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INTRODUCTION

Trapped in the dominant dialogue


The white race deems itself to be the dominant race in this country. And so it is, in prestige, in achievement, in education, in wealth, and in power. So, I doubt not, it will continue to be for all time, if it remains true to its great heritage and holds fast to the principles of constitutional liberty. But in view of the constitution, in the eyes of the law, there is in this country no superior, dominant, ruling class of citizens. There is no caste here. Our constitution is color-blind, and neither knows nor tolerates classes among citizens. The destinies of the two races, in this country, are indissolubly linked together, and the interests of both require that the common government of all shall not permit the seeds of race hate to be planted under the sanction of law.

JUSTICE JOHN MARSHALL HARLAN DISSENTING IN PLESSY V, FERGUSON, 1896



Freedom is about having a dream. And maybe I feel that particularly because the greatest Georgian of this century, Martin Luther King, went to the Lincoln Memorial and said in his extraordinary speech, I have a dream. And the dream he outlined is a dream for every American of every background to participate in creating an America that is better for our children and our grandchildren.

HOUSE SPEAKER NEWT GINGRICH AT THE 1996 REPUBLICAN NATIONAL CONVENTION




This just says weve got to be color-blind. I do not believe I have any prejudicenever had in my opinion. I dont look at colorDr. King dedicated his life to the pursuit of equality and opportunity for all Americans. He believed all men should be judged by their character, not by the color of their skin.

LOUISIANA GOVERNOR MIKE FOSTER, JANUARY 1996, ON SIGNING AN ORDER BANNING AFFIRMATIVE ACTION IN AGENCIES UNDER HIS CONTROL AND, ON THE SAME DAY, SIGNING A BILL DECLARING THE BIRTHDAY OF MARTIN LITHER KING, JR., A STATE HOLIDAY





Martin Luther King, Jr., would probably be more astonished than anyone to hear that conservatives now claim him as one of their own, that they have embraced his dream of a color-blind world and invoke it as proof of the immorality of gender and racial preferences. But even if he had a bit of trouble accepting his status as a general in the war against affirmative action, he would appreciate the joke. And he would realize that it is the fate of the dead to be reborn as angels to the living.

King no doubt would be pleased to have new friends in his fight for justice, but he would approach them with caution, for he would recall, as he did for readers of Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community?, that friendship has its limits. With Selma and the Voting Rights Act one phase of development in the civil rights revolution came to an end, he wrote.


A new phase opened, but few observers realized it or were prepared for its implications. For the vast majority of white Americans, the past decadethe first phasehad been a struggle to treat the Negro with a degree of decency, not of equality. White America was ready to demand that the Negro should be spared the lash of brutality and coarse degradation, but it had never been truly committed to helping him out of poverty, exploitation or all forms of discrimination. When Negroes looked for the second phase, the realization of equality, they found that many of their white allies had quietly disappeared.



After sharing his disappointment over past alliances with people whose commitment to change did not match his own, King would address his new associates bluntly. All right, he might say, understand why you oppose affirmative action. But tell me: What is your plan? What is your plan to crush the tragic walls separating the wealth and comfort of the outer city from the despair of the inner city? What is your plan to cast the slums of our cities on the junk heaps of history? What is your program to transform the dark yesterdays of segregated education into the bright tomorrows of high-quality, integrated education. What is your strategy to smash separatism, to destroy discrimination, to make justice roll down like water and righteousness flow like a mighty stream from every city hall and statehouse in this great and blessed nation? He might then pause for a reply, his countenance making it unmistakably clear that he would accept neither silence nor sweet nothings as an answer.



That King is now a hero to those on both sides of the anti-affirmative-action aisle is arguably a sign of progress. It is also a simple reflection of the fact that the ways in which we remember people often have more to do with our needs than with the actual focus of their existenceeven when those people are not nearly as famous as Martin Luther King, Jr.

Ada Lois Sipuel Fisher, for instance, is hardly a household name. Yet the New York Times presented her October 1995 obituary (Ada Fisher, 71; Broke a Law School Color Barrier) as a glorious parable of triumph and hope.

Mrs. Fisher was black, and that fact was paramount in her life or, at least, it was back in 1946, when, as an honors graduate of Langston College, she applied to the University of Oklahoma Law School. She was rejected but not deterred. Backed by the NAACP, she appealed her case to the Supreme Court, which ordered the state to provide her with a legal (though not necessarily an integrated) education. It took time, and there were setbacks, even an attempt by the state to accommodate Ada by setting up a separate black law school just for her. In the end, the state caved, but not exactly with grace. The school admitted her in 1949 but insisted that she sit in a raised chair behind a sign reading Coloredseparated in status and by space, chain, and a uniformed guard from the law schools white students. But those students were better than their elders. Whenever the guard took a break, they would climb under the chain and offer encouragement, Come on, Ada, they would say, weve been waiting for you.

Mrs. Fisher persevered, going on to earn her law degree and later a masters degree in history. In April 1992 she got her sweet reward: She joined the board of regents of the very university that had once rejected her.

The obituary was only thirteen short paragraphs, but it was beautifully written. Moreover, it was a perfect example of the kind of racial news America loves to hear: a story that acknowledges that racism was once a serious problem, deep in our countrys past, but recognizes that even then, there were good white people around, particularly the young, who were too pure to be tainted by bigotry. With the encouragement of such sweet souls and the help of her own people, a forgiving and talented African American rose eventually to be included in the ranks of those who so foolishly had abhorred her. If only all the stories of America could be so sweet.

The problem, of course, is that most are not, particularly most that deal with race. Though Americans prefer to dwell on parables of white virtue and black advancementculminating in the flowering of goodwill all aroundevents periodically force us to widen our gaze and to focus on terrain we would rather not see. The 1992 Los Angeles riots did that, and so did the O. J. Simpson trial, just as the riots of the 1960s forced America to wring its hands, ponderhowever brieflyits racial hypocrisy, and hope that the crisis would soon pass.

Racial crises, unfortunately, have a way of reprising themselves, if not precisely with the same notes. It is, perhaps, inevitable that they do, given that we seem to be singularly uncreative when it comes to talking aboutmuch less dealing withrace.

For several decades, America has waged an ongoing argument. On one side have sounded the voices of protest, claiming that discrimination is at the root of Americas racial problems. On the other side have sounded the voices of conservatism, maintaining that discrimination is nowhere near as pervasive as minority groups believe and that the discrimination that does exist is largely the fault of minorities themselves. Because many of the more brazen exponents of the latter view were never receptive to the goals of civil rights and because their analysis often rests on an acceptance of the notion of the intellectual or cultural inferiority of blacks, their ideas are about as credible among most blacks as a former SS officers critique of Judaism would be among Jews. For those of us who strongly reject the idea that blacks are fundamentally flawed, these conservatives are extremely easy to tune out.

Yet, though the dialogue remains largely unchanged, American reality does not. The high and low notes modulate. Occasionally, scholars and others, realizing that fact, have tried to shift the racial discussionto find a middle range or merely to acknowledge the complexity of the harmonics. In The Declining Significance of Race, published in 1978, sociologist William Julius Wilson argued that economic class has more do with blacks lack of opportunities than does outright racial discrimination. Basic changes in the economy, he said, had become larger barriers to success for certain segments of the black population than was old-fashioned white racism.

Such middle-range positions, as Wilson quickly discovered, can be politically precarious. Wilsons basic insight, that racism alone cannot explain the condition of blacks in American society, was rejected by those who saw Wilson as little more than an Uncle Tom, presumably currying favor with whites by denying the discrimination that most blacks knew to be all too real, and it was distorted beyond recognition by conservatives who took his argument as an admission that racism no longer existed or, perhaps, just no longer mattered. Dinesh DSouza, author of The End of Racism, is one of many who carried Wilsons point to absurd conclusions. DSouza, an East Indian immigrant, claimed that his own minority status provided a certain ethnic immunity, meaning that he was allowed more frankness than a white person would be in discussing sensitive racial issues. DSouza was certainly frank. In fact, some of his black colleagues at the American Enterprise Institute found his language so insulting that they publicly denounced him. DSouzas basic point was that antiblack racism has largely disappeared. What sometimes is taken for racism, he concluded, is nothing more than rational discriminationwhich, not to put too fine a point on it, is discrimination against those who ought to be discriminated against. The statistical fact that black men are more likely than white men to be involved in violent crime, for instance, means that potential crime victims are justified in treating all black men with suspicion. Such discrimination is not a result of racism, DSouza argued, but of a rational recognition of black cultural pathology and of its toxicity to American life.

A similar point was made, in a much milder form, by political scientist James Q. Wilson in a 1992 Wall Street Journal article. The best way to reduce racism real or imagined is to reduce the black crime rate to equal the white crime rate, Wilson wrote. But whereas Wilson acknowledged the reality of racism, DSouza essentially denied its existence. Both, however, excused one evil (discrimination against innocent people) by pointing to another evil (crimes committed by blacks). They also suggested, implicitly, that blacks are still on probation in America and therefore have to earn the right (in this case by making lawbreaking blacks behave themselves) to be treated with the same respect as whites. That message, of course, is not new. And it engenders resentment even among politically moderate blacks, who assume that African Americans as a group (whatever some members of the group may have done) deserve (no less than any other Americans) to be treated with decency and fairness, but who sometimes despair that blacks in the United States will ever be permitted to feel as welcome and as optimistic as do whites.



Not long ago, I came upon an essay by novelist Trey Ellis entitled (in homage to W. E. B. Du Boiss famous formulation) How Does It Feel to Be a Problem? Ellis was taking strong issue with what he termed Shelby Steeles theory of individual liberation through assimilation. It is irrefutable that if we African Americans abandoned our culture, stopped griping, and joined the melting pot, we would be better off, wrote Ellis. The catch is the very real limit to our ambition. If we play by Steeles ruleswork hard, scrimp, save and studythen one day one of us just might become vice president of the United States. Therein lies the rub. In this land of opportunity, we are promised riches, a degree of respect, and respectability, but we know we are still barred from the highest corridors of power. Its a crippling message. How can you expect someone to dedicate his entire life to training for the Olympics if all he can hope for is a silver medal?

It was not evident, from the 1995 collection (entitled Speak My Name) in which this piece was included, at just what point Ellis first set down that thought. I suspect that it was some time before America became caught up in Powellmania. For what if blacks are no longer limited to playing second fiddle? How does it change things if at least some blacks can break through the previously impregnable roadblocks? Colin Powell, after all, seemed poised to do so. Untold millions had convinced themselves that if only he would run, the country would be healed, America would work efficiently again, and people would regain the strut in their stride. Exactly how Powell would work his magic was never clear. His very presence in the White House, it seemed, would do the trick.

There have been many moments in the past when a military heroa Washington, an Eisenhowerstood taller than anyone else in sight. Powells moment, however, was different. His ascension in Americas estimation was fueled not just by an eternal hunger for heroes, but for a black hero, for a healer. Though he always made it clear that if he ran, he would not just be a black president, many fans saw him as an undeniable symbol of racial progress. And partly because he made such a good advertisement for race relations, support for him was generally much stronger among whites than among blacks.

Ironically, blacks were uncertain what to make of the Powell phenomenon. When I brought up the subject of Powells strong showing in the polls among whites during a discussion with a black social scientist in California, the professor shook his head skeptically and asked: Do they [whites] really mean it?I dont think they are ready to go all the way. When I raised the same subject with a group of black scholars in the South, they reminded me of Tom Bradleys 1982 experience in California. Bradley, opting to become the first elected black governor in Americas history, had been comfortably ahead of his white opponent in the polls. Nonetheless, he lost the race. Seven years later, Douglas Wilder also watched his supposed lead in Virginias race for governor mysteriously evaporate. Though he was as much as 15 percentage points ahead in certain polls, he ended up in a cliffhanger, which, happily for him, he won by a fraction of a percent of the vote. The moral, many pollsters concluded, was that whites were not necessarily honest when asked about their support for black candidates.


At a time when the polls showed whites preferring Powell to Bill Clinton, Bob Dole, or Ross Perot (even as they showed blacks preferring Clinton to Powell), Bradleys and Wilders experiences were highly relevant. Yet even if one assumes that white support for Powell was not as strong as it seemed or would fade as the election season wore on, the enthusiasm behind his possible candidacy was undeniably genuine. It was evident to anyone who had the experience of talking to voters when Powells name was in play. Clearly, Powells American journey was not necessarily predestined to end with a silver medal.

Powell himself made the point at the crowded press conference in November 1995, at which he made public his decision not to run. In one generation, he said, we have moved from denying a black man service at a lunch counter to elevating one to the highest military office in the nation and to being a serious contender for the presidency. This is a magnificent country, and I am proud to be one of its sons. When a reporter followed up by asking when a black candidates time would come, he replied: 1 think it will happen at some point. But I think the important point is that the nation has arrived at a point in our national life where such a possibility exists, and thats the realization of a great dream, even though I may not be the one to fill it.

Powell did not specify whose dream he had in mind, though his words naturally evoked memories of Martin Luther King, Jr.and his vision of a society in which people would be judged not by color but by character. Where the sons of slaves and the sons of slaveholders would sit together in brotherhood. Where little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls and walk together as brothers and sisters.

In the years since King spoke those words, they have found an audience much broader than the throng gathered on the Washington mall in August 1963including, as I noted earlier, among partisans of the political Right. In explaining his opposition to affirmative action, for instance, Louisiana Governor Mike Foster remarked, I cant find anywhere in his writings that he [King] wanted reverse discrimination. He just wanted an end to all discrimination based on color.

A self-declared black conservative, who was one of the leaders of the so-called California Civil Rights Initiative (CCRI), passionately invoked Kings name over dinner one night when I asked him why he had jumped on the anti-affirmative action bandwagon. Erroll Smith, an entrepreneur who was then serving as cochair of the CCRI campaign, replied, I couldnt believe we had abandoned the mission of striving toward a color-blind society. I couldnt believe that somehow the talk about race neutrality, a color-blind society [had shifted). I thought that was the essence of Kings movement. When did the game change? Who changed the rules? Who checked with me? Who checked with any of us?

When King made his most fondly remembered speech, he was not so much describing a plausible future (he did not, after all, proclaim, 1 have a prophecy) as voicing a fantasy. Yet today, though Kings vision is far from realized, the very possibility of a Powell presidency raises the question of whether that fantasy is in the process of becoming a fact in some segments of American society. Have race relations truly changed all that much since the summer when the world heard King declaim his famous dream?

In July 1963 (a month before King delivered his stirring address), Newsweek magazine published the results of a pioneering Louis Harris poll. It was, as the cover story boasted, the first definitive national survey of The Negro in America. For this unprecedented project, the magazine adopted the tone of an explorer investigating an alien race, promising to reveal who he [the Negro] is, what he wants, what he fears, what he hates, how he lives, how he votes, why he is fightingand why now.

Discrimination, Newsweek concluded, was the central fact of black life in America; it was also the cause of the Revolution of 1963. The magazine went on to spell out, in poignant detail, how sharply blacks felt the sting of discrimination and how it had undermined their faith in whites.

Poor blacks, Newsweek noted, were generally distrustful of whites and of their motives: Only one in four rank-and-file Negroes thinks the white man sincerely wants to see him get a better break. Forty-one percent think the white man wants to keep the Negro in his place, and 17 percent say the whites simply dont care.

Though more affluent blacks were more trusting of whites than were poor blacks, they were far from unanimous in the belief that whites meant them no harm. Thirty-three percent of middle- and upper-income blacks in the North and 45 percent of those in the South reported having favorable impressions of whites.

Whites themselves were ambivalent to blacks demands for equal treatment, observed Newsweek.


For the future, the crisis point will come if and when the irresistible force of Negro protest meets the immovable object of white intractability. In polls for the Washington Post, Louis Harris found majorities of white Americans in favorat least in principleof taking Federal action to secure the Negros rights. But the white mans commitment thins in practice. Three in five dont think the Negro is ready to hold a better job or to live in a better neighborhood, and nearly three in four feel Negroes are moving faster than whites will accept them. The white mans resistance is particularly strong at the prospect of a Negro moving into the house next door to his.



The same October, the Gallup Organization canvassed reactions of American adults to a hypothetical black presidential candidacy and found that whites were not particularly keen on the idea. The interviewers started by stating, There is always much discussion about the qualifications of presidential candidatestheir education, age, race, religion, and the likeand then asked, If your party nominated a generally well-qualified man for president and he happened to be Negro, would you vote for him? Forty-eight percent said yes, 45 percent said no, and 7 percent claimed to have no opinion. Putting aside the question of whether race and religion reveal anything about the qualifications of presidential candidates, nearly half the voters in America (and more than half the whites if one assumes that blacks in the sample were generally willing to vote for a black candidate) were comfortable admitting in 1963 (even as King challenged the nation with his vision of a color-blind society) that they would reject a candidate simply because he was a Negro.

Five years laterfollowing Kings assassination and a series of violent outbreaks in urban, predominantly black, areasthe National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (popularly called the Kerner Commission) followed up some of Harriss work. Angus Campbell and Howard Schuman, the social scientists responsible for the new surveys, concluded that things had not changed much. The majority of Negroes expect little from whites other than hostility, opposition, or at best indifference, they wrote in a special supplemental report to the Kerner Commission study. The psychological distance between the races, they observed, makes it easy for each to develop misunderstandings, apprehension and mistrust. They also noted that although a majority of whites acknowledged the existence of some discrimination, most believed that discrimination had little to do with the Negroes fate. Fifty-six percent of whites thought that Negroes, on average, had worse jobs, education, and housing than did whites mainly due to something about Negroes themselves. Blacks, as Harris had already discovered, generally held the opposite view.

On the basis of these interpretations of the early polls, one could have forecast much of the racial dialogue of the next several decades, as well as the chronically divergent white-black perceptions of racial prejudice and of racially charged public events. As reactions to the O. J. Simpson trial demonstrated, the psychological distance between the races remains large.

Yet the trial also showed that even the most sensationalized and racially ticklish case cannot always be reduced purely to questions of race. For one thing, although practically from the beginning most whites concluded that Simpson was guilty and most blacks thought he was not, a substantial number of those of both races refused to split along racial lines. If their views did not exactly transcend race, they were not always dominated by it.

Much of the early news coverage of the case deemphasized race precisely because it was the celebrity of the accused perpetrator, not his race, that gave the case such a prominent profile. For many, the case was primarily a soap opera about the downfall of the rich and famous, of beautiful people (the most prominent one of whom happened to be black) caught up in a tangle of pathology. Race, though always present, was often peripheral.

The coverage reflected societys struggle to balance two competing realities: that though race mattered, it was far from all that mattered. The public fascination with the prospect of Powells candidacy likewise reflected, in an altogether different context, the same struggle, as well as an attempt to come to terms with a broader question: What is the proper and future role of race in America?

For many of Powells supporters, the answer seemed self-evident. The very fact that they could support Powell was evidence that Americans were closer than ever to achieving Kings fabled dream. That answer, however, is far too facile, for it was not as if Powells supporters somehow didnt notice that he was black; they simply decidedfor various reasonsthat his race was not a drawback, that perhaps (at that time and for that position) it was an advantage, if only in that it would allow the country to make a positive statement about race. Indeed, Powells standing among many whites as something of a black messiahas someone larger than race and yet, in some respects, reassuring precisely because of his race (and because of the patriotic, nonthreatening way in which he wore his racial pride)can just as easily be cited as evidence that Americans are not really embracing Kings dream at allif that dream is defined as the creation of a color-blind state. Instead, we may simply have become more accepting of positive black stereotypes to counteract the disparaging ones that have always existed.

In a world in which opportunities, positions, and even wealth are often dispensed largely on the basis of connections, family ties, and physical appearance (not to mention race and ethnicity), Kings celebrated dream may be hopelessly naive. But its improbability does not detract from its power. Americans cherish fairness. We like to believe that people, for the most part, are neither penalized nor unduly rewarded without justifiable cause.

And certainly, when looked at logically, racial difference is not a justifiable reason to penalize people. Race, after all, defines a relatively small part of who we areat least from a strictly scientific perspective. As geneticist Christopher Wills noted in the November 1994 issue of Discover magazine: We have known for decades that variation in skin color is caused by rather small genetic differences, and it seems highly [italics in the original] unlikely that these differences have anything to do with intelligence, personality, or ability.

Yet, weak as its scientific foundation may be, race is an essential part of who we are (and of how we see others) that is no more easily shed than unpleasant memories. Few of us would choose to be rendered racelessto be suddenly without a tribe. Even something as prosaic as television-viewing habits is heavily influenced by race. A special analysis of the Nielsen ratings for the 199495 season by the advertising agency BBDO found that blacks and whites generally watched totally different prime-time shows. Of the top twenty shows in America, only two were in the top twenty among blacksNFL Monday Night Football and the NBC Monday Night Movie. Many of the differences in ratings were extreme. Living Single, a comedy centered on a group of young black singles, for instance, came in first among blacks and 110th among whites. New York Undercover, a police drama featuring a black and a Latino lead, was second among blacks and 114th among whites. Home Improvement, Grace Under Fire, and Seinfeld, all comedies featuring whites, were the top three shows overall but none ranked high among blacks; Seinfeld came in at 109th place.

The ratings numbers reflect a simple fact: that even in our least political moments, when relaxing in the privacy of our homes, we are much more likely than not to gravitate toward those whom we perceive as our own kind (racially). That inclinationalong with the tendency by jurists, politicians, and others to confuse color blindness with blindness to discrimination (and the continuing effects of past discrimination)gives the lie to any literal notion of color blindness. Yet it does not change a basic reality: that while discrimination for most blacks is an unfortunate fact of life, it is no longer, as Newsweek previously put it, the central fact of life. As William Julius Wilson, among others, convincingly argued: Education and access to decent jobs may be more important variables in many black and brown lives than anything directly connected to race.

The attempt to think through where we may be heading led me to spend most of February 1996 in various parts of South Africa, which is how I came to be in the office of George Bizos, Nelson Mandelas longtime attorney, confidant, and sometime emissary and a lifelong opponent of apartheid. The morning we spoke, Bizos, working with South Africas Legal Resources Centre, was engaged in planning the defense of a group of three hundred indigents who were in danger of being evicted from a squatters camp outside Johannesburg. Bizos, a rotund man with the courtly, commanding air of a born barrister, made the tongue-in-cheek observation, Its very difficult to find anyone who was in favor of apartheid.

Did it matter, I asked him, whether people were for apartheid as long as they acted as if they believed in equality. I believe that the attitude of many whites is cosmetic, he replied, but, you know, very often, you become the person whose role you are playing. After a brief pause, he added, The majority of whites in South Africa, I think, are pleasantly surprised that the horror stories they were fed during the apartheid years and the stereotypes that were painted then, the stereotypes of blacks, have been proved wrong.

When I asked him to compare Americas experience with South Africas, he focused not on a similarity but on a difference: Black people in South Africawith all the insults they have suffered, and in some instances still suffer, and all the deprivationfeel that the future is theirs. They are the majority. They have their own president, their own local commissioner of the police force, their own shop stewards. [There is] a confidence thatsooner or later, their unhappy lot will improve.

The United States, of course, has never been under black rule. Martin Luther King, Jr., was, after all, assassinated, not made president. And even if he had become president, he would not have had a majority black government with, say, Andrew Young as his vice president and Jesse Jackson as his secretary of health, education, and welfare. Yet, in both countries, the language of nonracialism is now accepted; the idea that race should not be an excuse for racism has been endorsed as an ideal. Neither nation, however, has yet shown that the words and the sentiment necessarily lead to the reality. In Latin America, where the language of nonracialism is older than in either the United States or South Africa, color blindness is still more a fable than a fact. Indeed, the experiences of South Africa and South America may go a long way toward disproving an enduring American fable: that it is possible to move directly from race-relations hell (where discrimination is officially sanctioned and animosity flows freely) to race-relations Utopia (where discrimination is condemned and a color-blind society has risen) without passing through and ultimately surmounting race-relations purgatory (where the legal apparatus of discrimination is dead, but the ugly legacy lingers). In fact, the larger question raised by the experiences of those societies (and by American history as well) is whether color blindness is truly an achievable goal, for though it has become obligatory throughout the world to condemn racism and celebrate equality, racial distinctions continue to matternot only as physical descriptors (such as eye color), but as presumed indications of individual worth. Indeed, the American civil rights movement has not so much been about attempting to blind people to color as about trying to strip race of the ugly connotations that gives racism the power to wound. That effort has been far from a resounding successcausing many people to wonder whether some of the strategies employed in pursuit of racial fairness were somehow fundamentally flawed.

For much of the past three decades, much of liberal America believed that racial progress would come about through the use of race-conscious policies. Justice Harry Blackmun spelled out the basic assumption in 1978 in commenting on the case of Regents of University of California v. Bakke: In order to get beyond racism, we must first take account of race. There is no other way. And in order to treat some persons equally, we must treat them differently. Todays opponents of affirmative action argue from the opposite premise: that treating people differently can never result in treating them equally, that racially targeted programs merely compound one evil with another. Even most people who support such programs agree that affirmative action alone can never create equality, that at best it can guarantee relatively few people access to a relatively small number of opportunities. So where do Americans go from here? Is it realistic to envision an America where race and extreme disadvantage do not go hand in hand? If color blindness is an impossible dream, what of color neutrality? If color neutrality is a possibility, how do we get there? At a time when liberal guilt has become as unfashionable as love beads and polyester leisure suits, do we even have the will to try? Are we serious when we proclaim our desire for a color-blind state? Or are we merely saying we are tired of thinking about the problems associated with race?

In 1897, the year after Supreme Court Justice John Marshall Harlan famously failed to convince his colleagues that the U.S. Constitution was color-blind, W. E. B. Du Bois wrestled with questions very much like those above. No Negro who has given earnest thought to the situation of his people in America has failed, at some time in life, to find himself at these crossroads; has failed to ask himself at some time: what, after all, am I? Am I an American or am I a Negro? Can I be both? Or is it my duty to cease to be a Negro as soon as possible and be an American? If I strive as a Negro, am I not perpetuating the very cleft that threatens and separates black and white America? Is not my only possible practical aim the subduction of all that is Negro in me to the American? Does my black blood place upon me any more obligation to assert my nationality than German, or Irish, or Italian blood would? asked Du Bois in a speech to the American Negro Academy.

Eliminating color consciousness, Du Bois ultimately concluded, was probably not possible and perhaps not even desirable; but he did not equate an absence of color-blindness with an inability of people of different races to live in harmony. As long as issues of law, language, economics, and religion could be resolved, there was no reason why people of different races might not strive together in the same country and on the same street to advance their common and particular goals: Here, it seems to me, is the reading of the riddle that puzzles so many of us. We are Americans, not only by birth and by citizenship, but by our political ideas, our language, our religion. Farther than that, our Americanism does not go. At that point, we are Negroes, members of a vast historic race that from the very dawn of creation has slept, but half awakening in the dark forests of its African fatherland. We are the first fruits of this new nation, the harbinger of that black tomorrow which is yet destined to soften the whiteness of the Teutonic today.

Du Bois went on to celebrate black creativity (We are that people whose subtle sense of song has given America its only American music, its only American fairy tales, its only touch of pathos and humor amid its mad money-getting plutocracy) and to urge that organizations not only advance the cause of the race but promote realization of that broader humanity which freely recognizes differences in men, but sternly deprecates inequality in their opportunities of development. He also issued a somber admonition: Let us not deceive ourselves at our situation in this country. Weighted with a heritage of moral iniquity from our past, hard pressed in the economic world by foreign immigrants and native prejudice, hated here, despised there and pitied everywhere; our only haven of refuge is ourselves, and but one means of advance, our own belief in our great destiny, our own implicit trust in our ability and worth.

Obviously, a great deal has changed since Du Boiss era. Opportunity has expanded, racial definitions are shifting. Still, much in his century-old speech remains relevant today. That is both a sign of Du Boiss enduring genius and of the glacial pace of change in some basic American attitudes. It is a reminder of just how deep is the well-worn rut into which racial reflections and conversations commonly fall.

For over a hundred years Americas ostensible commitment to racial equality has faltered over our inability to see beyond race. The scary thought is, that may be equally true of the next hundred, unless, as we approach the millennium, we can learn to stop using the misbegotten assumptions of Americas past as our template for the future.








CHAPTER 1

Can a new race surmount old prejudices?




Americans are accustomed to infinite shades of ebony, but the South African journalist Mzimkulu Malunga found the notion hilarious. So he named one celebrity after anotherTina Turner, Vanessa Williams, Mariah Careytickled at the thought that anyone might consider them all black. The impromptu racial-identity game soon had the small group in Soweto in stitches. It seemed an appropriately absurd end to an evening spent, for the most part, in more serious conversation in a country whose governing principle once had been: Tell me your race, and Ill tell you your place. As his guests finished a dinner of beer, beans, beef, and a grits-like delicacy called pap, Malunga, business editor of The Sowetan, finally shrugged as if to say: Race is a strange and flexible concept, with an endless capacity to confound.

That evening took me back to an encounter, some years earlier, on a bus several miles outside Caracas, Venezuela. Upon learning I was from the United States, the dark-skinned woman beside me had peppered me with questions. Did I find Venezuelans to be prejudiced? Was there racism in the United States? Were Canadians less biased than their neighbors to the south? Finally, she focused on her son, seated directly in front of us. He was the color of caramel and about seven years old. His father, she told me, was white, and the son, despite his dusky appearance and faintly African features, had decided that he was white, too. At first, the idea struck me as ridiculous, but, by and by, I found myself thinking, Why the hell not? By any logical calculus, he was probably more white than black (not that, in most of Latin America, he would be considered either). And from the perspective of a child who was old enough to know that whiteness means status but too young to realize how whiteness is defined, wanting to be white was just as natural as wanting to be a quarterback instead of a cheerleader. I wondered, however, if the boy had been American, whether he would have thought he had the option to choose his color. For most of us, race is simply accepted as a given and on faith, no more subject to questioning than the reality of our existence.

Even before the civil rights movement erupted and Jim Crow died, racial definitions in the United States were somewhat different from those in South Africa (and Latin America), and specific policies varied as well. But these countries shared the conceit that the concept of race was reasonably precise and that it told us something important. In fact, those assumptions never really made sense.

Earlier in this century, for instance, Italians, Jews, and Rumanians were widely considered to be of different (and inferior) racial stock compared to the English, Germans, and Swedes. Just a few decades later, those groups were fully accepted into the community of whites. In an essay entitled, How Did Jews Become White Folks? Karen Brodkin Sacks asked, Did Jews and other Euroethnics become white because they became middle class? That is, did money whiten? Or did being incorporated in an expanded version of whiteness open up the economic doors to middle-class status? The answer, she concluded, is both. The question, nonetheless, illustrates the absurdity of the premise that racial classifications are fixed.

That supposition, at long last, is under serious challengefrom intellectuals who doubt that the concept of race has much meaning; from immigrants who have a different and more elastic view of racial classifications; and, perhaps most interestingly, from those who refuse to consider themselves members of any currently accepted racial category but refer to themselves as multiracial and demand the recognition of a new melded race.

Success in that endeavor, some advocates believe, would be a huge step in the direction of a color-blind society, for by embracing those who are multiracial, the United States would be recognizing, if only implicitly, that the ugly racial lines etched in the nations soul will, sooner or later, disappear. Alternatively, goes the argument, the nations failure to recognize formally the existence of multiracial Americans would be a tragedy, not only for mixed-race people but for American society, and would perhaps be a fatal blow to the dream of racial harmony and egalitarianism.

In 1992, in Bethesda, Maryland, several hundred multiracialists came together for the first national gathering of the multiracial community, as described by Bijan Gilanshah, in the December 1993 issue of the journal Law and Inequality. The Loving Conference was named in honor of the Supreme Courts decision in the case of Loving v. Virginia, which outlawed antimiscegenation statutes in 1967. But the meeting was not simply a celebration of the right to reproduce across racial lines; it would markor so its organizers hopedthe public launching of a new and potent political movement.

At stake, in Gilanshahs eyes, was nothing less than the prevention of cultural genocide. Instead of leaving mixed-race people in a vulnerable and nebulous state of official nowhereness, the government, he thought, was obliged to give them full recognition as a distinct, powerful social unit with idiosyncratic cultural, social and legal interests. Much the same point was made by Charles Byrd, who organized a rally at the Washington Mall in July 1996 to allow mixed-raced Americans, like himself, an opportunity to collectively and proudly affirm a self-determined identity while attempting to persuade the federal government to sanction the multiracial category.

Multiracial people with a heritage that is, to some degree, black have a special interest in how mixed-race people are to be defined. In physical as well as cultural terms every Negro is a little bit colored and a little bit white, observed Martin Luther King, Jr. in Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community? Yet it is only the colored part that has generally been acknowledged. Unlike Americans of other races, blacks have largely been defined by the so-called one-drop rule: the presumption that even a small percentage of black ancestry effectively cancels out any other racial stock. It is a rule that some biracial people believe compels them either to deny a big part of who they are or to explain constantly to a rigid, monoracial world why they reject a patently illogical designation. Why, they ask, should they renounce the ancestry of a nonblack parent or grandparent? Whats the point, they ask, in forcing people into narrow boxes that cannot possibly accommodate Americas growing racial diversity?particularly when the black box is fundamentally different from the others, carries the full baggage of slavery, and defies all common sense. As Lawrence Hirschfeld, author of Race in the Making, observed: The absurdity of the biological reading of the one-drop rule is obvious. How reasonable is it to say that a white woman can give birth to a Black baby, but a Black woman cant give birth to a white baby?

Lise Funderburg, author of Black, White, Other, which profiles several children of black-white interracial unions, extracted the following comment from one of the persons she interviewed: A lot of Blacks get upset if they ask you exactly what you are and you come back and say, Biracial. One response is, What? Are you too good to identify with Blacks? I say, Its not that Im too good at all, but Im composed of two different races and I choose to value each of those. Its not as though Im going to write off my mothers race for the convenience of pleasing somebody elses view of what I should or should not be doing. The one-drop rule, however, demands that biracial children do just that. As novelist Gish Jen noted in an essay in the New York Times Magazine, a mulatto is not a kind of white person, but a kind of black person. Yet there is nothing in biologyindeed, nothing in science at allthat says black should trump white when it comes to assigning racial categories.

The argument against such an illogical racial-classification scheme ultimately takes you down one of two roads: rejection of the idea of race altogether or acceptance of the possibility of an endless proliferation of new races. In recent years, the debate has focused on the census for the year 2000specifically on an edict known as Statistical Policy Directive Number 15. That directive, conjured up by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) in the late 1970s, sets out the minimum categories that governmental agencies can use when collecting racial and ethnic data. It provides for four racial clusters (white, black, Asian and Pacific Islander, and American Indian and Alaska Native) and one distinct ethnic group (Hispanic). If someone doesnt quite fit, they are squeezed into the pigeonhole that most closely reflects the individuals recognition in his community. If that doesnt work, they can always be lumped into other.

These particular groups are not arbitrary. They reflect OMBs best attempt to capture the American consensus on race. They also reflect the needs of an array of governmental agencies that enforce civil rights laws, run American Indian programs, fight poverty, and calculate health and other statisticsagencies, in short, that need to know something about Americas racial makeup to do their jobs. The problem is that Americas racial composition is quite different now from the way it was in the 1970s. It is less monoracial, less black and white, more intermarried, and a hell of a lot more confusing.

At the time of the 1970 census, America had few shades of gray. Whites (at 87.5 percent) and blacks (at 11.1 percent) accounted for more than 98 percent of the total U.S. population. Other racial minorities added up to just over 1 percent. Hispanics, who could be of any race, stood at 4.5 percent. Twenty years later, the nation was spinning from a demographic whirlwind. Newcomers were pouring in from Mexico, the Philippines, Korea, Cuba, India, mainland China, and other non-European countries, while Europeansno longer favored by U.S. immigration lawshad dwindled to a trickle. America, in short, was no longer nearly so black and white. By 1990, whites and blacks stood at roughly 80 percent and 12 percent, respectively, and Hispanics at 9 percent.

Meanwhile, interracial families were forming apace. In 1960, according to the U.S. census, fewer than half of 1 percent of married couples were interracial. By 1990, the number had risen to about 3 percentthe majority comprised of mixtures other than black and white.

After reanalyzing U.S. Bureau of the Censuss survey data for 1985 and 1991), scholars Douglas Besharov and Timothy Sullivan concluded that even black-white marriages were growing faster than had previously been thought. In 1990, they estimated, nearly 10 percent of black grooms married whites brides. Although the sample of the Current Population Survey was too small to allow a good estimate for marriages between black brides and white grooms, Besharov and Sullivan conjectured that their number was also rising rapidly. The children of such unions, they declared (in the JulyAugust 1996 issue of The New Democrat), may be the best hope for the future of American race relations.

To multiracialists, Americas approximately 3 million multiracial children are a forceful argument for the recognition of a new race and a new racial realityand perhaps, as Besharov and Sullivan suggested, even a way out of Americas racial quagmire.

Susan Graham, a white woman married to a black man in Roswell, Georgia, tried to explain the rationale for the new racial category at congressional hearings in 1993. Accompanied by her young son, she related the frustrations of trying to find a comfortable racial niche for biracial children. When she had asked a census official how to identify her two biracial children, the official insulted her. In cases like these, we always know who the mother is and not always the father, the official said, in explaining why the child should take the mothers race. Her experience, Graham pointed out, was far from unique. A multiracial teenager in North Carolina, she said, had been humiliated by a teacher blurting out in class: Youre so light. Are you sure your mother knows who your father is? Graham expressed gratitude for a new state policy that had allowed her to identify her five-year-old daughter as multiracial when she had enrolled the child in kindergarten. Thanks to Georgias legislators, her child was not made to choose between her parents. She urged Congress to protect other children from having to make that painful decision.

Im not a scholar, attorney, or lawmaker, Graham continued. Im just a mother, a mother who cares about children; and whether I like it or not, I realize that self-esteem is directly tied to accurate racial identity. More and more parents all over our country are instilling new pride in our multiracial children. Can we say we have succeeded if our children leave home only to be denied an equal place in our society? In closing, she invoked the ever-handy memory of Martin Luther King, Jr.: I believe Doctor King was speaking thirty years ago for multiracial children too. With your help, their time has finally come.

Carlos Fernndez, president of the Association of Multiethnic Americans, was equally impassioned. Governmental administrators refusal to recognize multiracial children, he suggested, could put them in violation of the U.S. Constitution: When government compels the multiracial, multiethnic family to signify a factually false identity for their child, it invades their fundamental right of privacy. Fernndez made clear, however, that he was primarily concerned not with constitutional issues but with the well-being of multiracial youngsters. The status quo, he intimated, amounted to a form of child abuse. It denied multiracial offspring their distinctive identity, damaged their self-esteem, and forced them to favor one parent over the other. Meanwhile, it did nothing to protect them fromor even documentthe special form of bigotry aimed at people of mixed race.

Julie C. Lythcott-Haimes made a similar argument in the Harvard Civil Rights-Civil Liberties Law Review. The Multiracial person can hardly advocate the superiority or inferiority of one race without touching off a potentially damaging identity struggle within herself, wrote Lythcott-Haimes. And even if a persons psyche could put up with such turmoil, Lythcott-Haimes saw no reason why anyone should have to. The one-drop rule is not only absurd, she contended, it is blatantly racist, grounded in the central premise that Black blood is a contaminant while White blood is pure.

Clearly, the multiracialists have flagged a nettlesome problem. Forcing multiracial children into prefabricated monoracial boxes is illogical. It is preposterousnot to mention cruelto ask any child of mixed race to choose one race (and symbolically one parent) arbitrarily over the other. As Gish Jen, a Chinese American married to a man of Irish descent, acknowledged, there is pain in seeing her child stripped of what he considers to be an essential part of his identity. Yet many Americans insist on seeing multiracial children through monochromatic eyes. Some spiteful schoolmates gave her son a taste of what his future might hold when they taunted him for being Chineseeven as he futilely insisted that he was not. Though Jen and her husband originally had hoped their son would grow up embracing his whole complex ethnic heritage, they have had to accept a harsher reality and recognize that their son is considered a kind of Asian person.

Its unclear whether the federal governments official adoption of a multiracial category would lead to broader public acceptance of multiracialism and eventually make things easier for children such as Jens son or for families such as Grahams. It is even less clear what effect a multiracial box would have on statistical analyses of Americas racial stock. Multiracial, after all, is not a particularly precise description. It simply means that a person theoretically fits into more than one category. Its a fancy way, in short, of saying other. Consequently, a multiracial designation conceivably could end up being less accurate (in the sense of grouping people together who are deemed to be phenotypically similar) than the groupings we have now, depending on how it is defined and who decides who belongs to it.

Even if a multiracial designation is taken (as many proponents would like) to apply only to those with two parents of recognizably different racial stocks, its unclear how useful the descriptor would be. Unless the census spelled out specifically what racial heritages were subsumed by the designation, it would put the offspring of a white person and an American Indian in the same pigeonhole as the child of a black person and a Chinese American or of a black person and a white person. Although the offspring of all the couples would certainly be multiracial, not many Americans would consider them to be of the same race. Many would still consider the black-Asian and black-white children to be black (or perhaps mixed) and the white-American Indian child to be white. The children, in any number of circumstances, would be treated differently, as would be the unions of their parents.

A New York Times poll in 1991 found that 66 percent of whites were opposed to a relative marrying a black person, whereas 45 percent were opposed to a relative marrying a Hispanic or Asian person. (The survey did not attempt to ascertain whether responses would differ depending on whether the prospective Hispanic spouse was black, white, or something else.) Clearly, in the eyes of many of those respondents, all multiracial families are not created equal. And if part of the purpose of such classifications is to permit researchers to determine how various groups are treated, aggregating groups whose only common denominator is that their parents are racially different would not do much to advance that purpose. One is thus faced with the option of creating at least two multiracial categoriesone perhaps labeled multiracial-dark and the other called multiracial-light. But its unlikely that anyone would see those categories as an improvement over the current systemleast of all those who think that the multiracial category is a form of defense against Americas obsession with rigid racial categories.

And what about those people who dont care for the multiracial designation? What about the children of black-and-white unions, for instance, who insist




























































OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books

Color-Blind






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





