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This book is dedicated to the people rising above Katrina’s storm in the city of New Orleans, the Gulf Coast, and across America.



And the Lord said…“I will judge his house for ever for the iniquity which he knoweth; because his sons made themselves vile, and he restrained them not.”

—1 SAMUEL 3:11–13



INTRODUCTION

IN 2006, JUST AFTER THE January holiday honoring Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., an animated Dr. King came to life on the Cartoon Network’s new show The Boondocks. Animator Aaron McGruder had created an older version of the assassinated civil rights legend. He stood at the pulpit of a black church, looking out at gangster rappers in a fistfight, high school dropouts calling each other “niggers,” and unmarried black teenage mothers dressed like whores. “Is this it? This is what I got all those ass-whippings for?—I had a dream once,” he said, referring to the sacrifices he made during the civil rights struggles of the fifties and sixties. King’s face twisted with disappointment. His voice dripped with disdain for what had come of his dream.

Every word of the cartoon Dr. King’s stinging sermon was rooted in an electric speech that actor and comedian Bill Cosby had given in 2004 on the fiftieth anniversary of the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka. Much as W.E.B. DuBois predicted the problem of the “colorline” would dominate the twentieth century, Cosby’s speech set the agenda for civil rights in the twenty-first century by calling for the most powerful, self-reliant black Americans in history to deal with the crisis of children without parents, children failing in school, and civil rights leaders making excuses for absurdly high rates of crime in the black community. It was a speech that continues to redefine discussions of race, poverty, and class in America.
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THE EVENT WAS GOLD-PLATED. On May 17, 2004, three thousand of black America’s elite, in tuxedos and gowns, gathered at Constitution Hall in Washington, D.C. The very building where black opera star Marian Anderson had been barred from singing in 1939 because of her race filled up with elegantly attired black people for a celebration of the golden anniversary of the Brown decision, the crowning moment in the midcentury African American struggle for racial equality. It was exactly fifty years earlier, on May 17, 1954, that the Supreme Court stunned the nation by ordering racial integration of public schools in Brown.

The featured speaker for the anniversary gala was the famed entertainer Bill Cosby. He had a script for his remarks but he didn’t use it. The result was a speech that created a roaring controversy about the state of life in black America fifty years after Brown.

Oseola McCarty didn’t live to hear the Cosby speech. But her voice echoed in every moment. The speech was simply the latest version of an anthem to the virtue of struggle and the belief that we shall overcome. Just before she died, McCarty told an interviewer: If you want to feel proud of yourself, then do good. Take action that will make you proud. Black or white, don’t make excuses, don’t blame anyone, and if you really want to feel proud, then do something to help someone else.

The end of segregated schools had come too late for Ms. McCarty. By the end of third grade in her rundown school in segregated Hattiesburg, Mississippi, the nine-year-old’s family pulled her out of classes. She washed other people’s dirty clothes all her life and then the “Little Colored Lady” in the Mississippi Delta gave her entire life savings of $150,000 for college scholarships aimed at black students. The example of an eighty-seven-year-old third-grade dropout using her small pocketbook to open school doors for the next generation of black children drew national attention. People called her a strong, determined, and sacrificing soul, a living black American saint.

At her life’s end, she said, the prize she wanted most of all was that the “children won’t have to work so hard like I did.” More than six hundred other people were moved by McCarty’s example to add to the scholarship money she gave the University of Southern Mississippi. In her actions, black and white Americans saw the best of African American traditions come alive—the tradition of defying the odds to overcome and help others get over. President Clinton called her to the White House and gave her the Presidential Citizens Medal—the second-highest honor a president can give an American civilian. Harvard University gave her an honorary degree. The United Nations held a special ceremony to honor her. Media mogul Ted Turner said he felt compelled to act by the example of the “the little colored lady washer who gave away everything.” Inspired by McCarty, Turner gave a billion dollars to charity. Five years after she died, sixteen young people had already had their education paid for by “Mama O’s” act of grace.

McCarty was no educator. But her actions put her in a long tradition of black people striving to open school doors for black children and succeeding despite the seemingly insurmountable barriers of racial oppression and poverty. Black women such as Harriet Tubman, Nannie Helen Burroughs, and Mary McLeod Bethune all created schools to educate slaves and their children. They acted to lift a veil of ignorance from people who had been held down, condemned to slavery, and denied the chance to learn to read and write, thus limiting them to working as unskilled, cheap laborers. McCarty energized the legacy of uplift by lending a helping hand to the next generation in a new era. Her action in helping others was in line with such seemingly disparate black activists as Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. DuBois, Marcus Garvey, A. Philip Randolph, Thurgood Marshall, Martin Luther King Jr., and Malcolm X. Despite their wildly different political philosophies, all of these leaders understood that all hope for progress began with self-help, education, and decisive action.

Cosby’s speech never mentioned Oseola McCarty, but in many ways it spoke in her voice. Cosby called on black Americans to keep their self-help traditions alive. His speech challenged black people to take a hard look at poor parenting and the cultural rot preventing too many black children from throwing off the veil of ignorance covering them, a situation rooted in twenty-first-century problems of poverty, disproportionate fatherlessness, bad schools, high rates of unemployment, and lives wasted in jails.

Of course, if McCarty had been alive to praise the substance of Cosby’s message, she might have been harshly questioned. Hip critics wise to the street life surely would have dismissed her as “country” and old. They might have asked if she was “authentically black,” and pointed out that she knew nothing about “thug life” or “keeping it real.” Her humble, striving, up-from-the-bootstraps approach might have been attacked as pretentious, the tactics of a black woman who forgot where she came from, an Uncle Tom or Aunt Jemima. That’s what happened to Cosby.

The Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown decision was as large an event in American history as the Civil War. The war, fought to prevent slavery from dividing the union, ended in 1865, almost a century before Brown. Making the former slaves full citizens of the Republic in the aftermath of the great war created political and cultural divisions that tore at the ideals of a nation based on a Declaration of Independence, which articulated the principle of all men being created equally with “unalienable rights…life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Black Americans, however, even as free people, endured second-class citizenship that required amendments to the U.S. Constitution to make them full citizens and protect their rights, liberty, and ability to vote and own property under the law. Even then, a culture of segregation and intimidation, from cross burnings to lynching, gave birth to laws that forced black Americans to live as a lower caste. They attended separate and inferior schools, ate separately, shopped separately, and often lived in fear and submission to the power of white racial domination. The Supreme Court’s 1954 decision was a mighty break with that past.

“In these days it is doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to succeed in life if he is denied the opportunity of an education,” Chief Justice Earl Warren said that day as he read from the decision that marked a sudden departure from the nation’s history of slavery and legal segregation premised on inferiority. “To separate [black children] from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community…. We conclude that in the field of public education the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place.”

The Brown decision was a signal moment in twentieth-century American life that ignited the beginning of the end for legal, state-supported segregation in American life. It set in motion the greatest social movement in all of American history, the modern civil rights movement. Brown gave birth to Rosa Parks’s successful fight against segregated seating on Montgomery, Alabama, buses in 1955 only a year later. The Brown ruling forced President Eisenhower to send federal troops to protect nine black children who wanted to go to Little Rock’s Central High School in 1957. It was the idea of race-blind justice at the heart of Brown that stirred idealism on college campuses and in churches and union halls. Brown set the stage for the 1963 March on Washington, the 1964 Civil Rights Act, and the 1965 Voting Rights Act. All of this change flowed from the seminal ruling in Brown. Martin Luther King’s dream of the children of slave owners and slave masters working together, as well as Malcolm X’s defiant calling out of racial hypocrites, is rooted in the Brown decision’s clarifying vision of an America where racial inequality was deemed illegal, unconstitutional, and at odds with the principles of the country. And Brown is the seed of higher secondary school and college graduation rates for blacks and Latinos in the second half of the twentieth century. The roots of the largest, most politically powerful black middle class in American history are in the Brown case.

So, on the fiftieth anniversary of Brown, the elite of the most highly educated and most affluent black people in world history came together to celebrate. In keeping with the gala atmosphere, Hollywood celebrities mixed with politicians and the rich. The leaders of major black civil rights groups—the NAACP, the National Council of Negro Women, and the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund—were all on stage. Awards were presented to elderly lawyers who had played roles in the Brown case such as ninety-seven-year-old Oliver Hill of Richmond, Virginia. But the most highly anticipated speaker for the night was Bill Cosby.

“The Cos,” as he is known by Americans who regularly put him on their list of the most admired people in the country, is renowned for his generosity. The sixty-nine-year-old star has given more than $20 million to black colleges. He starred in a groundbreaking TV show that presented, for the very first time, an upper-middle-class black family as completely free of self-hate or pathology. The Huxtables happily confronted the ironies and absurdities of modern American life without a preoccupation with race. It was the most popular program on American television for several seasons. Both the TV character and the real Cosby embodied the ideal that had driven the architects of the Brown decision. Able to compete and succeed in an integrated society, Cosby (and Cliff Huxtable) asserted his birthright as a full-blooded member of the American family, while never ignoring his identity as a black man steeped in African American culture.

Who better to lead the hallelujah chorus for the big anniversary than the man who personified centuries of dreams come to life—the dream of black people succeeding in the American mainstream? He was expected to be a safe choice. All that was asked of him was that he tell a few tasteful jokes, be properly reverent of the civil rights leaders on stage, and offer admiring words to the old folks who had been heroes in the making of the Brown case fifty years earlier.

Instead, Bill Cosby got mad.

“Ladies and gentlemen, these people—they opened doors, they gave us the right[s],” he said, praising the lawyers and educators present. “But today, ladies and gentlemen, in our cities we have fifty-percent dropout [rates among young black men] in our neighborhoods. We have [the highest percentage of any American racial group with] men in prison. No longer is a person embarrassed because [she is] pregnant without a husband. No longer is a boy considered an embarrassment if he tries to run away from being the father….

“Ladies and gentlemen, the lower economic and low middle economic people are not holding their end in this deal.”

The crowd was caught off guard. Emotionally they were set to laugh politely with Cosby. But this was no comedy routine. It was edgy, high-wire political commentary about a real crisis. Cosby dared to explain why some black Americans turned their backs on the opportunities created by the struggles and sacrifices of generations past. He was willing to assign blame and point fingers. No one came to the anniversary gala to be chastised or reminded of failures. Most of the audience was not sure if the humorist was joking, so initially there was lots of laughter. After all, this was Cosby, black America’s lovable funny man, speaking at an invitation-only event. People kept laughing at what they thought might be jokes. But then people began to offer up “Amen” and applause even as Cosby continued delivering a sharp critique of contemporary black American life. By mid-speech it was clear that Cosby had pushed the line past humor.

“You can’t keep asking Jesus [to do] this for you. You can’t keep asking that God will find a way. God is tired of you,” he said skating out of line and long past any reverence for the power of the Christian church in black America. And he kept going. Next he said the problems weighing down black America fifty years after Brown had nothing to do with white people or the racism that clamped chains on slaves. “We can’t blame white people,” he said. Then he added: “Brown v. Board is no longer the white person’s problem.” And now, way past the bounds of the expectations of the happy crowd, Cosby said that for all their success in breaking down barriers to equal opportunity in America, “you wouldn’t know that anybody had done a damned thing.” He cited the high dropout rate as well as the disproportionate number of black children born into poverty as the babies of young, single mothers. (According to the National Center for Health Statistics, in 2004, 69.2 percent of black children were born to unwed mothers. That contrasts with 24.5 percent for white children and approximately 45 percent for Hispanic children.) Thumping the lectern, the now-not-so-funny man said black parents buy five-hundred-dollar sneakers for their kids, but won’t spend a dime on the Hooked on Phonics program to teach those kids how to read. “Thank God,” he proclaimed, that people who spent their lives breaking down segregation so that black people could have a chance for success don’t “know what is going on today.”

On a righteous roll, Cosby turned his anger to excuses made to explain why American jails are filled with black men. “These are not political [prisoners],” he said. “These are people going around stealing Coca-Cola. People getting shot in the back of the head over a piece of pound cake! Then we all run out and are outraged [saying], ‘The cops shouldn’t have shot him.’ What the hell was he doing with the pound cake in his hand?”

Cosby’s speech took flight as powerful, blunt, public talk about issues that most black people, middle-class or poor, speak about only privately with other black people and far from microphones. He didn’t dress up his thoughts in statistical data. He didn’t attribute any conclusions to academic sources or sociological theorists. He just took the weight of making the charges about the failures of black people on his black shoulders, and he made especially stinging observations about black youth culture:


• “People putting their clothes on backwards—isn’t that a sign of something going on wrong? Aren’t you paying attention? People with their hats on backwards, pants down around the crack…are you waiting for Jesus to pull his pants up? Isn’t it a sign of something when she’s got her dress all the way up to the crack…?”

• “We are not Africans. Those people are not Africans; they don’t know a damned thing about Africa. With names like Shaniqua, Shaligua, Mohammed and all that crap and all of them are in jail.”

• “Everybody knows it’s important to speak English except these knuckleheads. You can’t land a plane with ‘Why you ain’t…’ You can’t be a doctor with that kind of crap coming out of your mouth. There is no Bible that has that kind of language. Where did these people get the idea that they’re moving ahead on this…these people are fighting hard to be ignorant.”

• “Five or six different children—same woman, eight, ten different husbands or whatever. Pretty soon you’re going to have to have DNA cards so you can tell who you’re making love to…you could have sex with your grandmother…you keep those numbers coming, I’m just predicting.”


Now, what was most impressive about the response to these sharp, even nasty riffs on the self-defeating habits of many young black people, and the bad job black parents did in raising them, was that there was not one call for Cosby to sit down. No one shouted out for him to shut up. In fact, Cosby at one point had to ask the audience to stop interrupting his rants with clapping, loud shouts of praise, and spiraling, singsong amens. “No more applause,” he finally said.

To an only slightly quieter audience, he then began challenging black people’s inaction about crime in black America, condemning tolerance for crack houses and drive-by shootings. He asked why the Christian churches had nothing to say about criminals dominating black neighborhoods. Now Cosby came to a damning conclusion: “What the hell good is Brown v. Board of Education if nobody wants it?” Earlier that night he had received an award for advancing educational opportunities for black Americans. As he began to finish up his speech, he thanked the NAACP for the award, and upped the ante one more time. This time he spoke for all the old-timers who had been lawyers on the Brown case, the people who had sent donations to support the lawyers, and the social scientists who had done research to support the call for integrated schools.

“They’ve got to wonder what the hell happened. Brown v. Board of Education—these people who marched and were hit in the face with rocks and punched in the face to get an education and [today] we got these knuckleheads walking around who don’t want to learn English…these people are not funny anymore. And that’s not my brother. And that’s not my sister. They’re faking and they’re dragging me down because the state, the city…have to pick up the tab on them because they don’t want to accept that they have to study to get an education….

“Brown v. Board of Education—where are we today…the white man, he’s laughing—got to be laughing. Fifty percent dropout [rate]—rest of them in prison.”

         

THE IMMEDIATE REACTION TO COSBY that night was a standing ovation. Kweisi Mfume, executive director of the NAACP, later said none of the civil rights activists on stage knew how to follow such a radical, unscripted presentation. He wasn’t sure what to say about what he had just heard, but the look on his face suggested that he was jazzed by Cosby’s decision to take a risk and offer himself to Black America as modern prophet. He might as well have said that no one can control Bill Cosby. And then Mfume could have added that nobody takes a stand-up comic all that seriously, anyway. Some who were backstage said the applause was for Bill Cosby the legendary entertainer, and not for the amateur social critic. But there was no apology that night from civil rights leaders. Cosby offered no follow-up qualifications or explanations. The audience reacted with genuine pleasure to a biting but at times hilarious and intimate riff on us—black folks.

A few days later, however, a short news item appeared in the gossip section of the Washington Post about the buzz being generated by word-of-mouth accounts of Cosby’s speech. It said some people, including some of the civil rights luminaries at the event, thought Cosby had maligned poor black people, that he was blaming America’s most vulnerable population for their problems. That prompted a round of newspaper and TV stories about what Cosby said. Few dismissed Cosby as a comedian doing a routine, or as a lightweight intellectual who had made a fool of himself by going off the deep end in front of a big crowd. Instead, his comments about blacks needing to take personal responsibility for their children, for crime, and local schools, gained power as they were echoed by the Washington, D.C., police chief and even politicians such as Jesse Jackson. The street corner wisdom among blacks and whites, apart from whether Cosby was right or wrong, was that he had been courageous in calling by name a serious problem that most people found too dicey to talk about in public. Columnists and talk-radio shows joined the now-weighty discussion about Cosby’s “Pound Cake Speech.”

Then the critics mounted their attack. Theodore Shaw, the head of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, wrote a serious analysis of the Pound Cake Speech in a column in the Washington Post. In Shaw’s view, Cosby had demonized poor black people while ignoring “systemic issues of race and racism” that continued to limit the progress of black people. As the man who spoke immediately after Cosby finished his remarks at Constitution Hall, Shaw said he knew “even before I reached the stage that Cosby’s comments would be hijacked by those who pretend that racism is no longer an issue and who view poor black people with disdain.” The lawyer, heir to the legacy of Thurgood Marshall and the architects of the Brown decision, recounted a recent Texas case he had handled, in which a corrupt undercover policeman had lied about finding drugs on black people and sent many of them to jail. He scored Cosby again when he wrote that a black African immigrant, Amadou Diallo, who did not have a gun and was not stealing pound cake, was shot forty-one times by New York City police.

Shaw also reported that he had phoned Cosby a few days after the speech to personally express his distaste. He said while they disagreed on much about what Cosby said that night, they agreed on a middle ground. They’d jointly fight racism as well as patterns of negative, self-defeating behavior by black people. What was curious was Shaw’s inclination to compromise. Cosby had broken with the civil rights establishment’s orthodoxy of portraying blacks as victims. That was the reason no other modern black leader or personality had previously pointed out the obvious problems bedeviling black America. Cosby had broken the code of silence, leaving himself wide open to be slammed. But Shaw, as a leading voice for the gray-haired rebels of the civil rights movement, apparently didn’t feel free to blast Cosby as an “Uncle Tom.” Cosby was too popular with blacks, not to mention whites, to be excommunicated from the civil rights establishment. As much as they wanted to throttle him, the old guard couldn’t afford to kill this messenger. “The issue of personal responsibility is real,” Kweisi Mfume told a reporter. “A lot of people didn’t want him to say what he said because it was an open forum. But if the truth be told, he was on target.”

So it was left to black academics and self-styled black radicals to pick up the attack. Cosby was not their hero, on TV or in person. The starting point for the critics was that he should not have said it in public, on the fiftieth anniversary of the Brown decision. And he really shouldn’t have said it without explaining to white people—especially conservative white people—that he wasn’t talking about all black people, but just some black people. Author Earl Ofari Hutchinson wrote in the Los Angeles Times that “Cosby didn’t invent the shopworn stereotype that poor blacks are their own worst enemy…but what [people] heard from him only reinforces negative beliefs about the poor.” In a black paper, the Los Angeles Sentinel, a writer named Larry Ashby accused Cosby of “callous insensitivity.” The bottom line, Ashby wrote, was that Cosby’s “tirade failed to cite racism and related systemic factors that clearly provide the context for poor education, excessive poverty, violence, and hopelessness. Bill Cosby surely knows that minimizing the continuing impact of race is too dangerous a game for blacks to engage in.”

A black University of Pennsylvania professor, Michael Eric Dyson, condemned Cosby’s comments as evidence of “classist, elitist viewpoints…that only reinforce suspicions about black humanity.” White-run TV shows, hungry for a glimpse of a fight inside black American leadership, put those critics on camera to take their shots at Cosby. Michael Males, a sociologist, argued that Cosby had few statistics to support his fierce opinions. If the comedian used statistics honestly, Males said, he would have had to talk about recent declines in teen pregnancy, violent crime, and spousal abuse among black people. Males said Cosby ignored the fact that there are now more black Americans in college than at any other time in history.

In the Village Voice, Ta-Nehisi Coates said Cosby was guilty of directing “invective” against black people that normally would prompt the NAACP to start boycotts and picketing. He said no white person could get away with a speech attacking low-income blacks, maybe not even a black person could get away with it, with one exception. That exception, he said, was Cosby. Coates argued that Cosby was insulated from proper rebuke because of his long history of giving money to black organizations and politicians. He concluded, however, that Cosby was just another old man “showing his age.” He wrote that Cosby was “no more insightful than your crotchety old uncle standing on the corner shaking his cane, ranting to no one in particular: ‘Damn kids!’ Of course, no one in his or her right mind would hand your uncle a bullhorn.”

One of the few white writers to take on Cosby was a cynical Barbara Ehrenreich. In a column in the New York Times, she explained that she almost missed the controversy over Cosby’s comments because it was another billionaire bashing poor blacks: “The only thing that gave this particular story a little piquancy is that the billionaire doing the bashing is black himself.” She dismissed the whole episode as the latest version of attacks on poor black women as lazy and promiscuous baby machines, and black kids as a “generation of ‘super-predators,’ gang-bangers, and thugs.”

One Cosby critic pointed out that Cosby had once created a lovable but street-wise character, Fat Albert, who sometimes spoke in a black dialect. Yet here he was, criticizing people for engaging in the same kinds of behavior as Fat Albert. Hypocrisy was the bottom line coming from a chorus of critics. Christopher Farley, a Time magazine cultural critic, also complained about Cosby scolding young black people for not speaking proper English. Great black writers, ranging from Zora Neale Hurston to Langston Hughes, wrote literature using black dialects. Others noted that Cosby had admitted to having an extramarital affair, but now was condemning the sexual behavior of other people. A range of critics came at Cosby with charges of elitism, contempt for the poor, and insensitivity to the difficulty of getting out of poverty, especially deep poverty that has been in place for generations. For several days, Cosby’s comments dominated black talk radio. Joe Madison, the host of a popular syndicated show, heard both sides of the controversy from his mostly black audience, and he came down firmly in opposition. “Cosby went overboard when he absolved white America and the government of any responsibility for the ills of the poor black community. He made it seem like the problems affecting poor black people in the community are pathological. You can’t paint the poor black community with a broad brush.”

In general, political and social criticism of black people by other black people is a non-starter in America—unless you are a stand-up comic. Even then it can be a problem. When comedian Chris Rock joked that Washington, D.C.’s mostly black population elected a crack addict as mayor (“What I want to know is who he was running against”), his purely comedic performance prompted comments and essays accusing him of being a closet conservative. But harsh criticism of Cosby as not being in touch with issues facing most black people did not play well. He may be an entertainer, but he wasn’t smiling when he delivered his lines. Cosby’s speech, by virtue of its setting and his stature, rose above social satire. Cosby is at a different level of American life. Cosby the philanthropist, as opposed to Cosby the comedian, walks at the front of black society, alongside the lawyers, doctors, and political leaders. He had to be taken seriously. At the same time, it was hard for critics to label him as part of a racist conspiracy, or, because of his long history of support for progressive causes, to diminish him by putting him in league with racists or opportunistic black conservatives. He wasn’t presenting himself to white people as the black man they could trust; he was telling home truths to his own people, out of an authentic, almost shockingly raw sense of despair.

As the criticism from black intellectuals and activists rained down on him, Cosby did not backpedal. He did tell an interviewer that he’d meant to say “some” black people failed to take advantage of newly opened opportunities, but not all black people. But he didn’t start stuttering or stumbling, and he never apologized. Instead, he said he had been saying the same thing to black audiences for months; it was only when the white press heard him at the fiftieth-anniversary celebration that the controversy erupted. The implication was that black people had no trouble with his comments. He asked if he was supposed to keep quiet out of concern for white racists who already didn’t think much of black people. He said he hadn’t directed his comments at Constitution Hall to whites, but had spoken out to black people about the “disease that is infecting our people more and more every day.” And he added to one reporter: “After you blame me and decide that Bill Cosby is an elitist…watch the dropout rate go up to sixty percent.”

As for his criticism of “knuckleheads” who failed to speak proper English, he pointed out that Zora Neal Hurston and Langston Hughes spoke classic English and chose as a matter of art to write in dialect and create scenes of poor black life that had morphed into fascinating subcultures. And he added a sting to the defense by noting that Farley, the Time magazine writer, did not write in black dialect in Time or speak in black dialect when he voiced his critique on Good Morning America.

In making his defense, Cosby portrayed himself as a righteous man who cared for his people and refused to be intimidated by militant blacks who questioned his sincerity, or to be silenced by the chance that some white conservatives would hijack his message for their own purposes: “If I have to make a choice between keeping quiet so that conservative media does not speak negatively, or ringing the bell to galvanize those who want change in the lower economic community, then I choose to be a bell ringer.”

The most difficult attack for Cosby to handle was the charge that he had betrayed black America. This line of argument proved hardy, coming to life again and again in news stories, intellectual debate, and on talk radio. It fit with claims that increasing numbers of the growing black middle class wanted nothing to do with the “black underclass.” It was a damning image of nouveau-riche blacks, as represented by Cosby, distancing themselves from their poor brothers. Even worse, there was the suggestion that Cosby and his upper-class black friends now felt free to publicly ridicule poor black people. That argument was set forth in a piece in Florida’s Broward Times, in which Cosby was derided as a spokesman for the black middle class and the “latest in a long line of accommodationist Negro leaders.” Authors Glen Ford and Peter Gamble even referred to Cosby’s famous speech as evidence of the new, arrogant black middle class that is “sheltered from the real world of zero-sum politics, gentrification, underfunded and abandoned school districts, swelling prison populations, racial profiling, economic marginalization, drug abuse, and other poverty-based social ills.”

This response was not exactly unpredictable. In fact, to some degree, it was understandable. As a group, black people are obviously sensitive to any reinforcement of the racist characterization of them as stupid, lazy, violent, and lacking in moral character. Those stereotypes have persisted across the years in minstrel shows and music videos, and have led to a negative self-image. That’s why image and role models are more important to black people than to most other Americans. Blacks are concerned about image to the point of paranoia, opening a door for conspiracy theories that blame everything, including AIDS, on malevolent white powers that are out to hold down black people. Thus, for Cosby to air this dirty laundry struck at a sensitive psychic nerve. Nevertheless, he continued.

Three weeks after he ignited the debate, Cosby kept a commitment to appear at the annual convention of Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow/PUSH Coalition and Citizenship Education Fund. He was feeling defensive about the charges that he had betrayed the black community by exposing problems of the black poor to the world. Speaking to the Chicago activists, Cosby preempted any attack on those lines: “Let me tell you something. Your dirty laundry gets out of school at two-thirty every day. It’s cursing and calling each other nigger as they walk up and down the street. They think they’re hip. They can’t read; they can’t write. They’re laughing and giggling and they’re going nowhere.” And he didn’t stop there. Those uneducated black kids grow up to be violent, he said. “You’ve got to stop beating up your women because you can’t find a job, because you didn’t want to get an education and now you’re [making] minimum wage.”

When he was pressed about taking the pressure off white people and continued racism, Cosby got fiery. This is the time to “turn the mirror around,” he said. “Because for me it is almost analgesic to talk about what the white man is doing against us. And it keeps a person frozen in their seat, it keeps you frozen in the hole you are sitting in.”

His words were greeted with thunderous applause. And it prompted him to go further in his comments about post-1954 generations of black Americans not taking advantage of the doors opened by the civil rights movement. “Dogs, water hoses that tear the bark off trees, Emmett Till…and you’re going to tell me you are going to drop out of school? You’re going to tell me you are going to steal from a store?”

Cosby’s remarks at the PUSH event made front-page news nationwide. People who might have thought that he was misquoted earlier, or that his words had been taken out of context, now realized that he really had critiqued poor black people. He told one reporter he had no plans to “soften my message,” because negative indicators in the black community, from teen pregnancies to illiteracy, were at “epidemic” levels. The black political establishment that had reveled in Cosby’s philanthropy and fame felt trapped. The essence of the negative behavior he was railing against was behavior that the NAACP, the black church, the Jesse Jackson activists, and the black intellectuals had long ago decided not to address. Not one civil rights group took up Cosby’s call for marches and protests against drug dealers, pregnant teens, deadbeat dads, and hate-filled rap music that celebrates violence. He was now officially a renegade from the black establishment. The only saving grace was that he had built up such a deep reservoir of goodwill that the official black leadership still didn’t launch a public attack. They simply ignored him.

Cosby was insulated from a full-fledged assault for several reasons. He was not white, not a conservative, had not grown up middle-class, and was not married to a white woman. As an actor, he had always portrayed positive, smart, successful black people. He had put his personal fortune into advancing black education and had always been a friend to other black people in the sensitive fight over black image in America. He had touched all the bases used by the judges of black racial authority. Essentially, he had a get-out-of-jail pass. But even though he had that goodwill in the bank, no civil rights group lent their credibility to his crusade. The only question was how long it could last, and how far he could go, before broaching too great a taboo.

Without the platform provided by civil rights groups, Cosby announced that he planned a series of town-hall meetings in cities with large black populations, to repeat his message in front of poor black people. At one of the first, in Newark, New Jersey, at New Hope Baptist Church, Cosby was asked why he wasn’t talking to white people about holding down black people. “You can’t blame white people for everything wrong in your life…. What white man made you write a record calling black women bitches and whores?” he shouted at one point. Even more acutely, Cosby began insisting that black Americans, including the poorest of the poor, stop pretending that they lacked money, freedom, and the political skills to handle their own problems. There was silence when he said: “There are people that want you to remain in a hole, and they rejoice in your hopelessness because they have jobs mismanaging you. However, the solution is not becoming victims. We have to rise up and fight on all levels to succeed.”

Now Cosby was calling out the old guard that had invited him to Constitution Hall to celebrate their victory in Brown—the graying civil rights leadership and the black politicians who stand as the gatekeepers of ideas and attitudes in black popular culture. Who else are the people who “have jobs mismanaging you”? Cosby had thrown down a challenge. He was on the offensive and gaining attention for taking risks in challenging the troubled status quo in black America.

Suddenly, Cosby hit a wall.

His energetic charge was blunted when he found himself charged with the kind of bad behavior he was criticizing in other people. A young woman said Cosby had taken her to his mansion outside Philadelphia, drugged her, and then fondled her breasts and touched her genitals while she was unconscious. Cosby immediately shut down his tour. Then a second woman, a white California lawyer, went to newspapers with a similar charge. She claimed that when she had been trying to break into acting in the 1970s, she’d met Cosby and gone out to dinner with him. After the meal, she alleged, she’d suddenly found herself groggy after taking a pill he gave her, and facing him with his pants down. She said she’d had to fight with him to get him out of her apartment. “I’m not suing him for money,” she later told reporters. “I would have waited my natural life if he hadn’t drugged another person.” A town-hall meeting in Cleveland had to be canceled in January 2005 because Cosby was fighting for his reputation.

Everywhere he went, the issue reporters wanted to discuss was his sexual behavior; his fight with crippling behavior patterns in black America was buried under that heap of dung. A month after the allegations surfaced, the Montgomery County, Pennsylvania, district attorney decided not to file charges of sexual assault against the comedian. The DA said there was insufficient evidence. But the bad publicity left its mark, especially when combined with a previous episode in which Cosby had admitted to an affair outside of his marriage and paying to support the woman’s child. Now Cosby was attacked with glee by critics like Professor Dyson. The professor skewered Cosby as a hypocrite; he dismissed his contributions as an actor, an author, and a comedian. He said Cosby’s work as a philanthropist did not entitle him to be free of criticism. Cosby personified a black middle class, Dyson argued, that had “lost its mind,” and lost touch with history and poor black people. Cosby was still rich, famous, and able to command a microphone. But the clarity of his message was gone with all this static in the air and a unique moment







OEBPS/images/Will_9780307395191_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
ENOUGH

Juan Williams





OEBPS/images/Will_9780307395191_epub_l01_r1.jpg
ENOUGH

The Phony Leaders, Dead-End Movements, and
Cultur of Fiure That e Undermining Blck

America-— and What We Can Do About I

JUAN WILLIAMS






OEBPS/images/Will_9780307395191_epub_001_r1.jpg





