of the past, of what happened to previous groups of immigrants. And lots of bad analogies. What we actually know about bilingualism isn’t really a whole lot. The National Academy of Science recently summarized the research. It seems apparent that it takes most children some time to acquire a second language. A recent national study of reading said children should start learning how to read in a language they can speak fluently, which makes sense. Now if, as in California, under this proposition, you’re not allowed to have more than one year of bilingualism, the kids probably will not speak English fluently, because they’re isolated and segregated away from native English-speaking children, and the conservatives don’t want to do anything about that.

So the result of that will be that they’ll probably have extra problems learning how to read, which poor kids and high poverty schools have anyway. So these problems will be confounded by the politicization of an issue that’s pretty complicated and difficult. And it seems to me this is exactly the kind of issue where we need to understand each other and think about whether there isn’t a better outcome where we could use the resource of millions of Spanish-speaking and Chinese-speaking children to help our children—who are English speaking—learn another language, as well as to help them acquire fluent English proficiency. Virtually all immigrant parents wanted their children to be fluently English proficient. And they’d like to maintain their original language as well. And it’s an asset for us if they can do both of those things.

 

Tapp: Michael Eric Dyson?

 

Dyson: Absolutely right. We can’t deny, though, questions of literacy and linguistic ability have always indexed peoples’ intelligence level. So it doesn’t have to be about different languages—say Spanish versus English. Within African American communities, the whole debate about Ebonics—although not apparently on its face about bilingualism—was a real example of how debates about “proper” or “standard” English have been deployed against people who are powerless to defend themselves, and [how we’ve] not recognized in this country that we’ve had all kinds of loose standards when it comes to mainstream white Americans speaking, or not being able to speak, standard English. And when it comes to, say, bilingualism on the one hand, or so-called Ebonics on the others, it is about power. It’s about who’s able to determine what’s proficient in what language. And it’s about ignorance, I think. Because both in terms of bilingualism and in terms of Ebonics, the point is not to teach people how to speak “wrongly,” how to speak non-English. The point is how do we meet people where they are? If you are dealing with a class of people, and you go into that class and say, “Ce n’est pas difficile d’apprendre Francais—c’est facile,” and you know what that means, then you’re in the wrong class. Move. If you don’t know what that means, somebody’s got to translate that for you. So what is the big deal by saying, listen, if we have an immigrant group of people who speak Spanish, if we want to reach them with the possibility of having higher test scores, why are we going to force them to a test of English as a foreign language, a second language, without reaching them in their primary language first and then facilitating a transition from the indigenous linguistic base to the base we want, which is English?

Secondly, it’s about power in this sense: we’re the only country in the modern West that celebrates its monolinguisticality. We ain’t speaking but one language, we proud of it, and don’t be messing us up with nothing about nobody else. We’re damn proud of being rigid, and we’re damn proud of being ignorant. So we go all over the world. We want to force people to speak English, as opposed to involving ourselves in other countries. In Ghana, poor people speak five languages, three dialectics, and two regional understandings of their linguistic derivation just to get around. And here we are in America: we can be affluent in any language. Can we be fluent in any language is the real question. And that is a question of power, it’s a question of region, it’s a question of resource, and it’s a question of orientation. Because here’s the final analysis: it is not simply about language; it’s about power, in terms of who gets to come here. Immigration policies are directed against Jose. They are not directed against Jurgen. Because we want Jurgen to  come over here and help us on the super-information highway, whereas we think Jose comes across the border so he can help us rake our lawn or be a nanny to our children. And I think we have to be honest about that.

 

Orfield: I’ve often thought, what would happen if the universities in California and Texas started giving preference to students who could speak fluently two languages?

 

Vargas: They’d be on financial aid and be able to go to college free. [Laughter] But I think the point that was made about bilingual education, at its core, is: do we have a commitment to educate Latino children? Asian children? And I think the answer is no. We don’t yet have that commitment. If we talk about does bilingual education work, I think bilingual education largely has been set up to fail, because we have not invested the resources into a good bilingual education program. If you go to, I think, your average bilingual education classroom, when it was legal in California, typically you found a teacher who was not bilingual. You had a part-time teacher’s aide who spoke Spanish, who did most of the teaching with no training. And they call that bilingual education. That is not bilingual education. That is the state of education that we’re giving children of color in this society today.

 

Orfield: Arturo, don’t you think one of the problems has been that Latinos have been on the defensive on this issue so they’ve been not criticizing what’s wrong with their own programs, because they think that they’ll lose it all? And it’s gotten very vulnerable to criticism by others.

 

Vargas: Absolutely. We’ve been so focused on defending what little we have that we have not been focused on actually insisting on quality education.

 

Dyson: But you know what’s interesting about that debate too? All of a sudden anybody can say anything, halfway sounding intelligent, about people of color issues without any kind of training. We wouldn’t stand up and say anything about Heisenberg’s Principle of Uncertainty, or Chaos Theory, if we were non-physicists. But everybody feels capable of speaking about people of color issues. And one of the interesting things about Ebonics was all these Negroes who had been trained by people like they mommas and daddies—who spoke Ebonics—all of a sudden were outdone. “Oh my God, we’re gonna teach our kids Ebonics.” You ain’t gonna teach kids what they already know. So the thing is, what is wrong, then, with acknowledging Ebonics, or Black English, as a credible linguistic derivation imposed upon people of color for centuries—when literacy was literally illegal? Second, a lot of people spoke Ebonics [when they] were coming up, and they were bilingual in that sense. You could be at home sayin’, “I’m fixin’ to go to the sto’.” My daddy said, “I’m fittin’ to go to the sto’. I’ll be back directly.” Now, I  didn’t say to him, “Father, is that a geographical dislocation? [Laughter] The point of your departure is significantly different than the point of your return.” Because I wanted to live. [Laughter] But I understood what he was talking about, right? And so my point is, it’s not simply about power in the sense of who owns it, who wields it, and who’s able to prevent people from learning English. It’s also about the rigid attitudes of some Americans that are so fundamentally racist that we’re unable to understand that language is a tool of power. Language becomes a vehicle of self-expression. We love it when it’s on a rap album. We love it when it’s on TV spoken by Damon Wayans and the WB brothers. We think it’s a source of enormous economy. But we denigrate it when people themselves choose to commandeer their own English and speak it the way they know how. I think we got to deal with the issues of culture, of racism, of power, and of economic inequality to get to the bottom of that.

 

Tapp: I want to throw assimilation in here for a minute. Because what I think Michael Eric Dyson just described, in a way, is an experience that we’ve had before. And Gary Orfield, let me go to you. I think you touched on this a moment ago when we talked about this divide between race and ethnicity, which we said we’d come back to. Let’s do that now. How many examples can we think of, let’s call them European immigrant examples, where people were embarrassed, mortified even, by the way their parents spoke, whether that was with a heavy Polish accent—to go back to your cab driver [Michael]—Russian, Latvian, Swedish, German, and their effort to get away from that? Their very own success involved not speaking that way. And isn’t this just a typical experience?

 

Orfield: Well what’s not typical about it at all is the level of isolation that kids have who are African American and Latino. Even in the days of the most ethnically defined neighborhoods, in cities like Chicago, there was never more than half of the people who were from one nationality group, from one language group. And there was never a caste-like barrier between them. So it’s a very different thing than anything we’ve experienced with European immigrants. My grandfather came from Norway. One of his brothers taught Norwegian in Minneapolis, Central High School. None of the kids learned how to speak it. None of the grandchildren learned how to speak it. It was not considered what you do.

 

Tapp: I want to stay with you a moment and broaden the conversation even beyond bilingualism and into the field of education, which is one that I know you’ve written a lot about and researched a good deal. And I guess I want you to talk about a phrase that struck me particularly in your writing. You talk about “sleep-walking back to Plessy.” Now, I think we need to spend just a moment and explain what Plessy is. I suspect that most people know what Brown v. Board of Education is, but if you could just give us the briefest of senses of education and the legal system, and why you would make such a provocative statement.

Orfield: Many people think that Brown v. Board of Education is the defining principle of our race relations. But actually, the defining principle is much more Plessy v. Ferguson, 1896, and one of the most disgraceful decisions in the history of the Supreme Court, where the Supreme Court said “separate but equal” was the basic principle of our Constitution. And set in place a process of making “separate” almost absolute in the country and never enforced the “equal” part of it. I say “separate but equal,” Plessy v. Ferguson, is the most massive social experiment in the history of our country. We tried it for seventy years. It never worked anyplace. Now in the 1990s, the Supreme Court, or the majority that was consolidated by the appointment of Clarence Thomas, is adopting that as its principle again. It’s dismantling the desegregation orders in the country. It’s pulling back on voting rights. It’s cutting back on affirmative action. All of the race-conscious efforts to change the pattern of inequality that was built on generations of discrimination are being taken apart. The Supreme Court’s denying history. It’s saying, “We solved the problem. We’ve had civil rights laws, and everybody’s got an equal chance,” even though everybody’s segregated in unequal schools. And they’re getting more segregated each year. There’s a historic denial of huge proportions going on, and we’re betting the future of the country on “separate but equal” working. And there is no enforcement of the “equality” part of it.

 

Tapp: Let me ask a question I think needs to be answered at this point. What you’ve presented is a model of integration. And I think the critical thing here is it’s not “separate but equal,” it’s separate and unequal.

 

Orfield: And what the Supreme Court said in the Brown decision was, “separate” was inherently “unequal” where it’s imposed in this country. And it’s never been chosen. There’s only about one out of ten African Americans who say they want to live in a totally African American world. So it has been imposed historically on groups that are without power to change it.

 

Tapp: Would you go so far as to say—and I think we should all talk about this for a minute—that we still believe in integration? Because I’m starting to think that as a society, really, honestly, when we go to our separate homes and shut those doors, we don’t necessarily.

 

Orfield: I think the way we’ve defined our communities in metropolitan America, where over three-quarters of our people live, is by increasing separation by both race and social class, and a huge class separation even within the black and Latino communities. It’s a kind of proposition that is untested, and I don’t think it’s workable. Americans by huge majorities say they think integration is better than segregation—of every race. But they’re not prepared to do anything much to get it. And they think that they can go along the path they’re going and have the society work out. I think that’s a really large bet. I don’t think it’s going to come true.

Dyson: And the question, too, is on whose shoulders is the burden for integration or desegregation placed? And what’s interesting, even in a postintegration society after Brown v. Board of Education 1954, integrated education has been a disaster for, in this case, say, African American students.

 

Orfield: I don’t agree with that.

 

Dyson: Well, disaster in this sense. The teachers who are teaching those students, who are black and Latino—largely white teachers—those students are being tracked for special education. They are being taught by teachers who don’t feel fundamentally that [black and brown students] have the capacity to perform up to a certain intellectual capacity and level. Who don’t demand from their students what they should demand from them. So even under an ideal integrated society, black and Latino students continue to suffer tremendous liabilities as a result of both their class, and their ethnicity and their race. I’m not against the ideal of the integrated society. I’m just saying, though, if we’re going to be honest about it, as you were asking us earlier to be about the mix of bilingualism, let’s be honest about integrationism. There’s a difference between old school, 1920s apartheid, imposed from the outside, and neoseparatism that’s generated among African Americans. Parents who say, “Look, I’m sending my kids to a white school, they’re killing their psyche, they’re making them believe they can’t perform, and so what’s wrong with me now trying to at least organize the possibility that a black school might be the outlet for them, if we can generate enough resources within our own communities? Or to, alternatively, take over the local public school education and make sure that it represents the interest of my child.”

 

Orfield: I would really like to answer a couple of these things. Black students, during this period of integration, had a huge decline in the gap between black and white achievement in this country. There was a huge decline in the difference in high school graduation. It just soared in this period. The biggest gains came in the South, which is the only part of the country which was ever integrated to any significant degree. We never did integrate the Northeast or the Midwest or the West because of the Supreme Court’s decision creating an absolute wall between city and suburb. There was always inequality in interracial schools. That’s absolutely true. But when we go back to segregated schools, which we’ve been studying, they are extremely inferior. And not because they’re black, because black and Latino students who are in segregated schools are sixteen times as likely to be in schools of concentrated poverty. Those are schools that have enormous social and economic crises, that have problems in every classroom, that are incredibly challenging to the teachers. Black teachers that start teaching in those schools leave the profession twice as fast as those who start teaching in less isolated, less impoverished schools. It’s just an overwhelming task. White students never end up in concentrated poverty schools.

Tapp: I think you’re also saying, we haven’t had integration, so what are we talking about?

 

Orfield: We certainly haven’t had it in this part of the country.

 

Vargas: Integration’s only going to happen when people start living in integrated neighborhoods. And that goes a lot to economic power. If people can choose where they want to live, as opposed to living in a place of last resort, where they can only afford to live.

 

Orfield: The richest group of blacks in the country is as segregated as the poorest group, according to Doug Massey’s American Apartheid.

 

Tapp: Let’s talk for a minute about trying to put poverty into this equation. I think there’s a pretty interesting argument, made by a number of young activists, mostly black, but others as well, that integration was the worst thing in the world. Isolation is now both by race and by class, and the kind of isolation that I think has been alluded to here, but not really talked about, has been exacerbated by this mock integration. Because, as Arturo Vargas just pointed out, it’s not really happening. It’s happening occasionally in the workplace, occasionally in a university for a brief period of time. Not usually where we live. And Arturo Vargas, let me go back to you for a minute and ask what the poverty factor is here. Particularly with regard to Latinos, where you have a wide range of countries, views, classes, colors.

 

Vargas: Well, I think poverty has a big role in how race and ethnicity plays out in society today. And if we look at the experience, for example, of Latino immigrants, they are probably the most isolated and segregated of the Latino communities, because they have the fewest resources in which to choose where to live. But you have a huge emerging Latino middle class as well. And if you look at Los Angeles County, which has the largest concentration of Latinos in the United States—there are about four million who are living there—you see this growing integration of Latinos moving eastward into the suburbs of the San Gabriel Valley and integrating what were once predominantly white communities. You also have a large Asian community growing in the San Gabriel Valley. So I think there is some hope.

 

Dyson: I think that’s absolutely right. But as an avowed, hopefully complex integrationist, I want to put forth the claim that America is better, rather than worse, under the notion that we should live out the E Pluribus Unum—“out of many, one.” But at the same time, I think we have to be honest about the failures of that [creed]. And part of the failure has been the unwillingness of liberal and left thinkers, who support integration, to acknowledge its failures. And to say that we  haven’t tried integration in one sense means to say, under what present conditions do we detect the possibility that integration, after the enormous amounts of resources that have been put behind it, will succeed in a way that it hasn’t in the past?

 

Orfield: There have not been enormous resources put behind it.

 

Tapp: Actually, I want you to engage just a bit more on this. Michael Eric Dyson, you say the resources were there. They were applied. Gary Orfield, you said, no, not true.

 

Dyson: Well, I don’t want to say that. I don’t want to say “enormous resources” like there were enough. I’m just saying this: In the present climate of American society . . . the shift to the far right has been so complete that now affirmative action looks like the litmus test for our commitment to racial justice, when I believe it’s the first step toward a larger project of racial justice in American society. So I’m saying in that climate, when affirmative action can’t even be conceded, how are we going to truly integrate American schools to represent the justice that we’re aiming at?

 

Tapp: Wait a second. Last I checked, you were hitting on the left. Don’t stop hitting on the left. I want to hear what the left and the liberals did wrong, too.

 

Dyson: Oh, well I can tell you. First of all, the uncritical valorization of the notion that integrationism is the ideal of American society. Martin Luther King, Jr., ten days before he died, said before the Rabbinical Assembly of America that black people ought to practice “temporary segregation” unless we’re going to be “integrated out of power.” We associate that with Malcolm X. But King said if we’re not going to hold onto the little resources we do have, we cannot trust an American society whose arteries of memory have become clogged with self-interest to really act on our behalf and to defend our interests. So temporarily—he didn’t say how long that would be—we have to organize our own interests and defend them as best we can. That’s a complex form of solidarity that, of course, goes against the narrow reactionary [drift] of certain forms of racial unity. But I think we have to put something like that forward.

 

Tapp: Do you want to pick on both the left and right?

 

Orfield: Yes, I’d like to take both of these things on. One of the most frequent and most inaccurate statements that’s being made about integration is that we’ve invested a lot of resources in it, and they’ve diverted us from other things. We have invested virtually zero in integration. The only period in which we invested any significant resources in it was for about five years in the ’60s. We’ve had five  administrations that have been opposed to integration of any sort, two that have been very tepidly in favor of it since the 1960s. All of the appointments to the Supreme Court for twenty-five years were made to the opponents of integration by conservative presidents. There has been no significant amount of money invested in it by the civil rights movement. There just isn’t very much. There’s never been more than ten or twelve lawyers for the country working on integration as a serious goal. It’s usually been less than that. It just is wrong to say there are huge resources. The huge resources have been invested in segregation. They’ve been invested in compensatory education. We’ve invested in segregation and we’ve been constantly criticized for inputting huge resources into integration. It never happened. That’s wrong.

 

Dyson: That wasn’t my argument. Okay, let’s concede that point for the sake of brevity. How are we going to redirect the resource allocation so we can support integration as opposed to desegregation, if we can’t even support a major vehicle to expand the middle-class to make the argument credible?

 

Orfield: Oh, I agree with you completely. Right now in the South there are many communities debating whether they should end their school desegregation plan or not. It’s an important debate. There are millions of kids who are in interracial schools, and the level of segregation’s increasing rapidly, and people are choosing to change their policies to increase it more. I think that’s a terrible mistake.

 

Tapp: Forgive me. I’m one of those people who like solid, clear answers. I really want to know, I would like some data that would say integration in education—let’s just confine it, okay?—is good for these reasons, and bad for these reasons. And here’s my problem. I keep looking for it.

 

Orfield: It exists.

 

Tapp: Does it?

 

Orfield: Yes.

 

Tapp: And what does it say?

 

Orfield: Basically it says that if you have a child that goes to an integrated school, they’re more likely to go to college and more likely to finish college. Everything else being equal, they’re likely to have slightly higher test scores. They’re likely to have a different life. They’re more likely to live in an interracial setting as an adult, they’re more likely to work in an interracial setting. It’s not a magic bullet. There are no magic bullets. But it does produce solid benefits.

Tapp: If that’s the case, why isn’t that printed everywhere, and everyone knows it, and we all are rushing to integrate our schools? Oh, I know Michael Eric Dyson wants to take that question.

 

Dyson: Well, again, Gary and I are on the same side. But I’m saying, if present strategies have led to the impasse that we presently have endured, what are we going to do strategically to make sure we can get beyond the impasse? Because my point is about a kind of racialpolitik. We’ve got to be real about what we can do.

 

Tapp: I think you’re presuming there’s a consensus on these issues, and Arturo Vargas, I would argue that there’s not. Everybody will sit here and say, we want our children to be healthy, happy, and well educated. But once you get beyond that, I would suggest, I would just throw it on the table here, there’s a real range of opinion.

 

Vargas: I agree with you. I think people are seeing integration as what they want to see. They want to see a quality education.

 

Tapp: But let’s go whole package, shall we? Because I’ve heard a pretty good argument increasingly in recent years, that it’s not only about schools, that it’s about something Arturo just mentioned—family involvement, community, good housing. I noticed with some interest, Gary Orfield, that you suggest that when people put together school reform packages for the future, they throw housing in as part of the deal. That communities say, “We don’t want this unless we have decent housing attached to this.” There’s the issue of health care, there’s the issue of job opportunity. Now, I know a lot of what I’ve just said are terms that are charged now and, in some instances, even buzz words. And I’ve tried to pick more neutral ones. But the reality is, there’s a growing body of scholars—is there not?—who are saying, “It’s got to be an organic whole. It can’t just be a good school. That won’t work alone.”

 

Orfield: The root of our present system of racial inequality is housing and communities. It’s illegal in our country now to distribute things unequally on the basis of race. But it’s perfectly legal to do it on the basis of residence, and on the basis of community. And we do it in all of our metropolitan areas in a massive way. If we don’t create housing opportunity within that system, we’re creating lack of access to schools, to jobs, to all kinds of life opportunities. And we really aren’t seriously thinking about this at all. There really isn’t any significant program of housing construction for low-income families, outside of very impoverished areas. Whenever we subsidize a family, we should think about what kind of school opportunity they’d get. Whenever we put in sewer lines and expensive infrastructure for our suburban communities, we should think about getting some affordable housing in there, and then making sure that it’s not given out in a discriminatory way. We’re building in very systematic polarization of our society, and we aren’t thinking about how to get out of it. And to think we can get out of it just with schools, after we do everything wrong in terms of figuring out how our communities are going to develop, is a mistake.

 

Tapp: Sounds to me like doing all that other stuff is extraordinarily costly. It might even be an example of liberal spending. Michael Eric Dyson—big money!

 

Dyson: Well, yeah. What we’re arguing here is that it’s all part of a larger whole
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