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PREFACE

“Do not be a slave to any form of selling out.”

Oprah Winfrey, Commencement Address, Howard University, May 2007

The specter of the “sellout” haunts the African-American imagination. A long-oppressed minority situated in the midst of a dominant white majority, blacks fear that whites will favor and corrupt acquiescent Negroes who, from positions of privilege, will neglect struggles for group elevation. African Americans fear that whites will empower “Oreos” who “look black but think white.” African Americans fear that whites will promote black free riders and defectors who sap solidarity and discourage effective strategies for resisting subordination. Every social group—from the union to the organized crime family to the nation-state—confronts the challenge of exacting loyalty to the collective in the face of self-interest, hardship, or even danger.1 That is why those engaged in the maintenance of groups expend considerable energy seeking to discover free-riding cheaters (think of the Internal Revenue Service in pursuit of tax evaders) or deceptive defectors (think of the Department of Justice in pursuit of traitors). If an entity as powerful as the United States of America periodically suffers from hysteria over perceived threats of internal subversion, it should be no surprise that African Americans—a marginalized, stigmatized, vulnerable racial minority—grapple with anxieties about racial betrayal.

A “sellout” is a person who betrays something to which she is said to owe allegiance.*1 When used in a racial context among African Americans, “sellout” is a disparaging term that refers to blacks who knowingly or with gross negligence act against the interest of blacks as a whole. Defining it that cleanly, however, offers a misleading sense of clarity. “Sellout” is a messy, volatile, contested term about which disagreement is rife, especially when it comes to applying the label to specific persons or conduct.2

Sometimes “Uncle Tom” is used interchangeably with “sellout.” In a Washington Post profile of Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas, two journalists write that “Uncle Tom is among the most searing insults a black American can hurl at a member of his own race.”3 They describe “Uncle Tom” as a “synonym for sellout, someone subservient to whites at the expense of his own people.”4 This usage is ironic. The original Uncle Tom—Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom—was a character who chose death at the hand of his notorious owner, Simon Legree, rather than reveal the whereabouts of runaway slaves. Still, there are those who use “Uncle Tom” to refer to any black whose actions, in their view, retard African-American advancement. Others are more discriminating. For many of them, the label “sellout” is more damning than “Uncle Tom” or kindred epithets—“Aunt Thomasina,” “Oreo,” “snowflake,” “handkerchief head,” “white man’s Negro,” “Stepin Fetchit.” While the latter insults refer to blacks who are deemed to be servile or otherwise lacking in an appropriate sense of racial pride or racial duty, “sellout” refers to someone who is dangerously antagonistic to blacks’ well-being. He is worse than an enemy. An enemy is socially distant. The sellout, by contrast, is (or is thought to be) a member of the family, tribe, nation, or race. The sellout is a person who is trusted because of his perceived membership in a given group—trusted until he shows his “true colors,” by which time he has often done harm to those who viewed him as a kinsman or fellow citizen.

Reputable people use “sellout” as an insult, and it is broadly seen as serving a useful purpose by identifying and stigmatizing a real menace: the black race traitor. Thus, a person accused of being a sellout will typically want to refute the charge, since, if it is believed, the indictment will generate all manner of negative consequences, including ostracism or even reprisal.

Suspicions of racial betrayal in black America have a long history. The extraordinary Martin R. Delany, whom some have dubbed the “father of black nationalism,” was fired upon by black militiamen who denounced him as a traitor when, in the 1870s, he rejected the Republican Party, allied himself with the Democrats, and campaigned for a former Confederate general and opponent of Reconstruction.5*2 Frederick Douglass, the preeminent black abolitionist, was excoriated by many African Americans as a turncoat when he married a white woman.†3 Angered by W. E. B. DuBois’s disapproval of black protest after the American entry into World War I, black dissidents contemptuously labeled as a Benedict Arnold‡4 the most outstanding activist-intellectual in black American history.§5

Suspicions regarding racial betrayal continue to be omnipresent. From the outset of his historic presidential campaign, Barack Obama has had to deal with doubts about his loyalty to blackness because of his ancestry (his mother was white), his upbringing (he was raised in Hawaii, apart from a cohesive black community), and perhaps most of all because many white people have strongly supported him. Discussing Obama, journalist Peter Beinart rightly noted that “being the ‘good’ black is tricky. The more whites love you, the more you must reassure your own community that you are still one of them. And the more you do that, the more you jeopardize your white support.”6 Obama himself addressed the issue squarely in a speech to the National Association of Black Journalists. Many blacks, he observed, remain ensnared by the notion that “if you appeal to white folks, there must be something wrong.”7

Questions regarding racial loyalty also dog Condoleezza Rice, Clarence Thomas, Vernon Jordan, Colin Powell, and the list goes on. Indeed, with the possible exception of athletes, blacks who attain success in a multiracial setting will always sooner or later encounter whispered insinuations or shouted allegations that their achievement is attributable, at least in part, to “selling out.” “Middle-class black folk,” journalist Jill Nelson observes, “tend to grow up feeling we have something to prove—not just to white folks, but to just about everyone, including each other. We greet one another with skepticism, treating each other as potential Eurocentric sellouts…until proven otherwise.”8 Many Negroes*6 are delighted when other blacks “make it” in their chosen field of endeavor; they see breakthroughs for one as advances for all. But for some, the very fact of success, especially when it stems substantially from white support, is reason enough to question an African American’s racial bona fides. Why, they ask, do the white folks permit this Negro to succeed? He must, they conclude, be collaborating.

In the pages that follow I describe the contours of African-American anxiety over racial betrayal. I follow this angst in the writings of black activists and intellectuals and chronicle episodes of alleged racial treachery. I show how allegations of selling out are currently triggered by a wide range of actions—marrying a white person, passing, “acting white,” “speaking white,” “thinking white,” describing oneself as “multiracial,” living in a white neighborhood, serving as a police officer or a prosecutor, working as an attorney for an elite law firm, opposing affirmative action. I delineate the negative effects that attend allegations of racial treachery: the truncation of needed debate, the resentment of those who feel intimidated by monitors of black political correctness, the nourishing of demagogues whose “leadership” consists largely of impugning the racial authenticity of rivals. I differ, however, with those who maintain that in light of these side effects the concept of racial betrayal should be repudiated wholesale. This approach neglects the requirement for maintaining any community—policing the group’s boundaries—and the benefits of appropriate ostracism (the suppression of feelings, ideas, and conduct that ought to be suppressed). If there is going to exist an imagined community known as Black America, there must also exist some point at which a citizen of Black America can rightly be charged with having done something that betrays that polity. But because Black America is wildly heterogeneous, because determining what is in the best interest of diverse communities is almost always controversial, and because black Americans ought to have wide latitude in expressing themselves, extreme care should attend the making of any such allegations. All too often, in framing their indictments, prosecutors of “sellouts” display alarming sloppiness. I call for more care. I urge that indictments for racial betrayal be drawn more cautiously and taken more seriously. Those originating such charges should be held accountable if allegations are found wanting. Errant accusers should be made to feel the pain of ostracism just as their targets do.

Before addressing further the idea of racial betrayal in Black America, however, I should attend more closely to distinguishing “blacks” from “nonblacks.” To betray a polity one must be a member of it. A person may be an enemy of a group to which he is an outsider. But to betray a group, he must be an insider. To explore, then, the idea of the sellout in Black America, I begin with a question: Who is “black”?
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WHO IS “BLACK”?

“How difficult it sometimes is to know where the black begins and the white ends.”

Booker T. Washington, Up from Slavery (1901)

Soon after declaring his candidacy for the presidency of the United States, Senator Barack Obama was asked on the television program 60 Minutes when he had “decided” that he was black.1 One of the reasons the interviewer posed this question is that Obama’s mother was a white American and his father a black Kenyan. Obama, moreover, had had little contact with his father; he was raised mainly in Hawaii by his mother and her relatives, in settings far afield from conventional black American communities.2 Against this backdrop, some observers have questioned Obama’s racial standing. “Obama isn’t black,” the journalist Debra J. Dickerson asserts, because “in our political and social reality [black] means those descended from West African slaves.” Rather, Dickerson continues, “by virtue of his white American mom and his Kenyan dad…[Obama] is an American of African immigrant extraction.”3*7

Obama responded to the question on 60 Minutes by distancing himself from the idea that he had “decided” to be black. He focused on three other considerations: his appearance, the response of onlookers to his appearance, and his shared experience of those responses with others also perceived to be “black.” “[I]f you look African American in this society,” he remarked, “you’re treated as an African American.”4 In 1940, W. E. B. DuBois quipped that “the black man is a person who must ride ‘Jim Crow’ in Georgia.”5 Obama updated that view, noting that when he tried to catch taxis, drivers were not confused about his race; they all too often refused to pick him up for racially discriminatory reasons, just as they all too often sped by other “black” men.

Discussion of Obama’s racial identity is a highly publicized instance of a feature of American race relations that is often ignored or misunderstood though it has deep historical roots. Many people believe that determining who is “black” is rather easy, a task simplified by the administration of the one-drop rule.6 Under the one-drop rule, any discernible African ancestry stamps a person as “black.” A principal purpose of this doctrine was to address “the problem” of children born of interracial sex who would bear a mixture of physical markers inherited from ancestors situated on different sides of the race line. White supremacists hoped that by definitively categorizing as “African,” “black,” “Negro,” or “colored” anyone whose appearance signaled the presence of an African ancestor, the one-drop rule would protect white bloodlines. It mirrored and stoked Negrophobia by proclaiming that even the tiniest dab of Negro ancestry was sufficiently contaminating to make a person a “nigger.” Many white racists have believed what a character exclaims in Thomas Dixon’s novel The Leopard’s Spots—that “a single drop” of Negro blood “kinks the hair, flattens the nose, thickens the lip, puts out the light of intellect, and lights the fires of brutal passions.”7*8

Many champions of black advancement, however, have also become devotees of the one-drop rule (bereft, of course, of its white supermacist intentions). In her richly detailed defense of the doctrine, Professor Christine B. Hickman writes:


The Devil fashioned [the one-drop rule] out of racism, malice, greed, lust and ignorance, but in so doing he also accomplished good: His rule created the African-American race as we know it today, and while this race had its origins in the peoples of three continents and its members can look very different from one another, over the centuries the Devil’s one-drop rule united this race as a people in the fight against slavery, segregation and racial injustice.8


The one-drop rule helped to funnel into one racial camp people who might otherwise have been splintered. It is because of the one-drop rule that some of the most significant leaders among African Americans are considered “black” or “Negro” despite their “white” ancestry; here I think immediately of Frederick Douglass and W. E. B. DuBois. Long denounced as a method for protecting whites against the taint of Negro blood, the one-drop rule is now embraced by some devotees of black unity as a way of reinforcing solidarity and discouraging exit by “blacks” who might otherwise prefer to reinvent themselves racially.

Despite its evident significance, however, the one-drop rule has never been an unchallenged guide to racial definition.*9 For a long period, several states formally defined as “white” individuals with known “black” ancestors. Until early in the twentieth century, several states, including Florida, Georgia, and South Carolina, statutorily decreed that an individual was considered white so long as he or she did not have more than one-eighth Negro “blood.” In Virginia, until 1910, a person could be deemed white as long as he or she did not have more than twenty-four percent Negro blood. Not until 1924 did the Old Dominion adopt the one-drop rule.9 True, in many places, the mere appearance of being a Negro was sufficient to trigger mistreatment, regardless of one’s genealogy or the words of some arcane statute purporting to define racial status. Still, the assigning of racial identity by white authorities has occasioned far more controversy than is generally realized.

Just as some “whites” have adopted rules of racial identification at variance with the one-drop rule, so, too, have some “blacks.” Light-skinned descendants of interracial unions have at various times attempted to set themselves apart from those with darker hues. They have labeled themselves differently, for example, eschewing “black” or “Negro” in favor of “FMC”—“free men of color”—or similar formulations. They have created social organizations that resolutely excluded those deemed to be “too dark”—those darker than a light-brown paper bag or those in whose wrists one cannot discern blue veins.10 They have insisted upon marrying people who were as light as, or preferably lighter than, themselves. The one-drop rule lumps all “colored” people together regardless of the extent to which they are partially white in appearance or ancestry. But some light-skinned people of color have rejected that formula and insisted upon distinguishing themselves from “real” Negroes.*10 Consider the case of William Ellison, who was born into slavery in 1790 in South Carolina. Allowed to purchase his freedom (by a white man who may well have been his biological father), Ellison amassed a sizable fortune, bought and sold slaves, contributed funds to proslavery vigilantes, aided the Confederacy, and then, after the Civil War, supported the opponents of Reconstruction. Today many people would describe Ellison as “black” despite his obvious multiraciality. Yet Ellison “did not consider himself a black man but a man of color, a mulatto, a man neither black nor white, a brown man.”11

Between 1850 and 1920, the United States Census demarcated a category for the “mulatto.” Enumerators were initially given virtually no guidance;12 they used their own judgment, mainly based on appearance, to determine who was “black” as opposed to “mulatto.” In 1870, census officials noted that the “mulatto” category included “quadroons, octoroons and all persons having any perceptible trace of African blood.”13 In 1890, officials supplemented the “white,” “black,” and “mulatto” categories with two new classifications that had previously been subsumed within the definition for mulatto. They admonished enumerators to


[b]e particularly careful to distinguish between blacks, mulattoes, quadroons, and octoroons. The word “black” should be used to describe those persons who have three-fourths or more black blood; “mulatto,” those persons who have three-eighths to five-eighths black blood; “quadroon,” those persons who have one-fourth black blood; and “octoroon,” those persons who have one-eighth or any trace of black blood.14


At no point were enumerators provided with a methodology for extracting this information or discerning these differences.

The idea of the mulatto has been a gathering point for a wide variety of racial prejudices, fears, myths, and speculations.15 For one thing, throughout American history there has been a tendency on the part of whites and blacks to favor mulattoes and other mixed-race colored people over plain “blacks.” This tendency has been fueled, in large part, by the logic of white supremacy: since whiteness has been perceived to be superior to blackness, lighter complexions have been accorded more prestige than darker ones. Hence the saying: “If you’re black, go back; if you’re brown, stick around; if you’re white, you’re alright.”16*11

The baleful efflorescence of racist sentiments in the post–World War I era prompted the Census Bureau to simplify its stratification of the American pigmentocracy. After 1920, the Bureau ceased enumerating mulattoes. It adopted the one-drop rule, declaring that persons of “mixed blood” would be “classified according to the nonwhite racial strain…[A person] of mixed white…and Negro…is classified as…a Negro…regardless of the amount of white blood [he carries].”17 Under the new regime, writes Professor Joel Williamson, “all Negroes did look alike. On the one side, there were simply Negroes, and on the other the melting pot was busy making everyone [else, except Asians] simply white. Obviously the Bureau was quite willing to add its strength to the effort to create a simply biracial America.”18

Although skin color is undoubtedly the most salient signal of racial identity in America, other actual or imagined bodily features have also been seen as distinctive markers of Negritude. These include the shapes of heads, feet, lips, and noses as well as the texture of hair.19 Adjudicating the race of plaintiffs suing for their freedom, a Virginia judge asserted in 1806 that:


Nature has stamped upon the African and his descendants two characteristic marks, besides the difference of complexion, which often remain visible long after the characteristic distinction of color either disappears or becomes doubtful; a flat nose and a wooly head of hair. The latter of these characteristics disappears the last of all; and so strong an ingredient in the African constitution is this latter character, that it predominates uniformly where the party is in equal degree descended from parents of different complexions.20


Yet, the very words used as labels for races—“white,” “black,” “red,” “yellow,” and “brown”—highlight the centrality of complexion in American racial consciousness. Skin color has long been the main physiological feature of the uniform that is widely seen as racially identifying the wearer.

So long as procreation stems from parents of the same race, appearance and lineage are typically congruent. Interracial unions give rise to added complexity. Interracial amalgamation will produce some individuals whose features diverge from those commonly ascribed to the races of their ancestors. When conflict arises between looks and lineage, it is the former that usually emerges as the more influential of the two. As Professor Robert Westley observes, “no one who is visually apprehended as Black…turns out to be white…. The judgment of Blackness is fixed, immediate, irreversible.”21 In notable instances whites have been willing to grant what Professor Daniel Sharfstein terms “racial amnesty” to individuals who appeared to be white.22 The key to such amnesty, however, has been the appearance of the individuals in question; if they looked obviously “colored” there has been no controversy. They are labeled “colored” or “black” or “Negro” and that is the end of it. Only if they possessed physical traits that might lead them to be seen as white (or something else nonblack) would space be opened allowing for wiggle room in determining their racial placement.

Consider the early nineteenth-century North Carolina case Gobu v. Gobu,23 in which a white girl found an abandoned baby whom she claimed as her slave. When this enslaved boy grew to maturity he sued for his freedom. No one knew the identity of his biological parents. In appearance, according to the court, he was “of an olive colour, between black and yellow, had long hair and a prominent nose.” Judge John Louis Taylor expressly states that if he had recognized the plaintiff as “black,” the plaintiff would have borne the burden of proving that he was not a slave. In Judge Taylor’s words: “I acquiesce in the…presumption of every black person being a slave.” But the plaintiff was not “black” he was of “mixed blood,” meaning that his mother might have been white or an Indian.*12 Given these possibilities, and the absence of any other pertinent evidence, the judge required the slaveholder to bear the burden of proving that the plaintiff was properly enslaved. The judge decided, in short, to give the plaintiff the benefit of the doubt—a benefit withheld from anyone deemed by appearance to be “black.”

Neither appearance nor lineage nor the concatenation of the two exhaust the menu of ingredients that have figured into determinations of race. Consider the lawsuit in South Carolina in 1940 in which Virginia Bennett challenged the will of her deceased father, Franklin Capers Bennett.24 While leaving Virginia unmentioned, the will bequeathed Franklin’s entire estate to his second wife, Louetta Chassereau Bennett. Virginia attacked the validity of Louetta’s marriage to Franklin, asserting among other things that the union had violated the state’s antimiscegenation law. According to Virginia, Louetta was colored, inasmuch as she was more than one-eighth Negro, and was thus prohibited from marrying Franklin, a white man. Virginia’s motivation was clear. She wanted to obtain portions of Franklin’s estate that would be lost to her if her father’s marriage to Louetta was upheld.*13

The Supreme Court of South Carolina rejected Virginia’s challenge. It ruled that Louetta was not a Negro, despite the presence of “some Negro blood in her veins,” because she possessed a reputation as a white person—in the court’s words, she had been “generally accepted as white”—and because she had long “acted white,” by doing such things as marrying a white man, attending a white church, sending her children to white schools, and voting in political primaries open only to whites.*14

The ruling in favor of Louetta Bennett, despite her “negro blood,” was firmly rooted in precedent. As far back as 1835, the South Carolina judiciary had weighed considerations other than complexion and lineage in determining racial identification. “We cannot say what admixture of negro blood will make a colored person,” Judge William Harper declared. “The condition of the individual is not to be determined solely by a distinct and visible mixture of negro blood, but by reputation, by his reception into society, and [by] his having commonly experienced the privileges of a white man.”25

In the process by which individuals are racialized, they have little or no control over certain factors—the color of their skin, the identity of their ancestors, the judgments of others, the ascendant protocols of racial categorization. Barack Obama, for instance, has no control over one of the most significant aspects of his case: the fact that some American-born Negroes decline to acknowledge as “African American” or “black” African-born Negroes or their progeny.*15 Professor Valerie Smith notes that “Obama’s ‘black credentials’ have been questioned as much because of his Kenyan father as his white mother.”26 Those who have raised questions on this score emphasize the centrality of slavery in America to their definition of “blackness”: to them, a “black” must have an ancestral tie to enslavement in America—clearly a circumstance over which an individual today has no control.

Within constraints of varying degrees, however, individuals can and do exercise choice in determining racial identity. Some people who would be widely accepted bearing any one of several racial labels insist upon describing themselves monoracially as black.27 Others insist upon describing themselves as “multiracial.”28 Some people resolutely refuse to identify themselves racially at all, believing the very concept of race to be a mischievous delusion. Ask them to assign themselves to a race and they reply “the human race.” The golfer Tiger Woods, declining to identify himself simply as “black,” famously coined the term “Cablinasian” (Caucasian, Black, Indian, and Asian) to identify himself racially.29*16 In the 2000 census, the federal government allowed individuals to assign themselves to one or more of six racial categories.†17

Another manifestation of choice in racial determination arises from “passing”: holding oneself out in a fashion that enables the adoption of specific roles or identities from which one would otherwise be barred by prevailing social standards. The classic racial passer in the United States is the “White Negro,” an individual whose physical appearance allows him to present himself as “white” but whose “black” lineage (if publicized) would make him a Negro according to ascendant racial rules. More will be said later about the White Negro inasmuch as the black who migrates into whiteness is often seen as a race traitor.‡18 For now I will focus on the “Black Caucasian,” the person who holds himself out as black though according to dominant racial protocols he is “really” white. One such person was Mark L. Stebbins.30 Stebbins’s parents are identified as white on his birth certificate. He has blue eyes (though his brown hair is reportedly “tightly curled” and his nose is “broad”). He says that until his twenties he thought of himself as white. Over time, however, Stebbins attained a “gradual realization” that he was black. He led civil-rights demonstrations in the 1960s, married a black woman (a previous wife had been white), and in the ’80s succeeded in winning a seat on the Stockton, California, city council. He held himself out as a black candidate in a jurisdiction in which blacks constituted 37 percent of the electorate, Latinos 46 percent, and whites and others the remaining portion.

The man whom Stebbins unseated, Ralph L. White, was a black man who later attempted to regain his position pursuant to an electoral recall of Stebbins. White argued that voters should recall Stebbins because he had lied to them in holding himself out as black. White based the charges on what he had learned from Stebbins’s birth certificate: that his rival’s parents were listed as “white.” According to Stebbins’s antagonist: “If the momma is an elephant and the daddy is an elephant, they durn sure can’t have no lion.”31 In other words, if Stebbins’s parents were white he could not possibly be black.*19

Stebbins insisted that he was black, despite the revelations of his birth certificate, and succeeded in attracting the support of some blacks who accepted his self-identification. Noting the continuing “curse” associated with blackness in America, one supporter voiced the proposition that if Stebbins was willing to publicly embrace this stigmatized identity then he should be permitted to do so. Another supporter who accepted Stebbins’s self-definition mentioned that the embattled councilman “thinks black.”32

Although Stebbins successfully weathered the initial recall vote, he eventually succumbed. “Nine months after having been voted out in the regular election, White was reinstated as councilman and Stebbins expelled from office—presumably for having committed ‘racial’ fraud.”33

Soon after Stebbins’s ordeal, two brothers in Massachusetts encountered a government bureaucracy that rejected their attempts to gain official recognition as blacks.34 Seeking jobs as firefighters in Boston in 1975, Paul and Philip Malone identified themselves on their applications as “white.” They were unsuccessful. Two years later they reapplied, but this time indicated that they were black—a “fact” that undoubtedly improved their chances of being selected, since the fire department was operating under a court-ordered affirmative-action plan intended to remedy a long history of antiblack racial exclusion. The Malones succeeded on their second try. A decade later, when one of the brothers pursued a promotion, someone told fire department officials that both were racial impostors. In their defense, the Malones insisted that they were black, maintaining that after their initial rejection by the fire department, they had discovered that their maternal great-grandmother had been a Negro. The personnel administrator for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts invited the Malones to support their claim by reference to visual observation of their features, documentary evidence establishing black ancestry, or evidence that they or their families held themselves out to be black and are considered to be black. The administrator further stipulated that the Malones would be entitled to a favorable ruling even in the absence of such evidence if they could show that they had acted in good faith.

An internal hearing gave the Malones an opportunity to make their case. The officer presiding noted that the brothers did not appear to be black and that there existed no convincing documentary evidence linking them to even any remote black ancestry. “White” was the racial designation stamped on the birth certificates of both men, of their parents, and of their parents’ parents. As for the maternal great-grandmother whom the Malone brothers described as being black, the hearing officer dismissed their photograph of her as inconclusive. Finally, the officer found no evidence that the Malones had ever identified themselves as black except in their attempt to benefit from the fire department’s affirmative-action program. Against this backdrop, the personnel administrator concluded, in a ruling upheld judicially, that the Malones failed to meet either an “objective” standard of blackness (based on appearance, lineage, or reputation) or a “subjective” standard of blackness (based on whether in good faith they considered themselves to be
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