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May 27, 1993

THINKING BLACK


One of the tools of political analysis I've used over the years is to put myself in the shoes of the various players to try to see things from their standpoint. New York Times columnist William Safire does this effectively from time to time, imagining in print the thoughts of one political leader or another -- this President or that prime minister. It's not that easy to do. As a boy, I remember my father saying, "Put yourself in his place," when I had a dispute with a playmate. It was always a hard, but it seemed to help. It was harder for me to imagine myself in the place of a grownup, though, because I did not have the experience of age. How many times I heard my father say, "Wait until you're as old as I am, and you'll know what I mean." The older I get, the easier it has become for me to see other points of view, as I draw upon the experience of living. There are still times when it is a struggle to get inside the head of another person. It's always very difficult to get inside the head of a woman and understand her viewpoint with any degree of confidence. Over the years, I've also found it very difficult to think black.


As a student at UCLA in the 1950s, I had a black roommate, Tom Adams, a big, bluff football player who by chance was thrown in with me in a men's dormitory. We hit it off, to the point where he'd take me with him to all-black campus parties, where I first learned what it's like to be in a visual minority: scary, at first, and intimidating. Until I got to be known in these groups, I'd stick close to Tom, comforted by his proximity, always imagining the group was suffering my presence. The first time I walked into such a gathering with him, I experienced a sharp, icy, vulnerability, as if I had been diminished physically by the cold, hard stares of the young men and women whose eyes turned all at once toward this interloper. I'd been the only white guy in construction crews, working summers in New York City. This was different. These were black intellects, poised and comfortable with each other, well dressed, elite and superior. Almost 40 years later, I shudder at the memory. Yet I'm grateful for the experience. In the political world, it's given me an edge, as I at least have a clue as to what's it's like to feel racially subordinate -- a white man in a black world.


This comes back to me now as I consider the political status of black people, not only in America, but throughout the world. For several centuries now, black men have been made to feel racially subordinate, not only to the white races, but to yellow as well. Progress has been made, but not really much at all. Lately, I've felt slippage, in the renewed discussion of Clarence Thomas and Anita Hill, and in the debate over President Clinton's budget, which reminds me of just how dominant the white male is in American politics. A May of 1993, I was a guest on a Washington, D.C., radio show hosted by a conservative black man, Armstrong Williams, who may have the most important, concentrated audience of black intellectuals in the world. For two hours we talked about Bosnia and the Balkans, with call-ins from listeners who knew the history of the region and the conflict in far greater detail than I. At one point, though, the discussion switched to Haiti, and whether or not racism played a part in the U.S. government's policy toward that beleaguered place. I commented that race is always part of the mix, insofar as "most white Americans believe black Americans are inferior, and many African-Americans share that belief." Williams expressed only mild surprise at the comment, asking whether I really thought many African-Americans believed in the inferiority of their race. And yes, I said, the thought has been put their in their minds in our white culture.


Sometime, soon, though, I think it will be taken out of their minds, once and for all. I sensed this revolution coming two years ago, in the fight over the Supreme Court nomination of Clarence Thomas. When I was just a kid growing up in Brooklyn, I sat behind first base in Ebbets Field in early 1947, watching Jackie Robinson a few feet away, the first black man ever playing major league baseball games, and I knew something very important was happening. It was an individual assertion of racial equality on a physical plane. In 1963, I sat up front in the press row at the Las Vegas convention center, and heard Martin Luther King Jr. deliver an oration that told me something important was happening again. It was an individual assertion of racial equality on a political plane. In Clarence Thomas's baptism by fire, the white male establishment attempted to prove once again that black men are physical creatures, dominated by their hormones rather than by their intellect. In Judge Thomas, we saw an emphatic individual assertion of racial equality on an intellectual plane, with Thomas presenting himself as an intellect schooled in the ideas of white conservatives, his political philosophy at odds with what has come to be called -- even by liberal black journalists such as Carl Rowan -- the liberal plantation.


The national debate sparked by the Thomas nomination has in other ways suggested we have all been too close to the forest to see the trees, black men as well as white. We're struck by a fresh awareness that in a political world dominated by white men, black men automatically accomodate themselves to the concepts and design of the white power structure. They even classify themselves as "liberal" or "conservative," in the English tradition. By the nature of things in a democracy that militates toward a two-party system, blacks Americans also adopt as their own the agendas of white liberals and white conservatives. Indeed, they have little choice: If the needs of their own constituents are to be met, black political or opinion leaders must submit to minority roles in white coalitions. If they are members of the white liberal coalition in the Democratic Party, they are viewed by white conservatives as being trapped on "the liberal plantation." If they break away and join the Republican coalition, they are derided by the blacks they have left behind as "Uncle Toms," the epithet that divides those black men who think black and those who try to think white, who leave the liberal plantation to live on the conservative plantation -- there being no other choice in this white world. The two black Americans who have climbed to the highest points on the opportunity ladder of America, Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall and Justice Clarence Thomas, seemed poles apart at the time the latter replaced the former. Yet they both were dreaming of the same goal -- the liberation of their people in this promised land. In the same way, the Rev. Jesse Jackson and the economist Thomas Sowell think of themselves as "brothers," but across an artificial divide that limits their communication to hostile stares.


The distortions disappear, or at least begin to dissolve, if we substitute the broader human political terms, "optimist" and "pessimist" to label "conservatives" and "liberals." Think, for example, of Clarence Thomas and Thomas Sowell as optimists, who believe they can risk the future of black Americans in coalition with white conservatives. Think of Jesse Jackson and the late Thurgood Marshall as pessimists, who are skeptical of the price black Americans might have to pay on the conservative plantation if the optimists are wrong. 


Civilization, after all, can only survive if mankind can organize itself in ways that draw upon the experience and wisdom of its optimists and pessimists. If we were all optimists -- like grasshoppers fiddling away the summer on the assumption that winter would take care of itself -- we would all perish in an unexpectedly severe winter. If we were all pessimists -- like ants, harvesting seed without ever sowing -- we would perish as well. The Bible enjoins us to consider the sower of seed, who casts freely, but in a place where at least some will fall on fertile soil and thrive, yet knowing some will fall on sandy soil and die, or be choked by thorns and weeds. Civilization advances at the margin, with optimists allowed to go forward only when the pessimists have exhausted all argument on why they should not. It should be clear that all growth, everywhere and through all time, is the result of individuals taking chances at the frontier of conventional wisdom.


In black America, hope springs eternal because of the promise of our democratic institutions. As frail as they sometimes seem, our political mechanisms are superior to others that have thusfar been tested by time. Yet because of this frailty, black America produces political leaders whose numbers are necessarily weighted heavily toward pessimism. The community knows it must take chances or perish, but from the earliest days that black men were dragged here in chains from Africa, the odds have been exceedingly long against the risk takers. The white world of America has been a physically dangerous place for black risk takers. Uppity niggers were routinely lynched not very long ago. John Brown's body lies a'moulderin' in the grave, and so does that of Martin Luther King Jr., Medgar Evars, Malcolm X, and a host of other activists who pushed beyond the boundaries of what white men had deemed appropriate for them. In this last decade of the twentieth century, we have already witnessed an attempted "hi-tech lynching" of the most intellectually aggressive black conservative of our era, Clarence Thomas, a man, and the national humiliation by the leader of the white liberal establishment of the most intellectually aggressive black liberal of our era, Lani Guinier, a woman. Is it any wonder the great majority of political black Americans are risk-averse?


Lani Guinier's humiliation by her friend, President Bill Clinton, acting on behalf of the white Democratic establishment, was a shocking and illuminating political development to the African-American members of the liberal coalition. In a foretaste of this shock, these leaders had a terrible, sinking feeling a year ago, when Bill Clinton, during the 1992 election campaign, "played the race card," as The New York Times put it rather indelicately. [date]

Here was the situation in the spring of '92: Clinton, the candidate of the Democratic organization, and hence the putative leader of the Democratic coalition, trailed badly in the polls -- behind the independent candidacy of Ross Perot as well as President George Bush. Yes, he had outmaneuvered other reform candidates who were not of the Democratic organization -- Paul Tsongas of Massachusetts and Jerry Brown, "Governor Moonbeam," of California. Jesse Jackson, who had challenged the organization in 1984 and 1988 in seeking the Democratic presidential nomination, had this year bowed to pressures from the organization and remained on the perimeter of the campaign -- expecting to be rewarded by the white, liberal establishment for his solicitude. It was not to be. In the majestic chess game of presidential politics, it was decided that Clinton had to publicly demonstrate that he would put Jesse Jackson, the political embodiment of the uppity black, back in his place. In doing so, he would demonstrate to white Democratic voters that he was a new kind of Democrat, one who could be trusted to keep black special interests under control. 


Clinton had been invited by Jackson to a gathering of his Rainbow Coalition, which Jackson was putting at the organization's service. It was a gesture of subservience, a gesture by Jackson to show that he was indeed a team player again and not a maverick. Whereupon Clinton unfurled his media event. He singled out for his programmed wrath Sister Souljah, a rap singer who has been able to connect to black youths by verbally and lyrically expressing their inner rage at life on the plantation. It was so clearly planned as a slap at blacks that The New York Times, the newspaper of the national white liberal establishment, made sure its readers knew what had happened by headlining, "Clinton Plays Race Card." Did The Times condemn Clinton editorially? Of course not. It was necessary that their candidate win white votes by demonstrating he could, if necessary, keep uppity blacks in their place. Jackson's strained relationship with the Jewish bloc of the New York Democratic establishment made him especially vulnerable to the Clinton ploy. In his two bids for the Democratic presidential nomination, which also tested the boundaries of plantation politics, Jackson had infuriated this Jewish bloc by his friendship with Louis Farakhan, the radical black Muslim, and a slurring reference to New York City as "Hymietown." The Times considers itself the voice of the New York establishment.


Jackson lashed out at Clinton, accusing him of having a "character flaw" for accepting his invitation to the Rainbow Coalition to appeal for support, then using the occasion to appeal to white voters in what was clearly a racist ploy. The Times played the Jackson story prominently on Page One. There was one chance for Jackson to maintain his self-respect in this situation, which was to abandon the Democratic Party in favor of the Ross Perot insurgency, which at that moment had reached its zenith. Jackson and Perot in fact had a good relationship, stemming from their cooperation as citizen diplomats in tracking down Vietnam POW's and MIA's. 


A Perot/Jackson embrace would open the gates of the liberal plantation, but this was not to be. As the week ended, Perot's brand new campaign manager, Ed Rollins, appeared on the Evans & Novak Saturday CNN television show, to discuss the insurgency. Rollins, a disaffected Republican who had barely met Perot and had given little serious thought to the candidacy, was asked by Robert Novak what he thought about the Sister Souljah flap. Instead of fanning the flames, Rollins said he agreed with Bill Clinton, and when a surprised Novak asked if Jackson was not welcome in the Perot campaign, Rollins said he was not, being "controversial." Jesse Jackson happened to be watching the program that Saturday and now knew he the Perot campaigan offered no escape route. He telephoned Bill Clinton and apologized for his critical remarks that week. The Monday Times on Page One reported that all was well on the plantation, that Clinton and Jackson had made up. Not coincidentally, the Perot campaign from that moment went into a slide from which it never recovered.


It should be noted that Jackson's self-appointed role throughout his public career has been to serve as a Good Shepherd to an often unruly black flock. Seen from his perspective, his friendship with Farrakhan, Sister Souljah, and other incendiary black opinion leaders was part of his mission to extend the legacy of non-violent protest begun by his mentor, the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr.
In a remarkable three-part profile that appeared in The New Yorker earlier that year, "Outsider," February 2, 10 & 17, author Marshall Frady developed this insight into Jesse Jackson in a way that made me realize I had allowed my own view of Jackson to be colored by the racial prism of the white establishment. Anthony Lewis, the most liberal columnist of The Times, came to the same realization, first castigating Jackson over the Sister Souljah incident, then apologizing to him in a subsequent column, "Black and White," June 18, 1992, noted that the white establishment was zapping Jackson for doing what he was expected to do -- keeping unruly blacks under control.


This kind of public humiliation by the most important black political leader of the day can be warily forgiven by the black intellectual community, but it is  never forgotten. So it was almost exactly a year later, in May of '93, that President Clinton tore open the wound by publicly humiliating Lani Guinier. He had nominated Ms. Guinier, a friend and classmate at Yale Law School, to be assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights. Ms. Guinier, a black woman with Jewish blood (or a Jewish woman with black skin), in the 1980s had played a prominent role in the NAACP's struggles to strengthen the Voting Rights Act. Her experience had led her to develop arguments in various Law Review journals that underscore the frustration of black power in coalitions dominated by whites. The thrust of her argument is this: The democratic principle of "one man, one vote" does not seem sufficient for the black electorate to ever achieve a political outcome proportional to its numbers. If the democratic mechanisms were working to theoretical perfection, the 13% of the electorate that is black would be enjoying a 13% share of democratic rewards, at least on average over a lengthy run of the track. This is obviously not the case.


In the Michigan Law Review of March 1991, she observed: "For those at the bottom, a system that gives everyone an equal chance of having their political preferences physically represented is inadequate. A fair system of political representation would provide mechanisms to ensure that disadvantaged and stigmatized minority groups also have a fair chance to have their policy preferences satisfied." The argument is flawless, at least if democracy is a system that will hold up over time. It is an argument that does not rest comfortably with the white establishment, however, especially if it leads to the conclusion that black Americans who consistently find themselves getting the short end of the stick should be compensated by a greater allocation of political power. This sounds like a "quota" system, which is to be abhorred as a slippery slope that slides toward communism, where the rewards are equal no matter how hard the race is run.


How can we otherwise explain and remedy the fact that while black Americans have 13% of the population, they have only 0.5% of the nation's capital? Given the current political mechanisms, Ms. Guinier would suggest that over the stretch of track well into the next century, there might not be any improvement on these numbers. Twenty years ago, there were arguments of biological determinism put forward to explain discrepancies of intellectual performance among white people and black. These beliefs still lurk in the shadows of discussion, and may even be held by a majority in the white establishment, but they are now no longer publicly tolerated. The fashion has swung toward cultural determinism, which is seen as a more reasonable explanation for the inequality of performance among whites and blacks. 


In the polarity of debate, it is reasonable to expect that the power bloc that would most disagree with the position of Lani Guinier would be that which has the greatest disproportionate share of the performance outcome. It is not surprising, then, that the intellectual arguments advanced by the cultural determinists have been led by American Jews. After all, the Jewish community comprises somewhat more than 0.5%  of the population, but not much more, and holds somewhat less than 13% of the capital, but not much less. We have close to a mirror image here, which helps explain why we see a social and political fault line between the American Jewish Congress and Jesse Jackson and Lani Guinier. The cultural arguments are led by one of my intellectual godfathers, Irving Kristol, who thoroughly rejects biological racism, but thoroughly embraces what might be called cultural racism. Irving, who is one of the leading western intellectuals of our time, more or less believes that if you plop an impoverished Ethiopian or Nigerian into Salt Lake City or Tel Aviv they will soon prosper, nourished by the superior culture. Alas, Ethiopia and Nigeria are forever consigned to economic impoverishment by this logic, unless, of course, they re-open their minds and hearts to western culture, via western missionaries and colonialists. 


This view is not exclusively held by Jewish intellectuals, of course, but is in the Judeo-Christian tradition that underpinned the western imperialism of the 19th century. Kristol's counterpart in the United Kingdom, the historian Paul Johnson, is in fact a Christian who has written "The History of the Jews" and "A History of Christianity," both exemplary works, probably the best available from a white perspective. It is now Johnson's public view that the only solution to the mess that exists in black Africa is its re-colonialization. [NYT citation]. 


In this polarity of debate, it is not unreasonable to expect that the extreme black reaction to this extreme white reaction is that black culture at least equal to and may be superior to white culture. The notion has taken root and blossomed on American college campuses in the form of "multiculturalism." This body of opinion postulates that a curriculum that forces only western philosophy, literature and history down the gullets of African-American students ultimately diminishes and intiminates them. Because college campuses are run by entrenched elites, they are not at all democratic. Here, Lani Guinier's diagnosis of the problem can be matched by her elite prescription, and college faculties vote in favor of equal doses of Shakespeare and Zulu poetry. The editorial page of The Wall Street Journal, my home for six years (1972-78) and the voice of the white conservative plantation, is the cutting edge in decrying multiculturalism. American Jewish intellectuals of the right, such as Irving Kristol, and of the left, such as Arthur Schlesinger Jr., regularly lob grenades from this platform at the encroaching multiculturalists, who show no signs of slowing down. This is by no means a Jewish conspiracy, though. Robert L. Bartley, another of my intellectual godfathers and the editor of the Journal's editorial page, is a mastermind in these cultural wars, a Christian who does not quite believe in God.


In recent years, the Bartley's editorial page has also championed two of the more important political ideas of the white conservative plantation -- the line-item veto and term limits. The line-item veto would give the President of the United States the authority to strike individual spending items from legislation that comes to his desk. Term limits would require members of Congress to retire after serving a certain number of terms. The Journal was also, predictably, horrified at the prospect of Ms. Guinier's posting at the Justice Department, because the line-item veto and term limits are exactly what she is talking about when she complains about the white plantation.


The line-item veto, after all, shifts power from the legislative branch, where black Americans have been able to get a handhold on power, to the executive branch, where they have no foreseeable chance of power. As it is, the 38 blacks in the House of Representatives can concentrate their influence in getting items in legislative lines for their constituents, lines that now cannot be struck by a white President. With the line-item veto that the Journal champions, black power would dissolve exactly as Lani Guinier describes in her Law Review articles. In 1990, when the Bush Administration could not easily come to terms with the Democratic Congress on the budget, the Democratic and Republican leadership of Congress adjourned for a series of private meetings with the President's team at Andrews Air Force Base, where they struck a deal that was subsequently adopted. The leadership of the Black Caucus complained throughout that this subverted the democratic process. Indeed, in undermined what little leverage the black representatives have. They were simply presented with a bargain struck by a committee of mostly middle-aged and elderly white men, the leaders of the two plantations. In 1993, by contrast, with the Democrats in control of the executive and legislative branches and the Republicans voting unanimously in opposition to the President's budget, the Black Caucus found itself in the balance of power and threatened to block the budget unless its priorities were given their due. Rep. Charles Rangel of Harlem, the most important black political leader in matters of budget and finance by virtue of his senior position on the Ways & Means Committee, observed that to this point, "At the banquet of the Democratic Party, black Americans are given seats next to the kitchen, while the Republican party throws them into the kitchen." With their newfound leverage as the balance of power, Rangel saw an opportunity for seats at the head table.


Similarly, the Black Caucus in the House of Representatives must oppose term limits if it is to maintain its meager handhold of power in this white institution. Only by voting again and again to return the same congressman to represent the same seat can black Americans climb the ladder of seniority in Congress. This is a painfully slow process, but one that still works. The Rev. Adam Clayton Powell climbed this ladder from his Harlem district in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, to become the first black chairman of the House Judiciary Committee. Soon before he was assassinated in February 1965,, Malcolm X described Powell as the only truly independent black politician in America. In the 1970 collection of Malcolm X speeches and interviews, "By Any Means Necessary," we find this choice observation from a July 5, 1964 interview:

 Why, don't you know when a black man goes downtown and represents us, he's supposed to be like Powell? Powell's the loudest thing in this country. That's why they don't like him. They don't dislike him because he goes to Europe, because they go to Europe. All that other stuff they say against him, they're not against him because of that. They're against him because he's loud.

 And in the history of this country polite black people have bever been successful in bringing about any kind of advantages for black people. You have to walk in with a hand grenade and tell the man, listen, you give us what we've got coming or nobody is going to get anything. Then he might listen to you. But if you go in their polite and acting responsible and sane, why, you're wasting your time, you have to be insane.


Soon thereafter, the white establishment decided that Mr. Powell was a little too loud, and they went to work in the Beltway game of character assassination. It was revealed that the Rev. Mr. Powell had (gasp) misused office funds for personal travel, that he may have had a girlfriend on his staff, and that he often caroused on the Caribbean isle of Bimini, drinking milk laced with Scotch. In 1967, the House was tied up for weeks in debating whether to permit the dastardly Mr. Powell to take his seat, finally deciding to give him another chance. Pounded relentlessly into hamburger, Powell succumbed to a term limit of the usual kind, defeated in the Democratic primary the next time around by the young Charles Rangel. Mr. Rangel has since crept his way up the seniority ladder to the No. 3 post at the House Ways & Means Committee, the most powerful committee of the Congress in that it initiates all tax law in the most powerful country on earth, which makes Rangel possibly the most powerful black parliamentarian in the world. He is still a young man while the two white men on the rungs above him, Dan Rostenkowski of Chicago and Sam Gibbons of Miami, are in extra innings. If term-limit advocates were to be successful, the conservative plantation would no longer have to worry about Charlie Rangel as chairman of Ways & Means. Does this ever occur to the advocates of term limits? Not at all. They do so effortlessly, thinking white.


That is to say, the cultural racism of The Wall Street Journal is innocent and unconscious. The newspaper defends its blacks vigorously. In the slugfest between Clarence Thomas and Anita Hill in 1991, the Journal was of course in the Thomas corner while the Times was in the Hill corner. This was a brawl reminiscent of the great boxing matches of the pre-Civil War South, with one plantation putting up its best against another's. In this particular battle, the white conservatives won and the liberals lost, while Black Americans stood aside, wondering what had happened to them, feeling vaguely ashamed for both Thomas and Hill. In historical retrospect, though, both Thomas and Hill will fare better, I think, and will be viewed as black gladiators in a white arena. David Brock's bestselling book, "The Real Anita Hill," moves the story in that direction, demonstrating that Thomas was telling the truth without asking us to believe that Hill was lying. Almost all the villains of the piece are white people, persuing their own agendas.


If Rangel is the most powerful black politician in the world, the most important black intellectual in the world could well be George B.N. Ayittey, a 33-year-old professor of economics at American University in Washington, D.C. Ayittey is brilliant, lucid, and intellectually adventurous, but his most important attribute is his vantage point. Born in Ghana in the springtime of Black Africa's liberation from colonial rule, Ayittey was educated in universities in Canada and the United States at a time most of Black Africa was sliding into grinding poverty and political despair. Just as a white man must work at "thinking black," Ayittey found himself having to work at thinking like a black American. His fresh perspective led him to startling insights about Africans and African Americans at the intersection of black political power in a white world. His message is sharply, passionately critical of black political leadership both East and West. Black African leaders are condemned as corrupt, cruel, anti-democratic dictators who bleed their own people dry. African American political leaders are chastized for their blindness to the corruption of African political and economic institutions. His fiery rhetoric is hardly consoling to white audiences, however, as he clearly scorns the decadence, racism and economic stagnation he finds permeating western culture. But his bite is reserved for that black perspective which uses white power as an all-purpose excuse for the ills of blacks everywhere. The provocative insight suggests that if somehow all white people would suddenly disappear, black leaders would find themselves naked, denied their usual rationale for the poverty and plight among their black constituents. Turning the heat on themselves, Ayittey insists, is the only way for black men and women everywhere to discover their strengths as they admit their weaknesses.


In his remarkable book, "Africa Betrayed," Ayittey offers this pungent commentary on the world around him as clears the decks for his central themes:

 Every political system or society has its own unique set of economic, political, and social problems. Germany, Eastern Europe, Russia, and even Japan are all grappling with their own problems. Th United States is not immune. It has a chronic budget deficit problem, electoral disenchantment with the political system, and racism, to name only a few. 

Even freedom of expression is rapidly vanishing on American campuses.

 American society generally seems to be on the decline. Art critic and New Criterion editor Hilton Kramer, a neoconservative, offered this view: "We are told that we won the Cold War and that Eastern Europe is looking to us for models in economics and culture. But we find in the West decadence and intellectual civil wars" The Washington Times, Apr. 30, 1990; p.A10).

 Black Africa also has its share of problems. Famine, economic crisis, political instability, tyranny, cultural agricultural decline, deteriorating living standards, capital flight, corruption, AIDS, and inflation are all examples of the problems Africans are wrestling with. But while other societies certainly have problems, dealing with those of black Africa is particularly challenging and exasperating -- not because black African problems are unsolvable but because all sorts of myths, misconceptions, innuendoes, and extraneous and dissonant factors are allowed to intrude, scuttling reasoned analysis. This especial difficulty in solving black African problems is misused to grease the racist perception that black Africans are intellectually inferior and therefore cannot solve their own problems. This, of course, is nonsense. Problems persist in Africa not so much because of intellectual inferiority but because of the application of the wrong remedies or policies by black African leaders. [Emphasis added]


The assumption of black intellectual inferiority, he reminds us, provided the rationale for the European subjugation and colonization of Africa as well as the rationale for the slave trade. European Christians and Jews viewed the black African as subhuman savages, which enabled them to square their religions with their participation in the slave trade and the commercial plundering of Africa. The principal difference between Christianity and Judaism is that the one is evangelical and the other is not. This is one reason today why there is added tension in the United States between African Americans and Jewish Americans. Christian Europe, after all, evangelized in Africa, as the faith does not require intellectual equality for church membership. All souls had to be saved, including those with inherently inferior intellects. Judaism, on the other hand, is an exclusive faith, which is why there are so few black Jews that most Americans could think of only one, the late Sammy Davis Jr.


Theoretically, of course, the earliest Jews were black, an Ethiopian tribe, as of course the human species itself may have been. And in Israel today, Ethiopian Jews are for the most part accepted in the homeland. There is, though, a constant worry among the European Jews of Israel that Ethiopians who present themselves for immigration are merely pretending to be Jews. The European Jews, of course, believe in their cultural superiority, which gives rise to an added source of tension with black intellectuals in Africa and in the United States, especially those who have gravitated to the Muslim faith. Of all the major religions, Islam is most clearly the one that has no tradition, as an institution, of viewing the black African as intellectually inferior. The early embrace of Islam by Malcolm X was fortified by his pilgrimage to Mecca, where he observed with delight and surprise the intermingling of people of all shades and colors -- not separate compartments or mosques as has been the practice in the Christian sects. The oriental religions are even more exclusive insofar as blacks are concerned. It should then be no surprise that so many modern black intellectuals have gravitated to the Muslim movement and that their leadership has been particularly and increasingly hostile toward Jews.


In we reflect back on the early days of Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal, which pulled black America away from the party of Lincoln into a new partisan coalition, we observe a natural alliance between black and Jewish Americans. Both were then victims of bigotry by the white political establishment in America, and both found themselves tied in the New Deal coalition to the racially and religiously bigoted Dixiecrats. American Jews were in the forefront of social liberalism and the civil rights movement, as there was a mutual interest in advancing the concept in law of equal opportunity. The relationship was still uneasy, though, even in those early days. It's a matter of historic curiosity that the very first motion picture "talkie," the 1929 "Jazzsinger," was about a Jewish entertainer who achieved fame in blackface. American Jews, who already dominated ownership in the entertainment industry, were by this time tolerated by the white establishment in headline roles, in a way black Americans still were not. Jews, though, provided the cutting edge, their growing political and financial clout gradually opening the way for their black political allies.


By 1964, as the original legal objectives of black America had been largely obtained, through the New Deal alliance with Jewish America, tensions began to appear over the separate issue of money and a sense among blacks that they were being shortchanged by the Jews in their partnership. In a November, 1964, interview in Paris, Malcolm X was asked his opinion of Jews, and he gave this answer:

 Most white people who profess to be for the Negro struggle are usually with it as long as they are nonviolent, to love their enemies, and turn the other cheek. But those who are genuinely for the freedom of the black man -- as far as we're concerned, they're all right. Now in regards to what is my opinion of the Jews. I don't think that a man can be intelligent when he's in the frying pan and he becomes wrapped up or involved in trying to solve someone else's problems or cry for someone else. The American Negroes especially have been maneuvered into doing more crying for the Jews than they cry for themselves.

 In America the Jews used to be segregated. They never were "Freedom Riders." They didn't use this tactic to solve their problem -- begging in, walking in, wading in. Whenever they were barred from a neighborhood they pooled their economic power and the bought that neighborhood. If they were barred from hotels, they bought the hotel. But when they join us, they don't show us how to solve the problem that way. They show us how to wade in and crawl in and beg in. So I'm for the Jew when he shows me how to solve my problem like he has solved his problem.


What Malcolm X was talking about then, and what Charles Rangel and George Ayittey are talking about now, is capitalism. Always before in American history, the immigrant groups that came in waves from the Old World would each establish a foothold in the New World by pooling their capital. First their would be benevolent associations and credit unions. Then, there would be banks. Clusters of Germans or Swedes or Italians or Irish or Poles or Lithuanians would somehow select out of their midst the most likely successes, advancing them the capital to make the same kind of entrepreneurial journey into the American business world as they did in preparing for their emigration from Europe. All growth is the result of risk taking. The most likely to succeed are the most confident risk takers in a group. The rest of the group, less confident or unable to take great risks, would invest the equivalent of a lottery ticket in a son or a cousin or a nephew or a friend. They would buy a piece of the action. This is how America was settled and this is how commerce and wealth blossomed in this land of opportunity.


What now becomes clear to George Ayittey that was not so clear to Malcolm X in 1964 is that the newest immigrant group can't expect to be taught the ropes of capitalism by the preceding group that has already succeeded on its own. The natural tendency of the successful competitor is to want to limit as much as possible any fresh competition from below. German Americans did not teach the Swedes, nor the Swedes the Italians, nor the Italians the Irish. They might unite politically, to preserve opportunity for all groups and their children. But it was never in the cards or the nature of things that American Jews would make a serious effort at teaching aspiring black Americans how to compete against successful American Jews, any more than White Anglo-Saxon Protestants took the trouble to teach immigrant Irish and Italians how to catch the brass ring. This really doesn't even have to do with "Jewishness." It's clear from history that the early 19th century immigration of European Jews, which emanated from the Germanic states, had become entrenched by the late 19th century. These established Jews actually used their political clout to resist the new waves of Jewish immigration from the Slavic states of Eastern Europe. To this day, there remains palpable differences in the interests of the old line Mayflower Jews, as it were, and the "low class" Jews nearer the bottom of the society ladder.


There were of course black men in America in great numbers long before there were Jews in America in any great numbers. The reason their growth lagged, of course, is that they did not immigrate, but were dragged here as slaves. It's likely that the most confident risk-takers of black Africa in the 18th and 19th centuries were those who resisted enslavement and did not make the trip. Thereafter, the offspring of slaves were taught by the whip and the noose that the odds were stacked sky high against risk-taking. Only subservience was permitted, by tradition and law. The only entrepreneurship available to black men was escape, and it was well into the 19th century before there was a place to which to escape.


It is, though, a source of consternation today to urban blacks in America that while the Jews who owned the shops that served the ghettos have left, bounding onward and upward into the suburbs, they have been replaced by Koreans and Paks and Indians. Immigration to the United States continues from around the world, legally and illegally, and as always before, the immigrants are those few dispatched from their native lands as most likely to succeed, backed by education and a capital pool. They are "buying the neighborhoods and the hotels," but when African Americans bound onward and upward, it is usually not as owners, but as athletes, entertainers, and employes. The black entrepreneurs of the inner cities are in the drug trade, where risk taking involves almost certain periodic arrest, but also early death. There is by now among the 30 million black Americans an enormous pool of several million college educated young and early-middle age men and women, and more than 600,000 in schools of higher education at any given time. Too few, though, are owners and employers. In black America even today, the risk takers still wind up in prison. 


The white Democrats who maintain the liberal plantation are of the collective opinion that black Americans can only really advance with education, and that well-to-do white Republicans should be more heavily taxed to finance the effort. The white Republicans who maintain a conservative plantation are of the opinion that President Johnson's Great Society programs are the root cause of black backwardness. They argue for the withdrawal of white taxpayer subsidies to black indolence, an increase in penalties for criminal entrepreneurs, a balanced budget, term limits, a line-item veto, a free market, and more well-behaved black Republicans.


If we ask these same sources to suggest solutions to the desperate conditions in black Africa, they are both now at a loss. Even a decade ago, white Democrats would suggest heavier taxes on white Republicans to finance foreign aid for black Africa. A generation ago, the idea was a Peace Corps of American volunteers to mix and mingle with the people of the Dark Continent, expecting civilization and indoor plumbing would follow. White Republicans argue that the source of the problem is foreign aid that supports the dictators of Black Africa. Instead, democracies should flourish wherein the citizens elect political leaders who maintain conservative economic policies, protect private property, and make conditions hospitable to private foreign investment. They would probably agree with Paul Johnson that this is too much to expect and that the civilized world should recolonialize the whole shebang.

