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case. But we must take care neither to rush to make him a hero nor
to let his appeal as an individual divert us from broader, more com-
plex concerns.

Norma McCorvey (Jane Roe of Roe v. Wade), in her conversion
to Operation Rescue’s brand of holy rolling, should give us pause
about loading too much significance onto individuals whose per-
sonal circumstances momentarily embody larger political concerns.

Some of us can recall as well the case of Joanne Little in the
1970s. Little’s was an especially tragic story of an impoverished
young woman from a small North Carolina town. While incarcer-
ated on a breaking-and-entering charge, she escaped from jail after
killing a white jailer who allegedly attempted to rape her in her cell.
The state declared her an outlaw, which amounted to a shoot-on-
sight order. Little became a cause célebre for the women’s move-
ment in particular. But she was in far over her head as a celebrity.
Her subsequent forays into petty criminality left the movement with
egg on its face.

Even under the best of conditions a movement built around a
single individual can go only so far. This approach trades on the
imagery of martyrdom; yet its goal is to ensure that the putative mar-
tyrs are rescued. Rescued martyrs, however, are always a potential
problem because they live on as fallible human beings.

The difference between James Meredith, who integrated the
University of Mississippi and was later shot on a solitary march
through the state, and Martin Luther King and Malcolm X is in-
structive. Unlike the others, Meredith survived and went on to fol-
low the twists and turns of post-segregation politics in increasingly
pathetic and perverse ways, bottoming out as an aide to Jesse
Helms. Martyrs work best when they’re dead.

The cause célebre phenomenon, like fuzzy-mindedness about
the militia movement, reflects a romantic, almost opportunistic ten-
dency in the left. It is part of a soothing, “warm-bath” politics, a
politics that is counterproductive because it imagines a specious,
quick-fix alternative to the tedious, frustrating work that we most
need: building support by organizing to create a base for a concrete,
coherent political program.
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phrase “the white left.” I did not want to give any credence to

the view, commonly expressed among black activists in the
late 1960s and after, that the leftist critique of American society was
somehow white people’s property.

I maintained this resolve through SDS’s 1969 proclamation of
the Black Panther Party as the “vanguard of the black revolution” —
based only on the Panthers’ willingness to align with whites—and
subsequent gushes of Pantherphile exoticism. I kept it through the
“separate black movement divides the working class” line, which
was one crude “Marxist” alternative to examining black politics.
And I held on through similarly evasive Procrustean analyses, for
example, casting the civil-rights movement as a “bourgeois demo-
cratic revolution.” My resolve was unshaken through endless reifi-
cation of the “black community” as a collective subject.

Even when Frederic Jameson, editor of Social Text, told me
early in the Reagan era that he had published an article that he knew
was drivel and didn’t even conform to the bibliographical format of
the rest of the journal because he “wanted to publish something by
a black author and that’s what there was,” I remained true.

I stayed patiently silent as the Democratic Socialists of America
anointed one star Black Voice after another throughout the 1980s,
with never a hint of concern about the anointed’s institutional links
to any sort of autonomous black political activity. And I endured the
total lack of curiosity about Jesse Jackson’s new political fame and
what his antics since 1984 have to do with tensions and cleavages

among blacks.

I Yor more than twenty years I refused on principle to use the

I’m ready to toss in the towel. When all is said and done, it really is
all too much the white left. In far too many quarters, identifying
with progressive politics is perfectly compatible with reliance on
racial shorthand and, therefore, with the disposition to view Afro-
American life as simultaneously opaque to those outside it (thus the
need for black interpreters and line-bearers) and smoothly organic
(with exceptions made for the odd, inauthentic “sellout” leaders).
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Perhaps I am finally giving in to this view because I’'m old and
tired. Perhaps it’s the result of attrition. Mostly, though, it seems
that the farther the memory—much less the actuality—of real po-
litical movements recedes on the horizon, the worse this problem
has become. I confess that it is quite dispiriting. It also makes the
issue of blacks’ role in the left a matter for real concern; more and
more that role seems to be in a line stretching back at least to
Melville’s Queequeg, that is, to put whites in touch with their
“deeper humanity.”

This complaint has absolutely nothing to do with leadership, or
even representation, in left institutions. It’s about Jim Crow stan-
dards on the left: the suspension, when making judgments about
black people and politics, of critical scrutiny, along with the tough-
minded, Enlightenment skepticism that is the foundation of the left
critique’s unique power.

The key problem is that whites on the left don’t want to con-
front complexity, tension, and ambivalence in black politics. In gen-
eral, they simply do not see political differences among black
people. They do not see that blacks are linked to social, political,
and economic institutions in a variety of different ways, and that
those different links, and the networks that flow from them, shape
interests and ideological perception no less, and no less subtly, than
among whites.

Because of racial stratification, black and white links differ. For
instance, middle-class black people, largely because of housing seg-
regation, are more likely than middle-class whites to live close to
poor people. And black people, especially in the middle class, are
more likely to be public employees, thanks to more nearly equal
employment opportunities in the public sector.

Examining how the public-sector economy is woven into the
logic of black politics should be a central project for the left. We
need to take account of the fact that, more than ever, black individu-
als at all class levels are likely to have direct connections—them-
selves or through relatives, friends, and neighbors—with the
operation of public institutions. And we need to assess what that
means for shaping varying black political perceptions.
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The fundamental principles of this sort of social structure, how-
ever, are the same for blacks and whites, and, therefore, they should
not be incomprehensibly foreign to whites. It’s astounding to see
repeatedly in the left press the contrast between the subtlety and
critical confidence with which writers dissect politics in Somalia,
Bosnia, Indonesia, and Ukraine, and the total absence of those
qualities in discussions of Afro-Americans.

As a result of this failing, attention to black politics on the left
tends to revolve around thin and simplistic definitions of good guys
and bad, “true” leaders and false. This distorts political judgment
into a search for authenticity, hauntingly like white youth’s quest in
the 1960s for the most “authentic” blues—“pure” and untarnished
by instrumentation, cultivated virtuosity, air-conditioned night-
clubs, or indoor plumbing. (No Bobby Bland or Little Johnny Tay-
lor need apply, just solitary old guys on porches of croppers’ shacks
in the Delta, playing acoustic guitars with neck bones.) It’s also the
exact meaning of exoticism and has horrible political conse-
quences. The “pure” black experience is monadic and antithetical
to complexity in either orchestral arrangements or politics.

Assigning authenticity requires “finding” the pulse of the com-
munity. (Actually, as with SDS and the Panthers, it requires desig-
nating the pulse—thus whites determine black legitimacy, as they
have since Booker T. Washington’s day at the turn of the century.)
This places a premium on articulate black people who will talk to
the left. Whites tend to presume their inability—or tend not to
want to expend the effort—to make critical judgments that might
second-guess their designated black voices of authenticity, and
therefore do not attend closely to the latter’s substantive arguments.
The result is that these “authentic” voices are treated mainly as
personalities —without much regard to the political implications of
the stances they project.

In fact, it1s apparently possible to maintain one’s status as Bearer
of the Left’s Authentic Race Line while articulating arguments that
scarcely resemble views we normally think of as leftist. So Cornel
West can retain his star status in the white left as he blathers on
conspicuously about rampant “nihilism in black America,” spout-
ing breezy, warmed-over versions of the stock conservative—and
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utterly false—narrative of the fall from some earlier organic com-
munity, claiming that black Americans suffer from a “collective
clinical depression,” calling for a “politics of conversion” and cul-
tivation of a “black love ethic” (is this Robert Schuller meets Barry
White, or what?), as well as embracing the black conservatives’ self-
help rhetoric.

That West’s explicit embrace of victim-blaming, pathologizing
rhetoric about inner-city poor black people has provoked no real
controversy in the left underscores the fact that the “noble savage”
face of exoticism inevitably is only the obverse face of the “nasty
savage” coin. The premise of blacks’ deeper humanity is at bottom
an assumption of their essentially different humanity, and all it
takes is a rude street encounter or a smashed car window to turn
Martin Luther King, Jr., into Bigger Thomas as the avatar of the
racial essence.

Ironically, this is the “othering” that the cultural-politics jockeys
rattle on about from critique of one advertisement or Hottentot ex-
hibit to the next. Yet they fail to grasp the dangers of their own
breathless claims about the importance of race. Often, as with
Michael Dyson’s fawning endorsement of William Julius Wilson’s
line on black poverty, they also show an unexpected tolerance for
talk about those “other,” nasty savages.

This helps to explain why “underclass” imagery —properly
spun with sanitizing allusions to ultimate sources in vaguely “struc-
tural” dynamics —has struck so many on the left as reasonable, as
I’ve learned the hard way.

The simplistic, exoticizing approach to black politics is also suscep-
tible to rhetoric about black people’s intrinsic spirituality. This not
only evokes hoary claims that blacks are closer to nature than
whites, it also underwrites an increasingly troubling mystification of
the church’s role as the font of authenticity in black political life.
After black Americans fought from the moment of Emancipation for
the right to vote, then for two-thirds of the next century against Jim
Crow disfranchisement, it’s incredible to hear the left’s black stars
routinely and blithely dismiss the ability to electleaders and partici-
pate in shaping public institutions as less genuine than religious ex-
pression as a form of black political engagement.
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This view’s currency reflects the fact that several of its propo-
nents—like West and Dyson—are ministers and thus propagan-
dists for the church. But it floats on whites’ inclination to see black
Americans as spiritual folk, huddled organically around the camp
meeting, communing with the racial essence through faith in things
unseen.

That might seem harsh, but what else would explain the appar-
ent absence of concern about church/state separation when West,
Dyson, and others rhapsodize about religion as the basis of genu-
inely black political experience? Moreover, the effort to associate
black legitimacy with the church is especially problematic now,
when reactionary forces among black Americans are gaining steam
precisely through church-based initiatives and jeremiads on the
theme of moral crisis. These forces—in which church leaders are
prominent—actively propagate moral and police repression as al-
ternatives to humane social policy; calls for driving young people
into churches, and jail if church fails, substitute for calls for job pro-
grams and decent educational opportunity.

In Cleveland and elsewhere, multi-denominational groups of in-
fluential black ministers have been agitating against gay-rights leg-
islation, abortion, and gender equality. In many cities, black
church-based groups are fighting sex education, contraceptives in
the schools, and needle-exchange programs. And black church
groups are becoming increasingly visible in the coalition of the Holy
Roller Right.

Elevating church-based activity as most authentically black—
besides overlooking the fact that st black people do not belong to
any church—rationalizes the right’s agenda of “privatization,” and
the ultimate dismantling of public functions. Encouraging church-
based initiatives—which are inevitably inadequate responses to
massive problems of state-supported dispossession—is part of the
right’s self-help program.

These are concerns that do not arise either in the patter of the
left’s black line-bearers or in response to them. They should be at
a minimum, topics for strategic discussion, particularly in an other-
wise rigorously secular left.

The prevailing take on black politics is part of a deep cynicism.
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As we spin further and further away from mundane political
struggles, there is ever less pressure on the star black voices to en-
gage politics concretely. Instead of analysis of the way that black
people and politics connect with the institutional exercise of power,
we get either utterly predictable rehearsals of standard bromides
and litanies—reminiscent of a Las Vegas act gone stale (“we need to
build coalitions of the oppressed [here include a string of groups]
that are multiracial but guard against racism, sexism, homophobia,”
et cetera, ad nauseam)—or the glib sophistries that fly under the
“cultural-politics” flag.

Panegyrics on behalf of the intrinsic worth and significance of
rap music, the repackaging of 1940s zoot suits and other youth fads
as political opposition, incessant nattering about “positionality,”
representations in popular culture, and “voices” heard and sj-
lenced —these are by now formulaic exercises, as politically empty
and wrong-headed as they are superficially clever. They replace in
the left’s public forum careful attention to the intricate social and
institutional relations that shape black political resources and prac-
tice.

They also reduce to a discourse on how white people think
about black people and how black people supposedly feel about
it, buttressing a suspicion that this is all most whites care much
about anyway, when it comes to deciphering what’s up with black
Americans.

So what can be done? Is there any useful way out of this situation
Pve described? The reflex is to lay out a detailed way of thinking
about black people and politics. Until recently, Id certainly have
acted on that reflex. Now all it seems sensible to say is that the most
important warrants are: (1) to insist on focusing discussion of black

politics concretely, in relation to government, public policy, and
political economy and (2) to presume that political dynamics oper-
ating among blacks are not totally alien, that is, they are understand-
able without the need for special native interpreters.

Beyond that we’ll just have to wait and see what happens,
won’t we?

—“What Are the

Drums Saying, Booker?””:
The Curious Role
of the Black Public Intellectual

adventure series, the two heroes of the show spend most of their

time on safari, attended to by a coterie of native bearers. When-
ever they hear drums in the distance, the whites summon their head
bearer. “Willie, what are the drums saying?” Willie, a Sancho
Panza-like servant, steps forward. “Bwana, drums say simba come
soon, much danger.” On noticing a furtive sullenness among the
bearers, the hero again inquires: “Willie, what’s going on with the
men?” Willie answers dutifully. “Men afraid. Say they don’t want to
go into Leopard Men territory, afraid of evil spirits.”

In these vignettes, Willie was enacting the definitive role of the
black public intellectual —interpreting the opaquely black heart of
darkness for whites. Of course, this connection couldn’t be ob-
served at the time because the category “black public intellectual”
didn’t yet exist. It wasn’t invented until nearly four decadf:s. lfiFer
when several youngish black professors with ties to and visibility
within the cultural studies/cultural politics precincts of the aca-
demic left began using it to refer to themselves and one anothe‘r.
This group includes most prominently Cornel West, Henry LOU'IS
Gates, Jr., Gloria Watkins (bell hooks), Michael Dyson, and Robin
Kelley, though others in that world no doubt feel comgfgrtable wear-
ing the label. And people with varying professional and political
affiliations—like Stanley Crouch, Stephen Carter, and Shelby
Steele—increasingly turn up under the black public intellectual ru-
bric, as the Warholian imperatives of fame send it rippling through
the culture. But this identity is most clearly the product of the cul-
tural wing of the left academy and its extramural offshoots. .

In the last months of 1994 and early 1995, the notion gained

In a typical episode of Ramar of the Jungle, an early television
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