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Race Matters

What happened in Los Angeles in April of 1992 was neither a race riot
nor a class rebellion. Rather, this monumental upheaval was a multira-
cial, trans-class, and largely male display of justified social rage. For all
its ugly, xehophobic resentment, its air of adolescent carnival, and its
downright barbaric behavior, it signified the sense of powerlessness in
American society. Glib attempts to reduce its meaning to the patholo-
gies of the black uriderclass, the criminal actions of hoodlums, or the
political revolt of the oppressed iirban masses miss the mark. Of those
arrested, only 36 percent were black, more than a third had full-time
jobs; and most claimed to shun political affiliation. What we witnessed
in Los Angeles was the consequence of a lethal linkage of economic
decline, cultural decay, and political lethargy in American life. Race was
the visible catalyst, not the underlying cause.

The meaning of the earthshaking events in Los Angeles is difficult
to grasp because rmost of us remain trapped in the narrow framework
of the dominant liberal and conservative views of race in America,
which with its worn-out vocabulary leaves us intellectually debilitated,
morally disempowered, and personally depressed. The astonishing
disappearance of the event from public dialogue is testimony to just
how painful and distressing a serious engagement with race is. Our
truncated public discussions of race suppress the best of who and what
we are as a people because they fail to confront the complexity of
the issue in a candid and critical manner. The predictable pitting of
liberals against conservatives, Great Society Democrats against self-
help Republicans, reinforces intellectual parochialism and political
paralysis.

262

The liberal notion that more government programs can solve racial
problems is simplistic—precisely because it focuses solely on the eco-
nomic dimension. And the conservative idea that what is needed is a
change in the moral behavior of poor black urban dwellers (especially
poor black men, who, they say, should stay married, support their chil-
dren, and stop committing so much crime) highlights immoral actions
while ignoring public responsibility for the immoral circumstances that
haunt our fellow citizens.

The common denominator of these views of race is that each still
sees black people as a “problem people,” in the words of Dorothy 1.
Height, president of the National Council of Negro Women, rather
than as fellow American citizens with problems. Her words echo the
poignant “unasked question” of W. E. B. Du Bois, who, in The Souls of
Black Folk (1903), wrote:

They approach me in a half-hesitant sort of way, eye me curiously or
compassionately, and then instead of saying directly, How does it feel to
be a problem? they say, I know an excellent colored man in my town. ...
Do not these Southern outrages make your blood boil? At these I smile,
or am interested, or reduce the boiling to a simmer, as the occasion may
require. To the real question, How does it feel to be a problem? I answer
seldom a word.

Nearly a century later, we confine discussions about race in America to
the “problems” black people pose for whites rather than consider what
this way of viewing black people reveals about us as a nation.

This paralyzing framework encourages liberals to relieve their
guilty consciences by supporting public funds directed at “the prob-
lems”; but at the same time, reluctant to exercise principled criticism of
black people, liberals deny them the freedom to err. Similarly, conserv-
atives blame the “problems” on black people themselves—and thereby
render black social misery invisible or unworthy of public attention.

Hence, for liberals, black people are to be “included” and “inte-
grated” into “our” society and culture, while for conservatives they are to
be “well behaved” and “worthy of acceptance” by “our” way of life. Both
fail to see that the presence and predicaments of black people are
neither additions to nor defections from American life, but rather
constitutive elements of that life.

To engage in a serious discussion of race in America, we must begin
not with the problems of black people but with the flaws of American
society—flaws rooted in historic inequalities and longstanding cultural
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stereotypes. How we set up the terms for discussing racial issues shapes
our perception and response to these issues. As long as black people are
viewed as a “them,” the burden falls on blacks to do all the “cultural”
and “moral” work necessary for healthy race relations. The implica-
tion is that only certain Americans can define what it means to be
American—and the rest must simply “fit in.”

The emergence of strong black-nationalist sentiments among
blacks, especially among young people, is a revolt against this sense of
having to “fit in.” The variety of black-nationalist ideologies, from the
moderate views of Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas in his
youth to those of Louis Farrakhan today, rest upon a fundamental truth:
white America has been historically weak-willed in ensuring racial jus-
tice and has continued to resist fully accepting the humanity of blacks.
As long as double standards and differential treatment abound—as
long as the rap performer Ice-T is harshly condemned while former Los
Angeles Police Chief Daryl F. Gates’s antiblack comments are received
in polite silence, as long as Dr. Leonard Jeffries’s anti-Semitic state-
ments are met with vitriolic outrage while presidential candidate
Patrick J. Buchanan’s anti-Semitism receives a genteel response—black
nationalisms will thrive.

Afrocentrism, a contemporary species of black nationalism, is a
gallant yet misguided attempt to define an African identity in a white
society perceived to be hostile. It is gallant because it puts black doings
and sufferings, not white anxieties and fears, at the center of discus-
sion. It is misguided because—out of fear of cultural hybridization and
through silence on the issue of class, retrograde views on black women,
gay men, and lesbians, and a reluctance to link race to the common
good—it reinforces the narrow discussions about race.

To establish a new framework, we need to begin with a frank
acknowledgment of the basic humanness and Americanness of each of
us. And we must acknowledge that as a people—E Pluribus Unum—we
are on a slippery slope toward economic strife, social turmoil, and cul-
tural chaos. If we go down, we go down together. The Los Angeles
upheaval forced us to see not only that we are not connected in ways
we would like to be but also, in a more profound sense, that this failure
to connect binds us even more tightly together. The paradox of race in
America is that our common destiny is more pronounced and imper-
iled precisely when our divisions are deeper. The Civil War and its
legacy speak loudly here. And our divisions are growing deeper. Today,
eighty-six percent of white suburban Americans live in neighborhoods

that are less than 1 percent black, meaning that the prospects for the
country depend largely on how its cities fare in the hands of a suburban
electorate. There is no escape from our interracial interdependence, yet
enforced racial hierarchy dooms us as a nation to collective paranoia
and hysteria—the unmaking of any democratic order.

The verdict in the Rodney King case which sparked the incidents
in Los Angeles was perceived to be wrong by the vast majority of
Americans. But whites have often failed to acknowledge the widespread
mistreatment of black people, especially black men, by law enforcement
agencies, which helped ignite the spark. The verdict was merely the
occasion for deep-seated rage to come to the surface. This rage is fed by
the “silent” depression ravaging the country—in which real weekly
wages of all American workers since 1973 have declined nearly 20 per-
cent, while at the same time wealth has been upwardly distributed.

The exodus of stable industrial jobs from urban centers to cheaper
labor markets here and abroad, housing policies that have created
“chocolate cities and vanilla suburbs” (to use the popular musical artist
George Clinton’s memorable phrase), white fear of black crime, and the
urban influx of poor Spanish-speaking and Asian immigrants—all have
helped erode the tax base of American cities just as the federal govern-
ment has cut its supports and programs. The result is unemployment,
hunger, homelessness, and sickness for millions.

And a pervasive spiritual impoverishment grows. The collapse of
meaning in life—the eclipse of hope and absence of love of self and
others, the breakdown of family and neighborhood bonds—leads to
the social deracination and cultural denudement of urban dwellers,
especially children. We have created rootless, dangling people with
little link to the supportive networks—family, friends, school—that
sustain some sense of purpose in life. We have witnessed the collapse
of the spiritual communities that in the past helped Americans face
despair, disease, and death and that transmit through the generations
dignity and decency, excellence and elegance.

The result is lives of what we might call “random nows,” of fortu-
itous and fleeting moments preoccupied with “getting over"—with
acquiring pleasure, property, and power by any means necessary. (This is
not what Malcolm X meant by this famous phrase.) Post-modern culture
is more and more a market culture dominated by gangster mentalities
and self-destructive wantonness. This culture engulfs all of us—yet its
impact on the disadvantaged is devastating, resulting in extreme vio-
lence in everyday life. Sexual violence against women and homicidal
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assaults by young black men on one another are only the most obvious
signs of this empty quest for pleasure, property, and power.

Last, this rage is fueled by a political atmosphere in which images,
not ideas, dominate, where politicians spend more time raising money
than debating issues. The functions of parties have been displaced by
public polls, and politicians behave less as thermostats that determine
the climate of opinion than as thermometers registering the public
mood. American politics has been rocked by an unleashing of greed
among opportunistic public officials—who have followed the lead of
their counterparts in the private sphere, where, as of 1989, 1 percent of
the population owned 37 percent of the wealth and 10 percent of the
population owned 86 percent of the wealth—leading to a profound
cynicism and pessimism among the citizenry.

And given the way in which the Republican Party since 1968 has
appealed to popular xenophobic images—playing the black, female,
and homophobic cards to realign the electorate along race, sex, and
sexual-orientation lines—it is no surprise that the notion that we are all
part of one garment of destiny is discredited. Appeals to special inter-
ests rather than to public interests reinforce this polarization. The Los
Angeles upheaval was an expression of utter fragmentation by a power-
less citizenry that includes not just the poor but all of us.

What is to be done? How do we capture a new spirit and vision to
meet the challenges of the post-industrial city, post-modern culture,
and post-party politics?

First, we must admit that the most valuable sources for help, hope,
and power consist of ourselves and our common history. As in the ages
of Lincoln, Roosevelt, and King, we must look to new frameworks and
languages to understand our multilayered crisis and overcome our
deep malaise.

Second, we must focus our attention on the public square—the com-
mon good that undergirds our national and global destinies. The vitality
of any public square ultimately depends on how much we care about the
quality of our lives together. The neglect of our public infrastructure, for
example—our water and sewage systems, bridges, tunnels, highways,
subways, and streets—reflects not only our myopic economic policies,
which impede productivity, but also the low priority we place on our
common life.

The tragic plight of our children clearly reveals our deep disregard
for public well-being. About one out of every five children in this coun-
try lives in poverty, including one out of every two black children and
two out of every five Hispanic children. Most of our children—neglected

by overburdened parents and bombarded by the market values of
profit-hungry corporations—are ill-equipped to live lives of spiritual
and cultural quality. Faced with these facts, how do we expect ever to
constitute a vibrant society?

One essential step is some form of large-scale public intervention
to ensure access to basic social goods—housing, food, health care, edu-
cation, child care, and jobs. We must invigorate the common good with
a mixture of government, business, and labor that does not follow any
existing blueprint. After a period in which the private sphere has been
sacralized and the public square gutted, the temptation is to make a
fetish of the public square. We need to resist such dogmatic swings.

Last, the major challenge is to meet the need to generate new lead-
ership. The paucity of courageous leaders—so apparent in the response
to the events in Los Angeles—requires that we look beyond the same
elites and voices that recycle the older frameworks. We need leaders—
neither saints nor sparkling television personalities—who can situate
themselves within a larger historical narrative of this country and our
world, who can grasp the complex dynamics of our peoplehood and
imagine a future grounded in the best of our past, yet who are attuned
to the frightening obstacles that now perplex us. Our ideals of freedom,
democracy, and equality must be invoked to invigorate all of us, espe-
cially the landlgss, propertyless, and luckless. Only a visionary leader-
ship that can motivate “the better angels of our nature,” as Lincoln
said, and activate possibilities for a freer, more efficient, and stable
America—only that leadership deserves cultivation and support.

This new leadership must be grounded in grass-roots organizing
that highlights democratic accountability. Whoever our leaders will be
as we approach the twenty-first century, their challenge will be to help
Americans determine whether a genuine multiracial democracy can be
created and sustained in an era of global economy and a moment of
xenophobic frenzy.

Let us hope and pray that the vast intelligence, imagination, humor,
and courage of Americans will not fail us. Either we learn a new language
of empathy and compassion, or the fire this time will consume us all.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. There is a threatening tone to this discussion of race. What is your
assessment of “race matters” in the United States today? Do you agree
with West?

2. As the economic infrastructure of U.S. cities has eroded, what impact
has this had on the racial groups who reside there?
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