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ost of the businesses on West Florissant in Ferguson were boarded
up. City officials had informed the owners that the grand jury’s
decision would be announced within days. They braced them-
selves for what was to come. To my Mississippi Gulf Coast eyes the

town looked like it was preparing for a major hurricane. Plywood was

everywhere.

My colleague and I were in Cathy’s Kitchen Restaurant & Diner on

South Florissant at around 8:30 p.m. waiting to talk with a small group

of activists in the Ferguson movement. Apparently this was a favorite

late-evening meeting spot for some of the protesters. It was nearing clos-
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didn’t expect anything to happen to the restaurant. :
Alexis, Brittany, and Ashley finally arrived. These three dynamic

young women had emerged as Jeading voices 10 the Ferguson move-
ennial Activists United, a grassroots
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f social injustice
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She walked in the door smiling and talking. Brittany was calm and sub-
dued. She scemed reserved while Ashley brimmed with confidence; she
carried herself like a leader. All of them looked like teenagers. Their eyes
told you they were older.

Over a plate of sweet-and-spicy wings and fries, we talked about
what had happened on August 9, 2014. But, in many ways, the conver-
sation was about how the death of Michael Brown had rescued them
from the challenges of daily life. “Every day you wake up, it’s a conscious
choice to get out your bed and go about your day,” said Ashley. “T was
waking up every day, and I was like, all right, today I'm going to stay
alive. Counting down the hours until I'm going to shoot myself.” Alexis
and Brittany stared at her as she talked, as if Ashley was describing all
of them. “Now it’s like, okay, you've got to get up. You can’t kill yourself
today, because you got to do this. You've got this meeting, you've got to
go protest at seven o'clock. You've got to chant. They need somebody up
there to chant.” Alexis put it bluntly: “Michael Brown saved my life.”

Something happened in Ferguson that transformed these young
women and transfixed the nation. As one of them said, “You just felt
something different in the air.” As if the fog was lifting a bit. I couldn’t
help but think of the contrast. They came of age politically with Presi-
dent Barack Obama in office and now they bathed in the intense rage
of Fer.gus?n. In so many ways, these young people were unprecedented.

i District Aftor.ney Bob McCulloch announced the grand jury de-
ing the press conference ,wirh - ; R
The students were overcome \:' im"P 0. Rl badlsrgmmdianss
imPromPtu protest on Pros cclt[ Scmonon. They' o b i
clubs are locared. They wantid to d[_rCC[’ g gy eathg

isturb the peace.

In Fergus i
guson, tensions reached a fever pitch and the night turned

ly. Tl d
ugly. The conflict spread to South Florissanc. Businesses were vandalized
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and some burned to the ground. A group of young protesters linked
arms in front of Cathy’s Kitchen and protected it as if it were their own.

Something different was definitely in the air.

n his last book, Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community?,
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. argued, among other things, that white
supremacy stood in the way of democracy in this country, that it was
an ever-present force in America frustrating the dreams of the nation’s

darker citizens and undermining any pretense to racial justice. He wrote:

Negroes have proceeded from a premise that equality means what
it says, and they have taken white Americans at their word when
they talked of it as an objective. But most whites in America . . .
proceed from a premise that equality is a loose expression for im-
provement. White America is not even psychologically organized to
close the gap—essentially it seeks only to mae it less painful and less
obvious but in most respects to retain it. (Emphasis added.)

Matters have not changed much since 1967. Jim Crow laws are no more,

and we elected our first black president, but it is still the case, as Dr.

§ ; e
King said, that in this country the idea of racial equality remains “a

i i 2 of in this way, ra-
loose expression for improvement. When thought y,

cial justice gets reduced to a charitable enterprise—a practice by which

white people “do good” for black people. That is not equality. Con-

ievi ial jus-
fronting this fact would take us a long way toward achieving racial ju

tice in this country.

More immediately,

ers and allow us to see the crisis engul :
d black communities across
d. Thousands found
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fing black America. The 2008
the country.
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themselves out of work with no prospect of finding another job. This
book details what I call the Great Black Depression, and shows how the
current rhetoric of economic recovery does not include the majority of
black communities in this country.

It challenges the pervasive silence about the crisis in black commu-
nities and puts forward an idea of American democracy shorn of its rac-
ist baggage. This book offers a thicker description of the current state
of black America. It shows how what I call the value gap (the belief that
white people are valued more than others) and racial habits (the things
we do, without thinking, that sustain the value gap) undergird racial
inequality, and how white and black fears block the way to racial justice
in this country.

President Obama’s election supposedly meant that we had turned a
corner. We wanted to believe that we were leaving something bad be-
hind. But we have seen and experienced so much ugliness over these
past seven years. How many times have we watched black parents in
anguish as they buried their children? As they stood before the press
and demanded justice, joined with other parents in a communion of
grief? The deaths of Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, Sandra Bland,
and so many others shattered any illusion we might have had about a
post-racial America. People from all over the country took to the streets.
Ferguson and Baltimore ignited our frustrations. Chants of “Hands up,
don’t shoot” and “I can’t breathe” and “Black lives matter” let the world
know that race is far from being a nonissue in this country. Meanwhile,
Republicans wrapped the flag around their bigotry and couched it in
cri.ticisms of big government. In 2008, Republican presidential nominee
Mitt Romney declared that 47 percent of the Americans who voted for

Obama were “ » «
takers,” people “who are dependent upon government,

who beli icti i
elieve that they are victims, who believe that government has a

responsibility to care for them, who believe they are entitled to health
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care, to food, to housing, to you-name-i” Although he didn't say it
explicitly, everyone knew that black people were part of that 47 percent.

Beyond the increase in explicit racism—the loud raciss have gotten
louder since the 2008 election (it almost feels like some white people
have lost their minds)—black people have suffered tremendously on
Obama’s watch. Black unemployment remains high. Home foreclosures
continue. The wealth gap between blacks and whites has grown wider.
More young black families and children than ever are drowning in pov-
erty. And police have been on what seems like a rampage—killing young
black people at alarming rates. In short, black communities have been
devastated. And Obama’s most publicized initiative in the face of all
this, even as the spate of racial incidents pressured him to be more forth-
right about this issue, has been My Brother’s Keeper, a public-private
partnership to address the crisis of young men and boys of color—a
Band-Aid for a gunshot wound.

Obama reminds me of Herman Melville’s Confidence Man: he sees

exactly what we want and what we fear and adjusts himself accord-

ingly. And what Melville believed people wanted more than anything
was hope, a sense of the possibility of things for themselves and for the
world. T am not sure Melville understood, although he might have, the
depth of that claim for black folk. For us, hope has always come with a
alism. It couldn’t be otherwise in a world such as ours,
s off certain possibilities from the mo-
W. E. B. Du Bois captured it best as
blues-soaked sensibility that
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would challenge the racial order of things. Clinton even heralded from
a place called Hope. But neither Carter nor Clinton changed the racial
habits at the heart of the country. In some ways, they reinforced them,
Obama promised more. Or at least we thought he did, until he told us
that he wasn't the president of black America. Maybe black people be-
lieved he represented real change. Maybe we didn’t. Maybe we needed
the illusion of hope. It doesn’t matter. The reality, amid the thick fog of

unmet expectations, is that very little has changed in this country. In
fact, things have gotten worse.

Obama is not alone in fallin

short of
i g short of a real response. Most black

electe ; :
p : d and otherwise) have stood silently by as this economic
evastatio y
" “ swallowed black America, Afraid to give ammunition to
oisterous ideological right and never w.
own, they hay, T
» they have refused to criticize the president. Instead, we have been

asked (o] Slllft [IlC blame toa Iecalcnmut C:()"gleS
are WOIkl['lg on our behall be

limits of this view of black p
leader in some back room
wx.thout any mechanism of 4
mines the democragic proces

Democraqy in Black cq]]
Temaking of American dem,

egin wi
810 with Jocy] grassroots

anting to appear disloyal to their

hind closed doors. T want to expose the
olitics—the wrongheaded idea that some
an represent the interests of black people
ccountability. This view of politics under
s in black communigies,
s for a reimagining of black politics and &
ocracy. The two are knotted together. otk
this in the Protests apq Organizing and movements. We've winess)
I other ijes around [:emoﬂStrations in Ferguson, in New York, 3“d
movement in Nogep Q el-cou""y and in the Forward Together mor
inaion fror iy rolina. They haye helped free our political im?’
the fulfilimen, of oma"'c.e With President Obama that paints him ®
breakmg i ttical dreqpmg by calling attention o all the hell
In the end, ¢,
of thig Natiop by

our pol
found yg

is book eXposes th

Poingj ¢ illusion of innocence at the hea’
n(lng out tht

. ial
concrete effects of persistent racit

a

A Thick Fog of Unreality

inequality. Most Americans see inequality—and the racial habits that
give it life—as aberrations, ways we fail to live up to the idea of Amer-
ica. But we’re wrong. Inequality and racial habits are part of the Ameri-
can Idea. They are not just a symptom of bad, racist people who fail to
live up to pristine ideals. We are, in the end, what we do. And this is the
society we have all made. So much so that we can have a black man in
the White House and nearly one million black men and women in the
Big House.

For much of our national history we have struggled mightily with
the issue of race. The evil of slavery shadowed the birth of this country.
Precious ideas like “all men are created equal” were congenitally de-
formed by the idea that some men and women are valued less than others
because of the color of their skin. The value gap was baked into one of
the foundarional principles of this country. That struggle, at least since
1876 (when the nation turned its back on the possibility of a multiracial
democracy with the end of Reconstruction), has been a part of who we
are as a nation. We wrestle, like Jacob, with the lived contradiction—
not between beliefs and practices, but between and within beliefs them-
selves. Black folk never aspired to be the moral conscience of the nation,
even as black leaders shouted it from the rooftops. It only happened to
be the case that our actual lives rested in the gap between who America

said it was as a democracy and how we actually lived. Our democratic

principles do not exist in a space apart from our national commitment

to white supremacy. They have always been bound tightly rogether,

sharing bone and tissue.
Something profound has to happen if we are to change course. A

revolution of value and a radical democratic awakening may be this

country’s only hope for salvation. Democracy in Black does not begin

. . . . . H i i n 0 3
with pristine principles or with assumptions about our inheren good

ness. Rather, its view of democracy emerges out of an unflinching en-

counter with lynching trees, prison cells, foreclosed homes, young men
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and women gunned down by police, and other places where “hope un-
born had died” It is also grounded in the unimaginable resolve of a
people not just to survive in this country but to flourish in spite of it.
The current times are dark. The issues are clear. Our choice now, as we
leave behind the confidence men and their false hopes, is either to wake

up and give everything to “achieve our country” or to remain asleep as
America burns.

CHAPTER ONE

THE GREAT BLACK
DEPRESSION



hristine Frazer cried softly. She had been through hell and back and

the wounds had not healed. Chris had worked hard all her life. She

and her late husband had dreamed big dreams for themselves and
their family. They had played by the rules. But when Chris lost her home
to foreclosure in 2012 everything changed. Now, at the age of sixty-five,
she was out of work and forced to live in a senior facility, her cherished
home gone, her health deteriorating, and her dreams shattered.

“Me and my husband had a business for twenty-five years,” she said
in disbelief. “I raised my daughter in that home. I wasn’t a new home-
owner. I had been there for eighteen years.”

Before the eviction, Chris had lived with her eighty-five-year-old
mother, her adult daughter, and her four-year-old grandson in a triplex
home in a suburb of Atlanta, Georgia. The upstairs had three bed-
rooms, two baths, and two big living rooms. There were two separate
apartments downstairs. The house sat on a large plot of land, with lots
of open space where Chris’s dog, Sheeba, could run around. A minister
who was a little person had designed the house. “He had been an archi-
tect, I guess. And there was not a square room in that house, the way he

designed it. That’s why I fell in love with it.” Within a year of moving

into cheir home, her husband lost his legs because of diabetes and had
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t0 use a wheelchair. “But here’s the kicker,” Chris said. “Since the house
had been built for a dwarf, once the ramp was built, he could maneuver
in that house just like anybody else because the switches were lower. It
was like God sent us there.”

But when Chris lost her job in 2009 she struggled to keep making the
payments. The house was underwater. She had already paid $240,000
on a home now valued at $40,000. Her mortgage changed hands at least
three times in six months. Chris tried everything to prevent foreclosure,
but the latest holder of her loan—Investors One Corporation—decided
to evict her. President Obama had created a plan to help distressed bor-
rowers, but Chris couldn’t take advantage of it; the program required
that homeowners be current on their mortgage, and she was not. “But
if you're current on your mortgage, you don’t need modification,” Chris
said. The game seemed rigged to protect the mortgage lenders.

Dekalb County sheriffs and deputies arrived in the middle of the
night on May 2, 2012, to evict her. “They came in like I was a dope
dealer. At three in the morning they drilled a hole in the lock in my
front door. They drilled out the lock and just came in my house. It
\;aasn:::nn:zixt;:gzi T::entht.hat I can rememb.er in my life. My
W — Ii{ to this d:ty he does not like police officers,

. He remembers.
S e i
the home of a life’s worth of me::: y Ih S bR
SR P ries. It was chaos. For seven hours

. ngs onto the street. No one could help. The
police had cordoned off the “ P

area. “They told me to pack if 1
pack up as i

across the | l.nbered_ Everything was scattered,

0 cf aw.n. With no place to go, the family slept
c .

St amily dog, The police made provisions for

without any care,

The Great Black Depression

“That was the part that I think came out in the eviction. When they
came for me at three in the morning, they didn’t have a place for me and
my family to go, but the animal shelter came because they knew that

there were dogs there. They came with a place for my dog.”

he sprawling metropolis of Atlanta sat at the epicenter of the hous-

ing crisis that shook the foundations of the American economy. Once
considered a promised land where good-paying jobs and affordable living
offered a real chance for people to fulfill their dreams, by 2012, Alanta
was a wasteland of foreclosed homes and skyrocketing unemployment.
In 2007 black unemployment in greater Atlanta was 8.3 percent, but by
2010, that figure had nearly doubled. Chris was among the casualties.
According to the Federal Reserve, Atlanta held the dubious distinction
of having “the most government-owned foreclosed properties for sale of

any large city.” The hard reality was undeniable, and Chris was just one

example among many: the housing crisis was devastating black Atlanta,

and it hardly stopped there. Like an out-of-control wildfire spreading
across dry brushland, the crisis engulfed black America.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

The road to the housing crisis in black America was paved with
sort of. In June of 2002 President George W. Bush
African Methodist Episcopal
here in America that we

good intentions,
made his way to the pulpit of a quaint
church in Atlanta. “Now, we've got a problem

have to address,” he told the crowd.

To0 many American Sfamilies, too marny minorities do not own a
: . A e
home. There is a home ownership gap " America. The differe

between Anglo American and African American and Hu{pamr
L 0
home ownership is too big And we've got to focus the attention of

this nation to address this.
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Bush had come to St. Paul AME to announce his plans for an “own-
ership society.” By 2010, he wanted to increase homeownership among
minorities by at least 5.5 million. This required making it easier for low-
income buyers to make a down payment; it meant that more affordable
housing needed to be available in certain neighborhoods and involved
streamlining the home-buying process.

Bush hoped to achieve his goal through a vast network of public-
private partnerships. He announced that Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac
would “increase their commitment to minority markets by more than
$440 billion.” Freddie Mac would make it possible for “consumers with
poor credit . . . to get a mortgage with an interest rate that automatically
goes down after a period of consistent payments”; Fannie Mae would
partner with 100 faith-based organizations to improve homeownership
education, and organizations like the Enterprise Foundation would help
rebuild and rehabilitate urban neighborhoods in partnership with local
community groups.

The congregation lavished the president with applause. It was a sur-
real moment. Here was the president of the United States, the most pow-
erful man in the world—a Republican—stating unequivocally that he
was committed to the idea that people of color should own something.

Before delivering the speech, President Bush toured Park Place
South, a new development of affordable housing in an area once marked
by crime and urban blight. There, he met Darrin West, a black Atlanta
police officer who proudly showed off his new home. The president held

up West as an example of what was possible with the policies he was
pmfnoting. And Bush’s initial efforts to increase homeownership among
African {\mcricans were indeed quite successful. The rate of black home-
s i s
rid forces secking to expl s'l fm ufh ae i A
ploit “emerging markets.” According to the Cen-

ter for Responsible Lending, African Americans were 150 percent more
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likely to get a high-cost loan with low interest rates thac adjusted upward
after two or three years. From 2007 to 2009, the African American
homeownership rate fell by 6 percent (to the lowest level since 1995), a
drop more than twice that experienced by any other racial group in the
United States. African Americans lost more than 240,000 homes

One of them was Darrin West. He couldn’t sell his home, so he
gave it back to the bank and simply walked away. The New York Times
reported that by 2008, “at least 10 percent of [the] 232 homes™ in West's
Park Place South development had been hit with foreclosure. This pat-
tern played itself out across black America, as billions of dollars disap-
peared from communities already strapped for resources.

The irony is obvious and biting. So many Americans reveled in the
historic significance of Barack Obama’s election in 2008. There was a
sense of real, exciting possibility, even as the nation confronted the worst
economic crisis since the Great Depression. It was a moment of con-
trasts, of decline but also of possibilicy—that somehow we were putting
the ugliness of our racial past behind us as the country teetered on eco-

nomic collapse. Uncertainty shadowed national euphoria, and this was

especially true for African Americans. Many danced election night away
and talked abou the fulfillment of the civil rights movement,

up to foreclosure notices on their doors.

then woke

i i i lear sense of
sis among African Americans gives a €
hat can only be called the
threatened the economic

rd from econo-

he foreclosure cri
the despair and devastation wrought by Wi
Great Black Depression. The 2008 recession
d over again we hea
t expericnced anything like
s col-

foundations of the country; over an
tion had no :
1. Venerable financial institution
d overnight. The recession cast a

mists and pundits that the na
this since the Great Depressio
lapsed. Liquidity froze. Jobs disappeare

dark economic shadow over America:

17



DEMOCRACY IN BLACK

But in black America, the reality was even bleaker. I mean this be-
yond the familiar platitude that says “whenever white America has a
cold, black America has the flu.” The reality is that by every relevant
statistical measure (employment, wages, wealth, etc.) black America
has experienced and is experiencing a depression. This is more like the
symptoms of a national congenital disease than the flu.

To be sure, the circumstances of black America have waxed and
waned since the heyday of the civil rights movement. The black freedom
struggle of the 1960s brought unprecedented improvement in the lives
of most African Americans. But even with these gains, the gap between
whites and blacks persisted through the 1970s and 1980s alongside
brewing racial tensions (often because of police violence) and deepening
class divisions within black America. Combined with cyclical economic
booms and busts, the slow march from the end of Jim Crow to full
equality felt more like a bad roller-coaster ride. It was not until the long
recovery of the 1990s, spurred by governmental policy and strong eco-
nomic growth, that we began to see significant economic improvements
for black America—particularly for the black middle class,

Fast-forward to the Great Black Depression of 2008. Much of the
gaifls of the 19905 were erased. African Americans lost 31 percent of
their wealth between 2007 and 2010. White Americans lost 11 percent.
Bf)' 2009, 35 percent of African American households had zero or nega-
e 7 o Gy 1
decade of economic ains wi t :rweal[h' - th'."k ¥
T ag E 1pe f3W3Y~ Gone. This was
i sa‘l;)i’ng :r::h ?c }:vc:lth for most Africa
2010. As many struggled to’save the? :mk i o
market spiral downward and their r mfles,

pensions

took out wha li¢le money they had invested i

out it: an entire
n't just the loss
n Americans—
t from 2007 to
as they witnessed the stock
dwindle to nothing, they
n order to keep themselves

The Great Black Depression

afloat. Many could not wait for the market to rebound to reap its ben-
efits. Their children won't be able to either.

As they lost their homes and saw their savings wiped out, people also
lost their jobs, making it hard to imagine ever clawing their way back to
where they’d once been. Often the last hired and first fired, people saw
black unemployment soar as a result of the economic collapse. So much
so that by November 2010, national black unemployment reached the
stunning level of 16 percent (and this figure does not include those who
simply dropped out of the labor market). White unemployment stood
at 9 percent. Some cities, including Detroit and New York, reported
unemployment among black males at close to 50 percent.

For all these reasons, poverty is growing in black America. One out
of four African Americans lives in poverty today. One out of three black
children grows up in poverty, while only one out of ten white children
lives in poverty. One out of five black children is growing up in extreme
poverty. That child’s parents make less than $11,746 a year for a family
of four. They live on $979 a month, $226 a week, or what ends up being
$32 a day. In twenty-five of the fifty states and in the District of CO]L.UT.I-
bia, at least 40 percent of African American children are poor. This is

galling for a nation that considers itself the leader of the free world and

a pioneer of democratic principles.

Given the impact on African American children, this crisis is not

only an event of the present. Its implications for.future g‘cn.erations :)(;
African Americans have yet to be calculated. Chris Fr.azers .sxx‘-year—o
grandson will remember the horror of police tossing his family’s gc:lscs_
sions out in the yard like garbage as they were evicted, butfb.eyonAm :::
memories, what will he inherit? Like so many young A- nca'n

start economically with little or no

neration, because social and systemic barriers
)

lity for black folk; the Great Black
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DEMOCRACY IN BLACK

into the system, the system was open-

system.’ Because to getyou o buy
;
4 feel more vested. And when you're

ing up certain things to make yo
vested in something, you're not going to fight against it.”

Underneath it all, even as she railed against the system, Patricia still
struggled with the fact that she had lost her home. She had raised three
children. She had purchased her first home when she was twenty-six
years old. And now, at the age of sixty-three, after a life of public service
as a police officer and a teacher, she was a squatter in the home where

she had imagined she would spend her last days.

laims that the recession is over, made in the face of all I have de-
scribed to this point, only confirm that much of what happens in
black America is not a matter of national concern—unless, of course,
it threatens people who “really matter.” Such a lesson is a hard one to
learn in the twenty-first century. We're supposed to be better than this.
But we are.rearmg a generation of black children, as we have done for so
lr:mny previous generations, to believe that their lives, unlike others who

aveI :I:(::c;rl,lzlriinitn \:::: :;sn;:ch. Thi;is the price of- i.nvisibility.
Pon Cariire many. ack communities reinforce the
populations, certain black people, are disposable—

h i i
that black lives don’t macter. Here we find constellations of public dys-

functi i
nction dotting the landscape: poor health care delivery (even with

Obamacare), neighl i
» neighborhoods without sy
erm
fresh foods, few job opportunities et e
people who need money. As if tha

edly fail, and black children suffer

and payday loan centers that prey on
t i.Sn’t enough, public schools repeat-
see high dropout rates, And local dlser?por.t.iona(ely because of it. We
deficits on the backs of sch S ruthlessly close budget
Chicago closed nearly SSOC s::)so?:rﬁ?ing these communities. In 2013,
nei Primarily j

ghborhoods. From 2003 10 2013, Detroi): c;;szzofszl:z:o:l‘j Ab;r::l:
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while the police do what society demands: they arrest and lock up black
people in these communities at alarming rates. Today they lock up more
black people than South Africa did at the height of apartheid.

Many of these communities are gpportunity deserts, places of tremen-
dous hardship, joblessness, and what seems to be permanent marginal-
ization. Opportunity deserts are those communities, both urban and
rural, thar lack the resources and public institutions that give those who
live there a chance to reach beyond their current lives. They are char-
acterized, in part, by (1) the absence of social networks that point out
pathways for professional and educational advance and (2) heightened
police surveillance that increases the likelihood of someone’s landing in
the criminal justice system. Even the most resourceful people here find
themselves awash in what the Nigerian novelist Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie calls “the oppressive lethargy of choicelessness,” in which people
either look somewhere else for opportunity or succumb to the inevitable
limits of where they were born. Opportunity deserts are isolated places
for disposable people.

This is not to say these communities are without hope,

are the harsh conditions under which hope dares to blossom. Opp
hat has turned its

but these
or-
tunity deserts are the racial underside of a society t
people. This indifference
Iifully ignorant of
of racism in this

back on poor people, especially poor black
to the poor allows most white Americans to be wi
what happens in such places and to ignore the history

country that has consigned so many black people to p
Americans never go there—

overty with lictle

t no chance of escaping it. Most white
literally or metaphorically—and have a hard time imagining that such
places exist.

The result has been the privatization of black
bad things are happening in opportunity deserts, it is no! :
of the state or of Americans who don't live there, beyond questions of

. individual
their own safety and protection. They f iyl

misery. Whatever

t the concern

see it as an issuc 0
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behavior and bad choices. People who live in opportunity deserts,

Americans think, have done something to deserve to be there. Social

misery, understood in this sense, is a private affair. Somehow, people

absurdly believe—and they have done so for much of our history—
that black social misery is the result of hundreds of thousands of un-
related bad individual decisions by black people all across this country.

Today long-term unemployment among African Americans is at its
highest in twenty years and has left many isolated in concentrated pov-
erty while middle-class African Americans face the threat of downward
mobility. People are losing their livelihoods and their communities, but
little if anything is being said about either. Here the feeling that black
people are disposable becomes concrete.

We should be better than this. But it seems that no matter what we
do or what happens to us, African Americans can be seen only in a cer-
tain way or at certain times. Either our suffering has to be invisible, or
that suffering has to be entirely familiar. Somebody has to call us a nig-
ger, or someone has to shoot down an innocent twelve-year-old child,
or someone has to massacre nine black people in a church to remind us
:i;h:duvgv::ﬁe:;e"; ;”b'l el)rzsst::;apcl:j:nt. che.rwisc., the nati.on is. uncon-
of black children waiting to be war :1 enc:" £ 'thc’ dm']mmg G

Our segregated lives and our d: Ol;'SC R s s
folk from coming into full view. Andep i k.eep [ Sepeileatnoitiack
e RS, even while hidden, the devastation

preads like cancer. This is the way we deal with r. i thi
ace matters 1n this

country: willful blindness. A
sense of morality. ny other approach threatens our national

prices are rising, As of August 2014, i

gia, northeast of downtown PR n places like Dunwoody, Geor-

3 only 12.3 percent of the homes
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were underwater. But a radically different picture emerged just a short
drive south from Dunwoody. In Riverdale, a lower-income commu-
nity that is 80 percent African American, 76 percent of the mortgages
owed on homes exceeded their market value. The so-called recovery
hadn’t touched many of the African American neighborhoods in metro
Atlanta. It is a tale of two cities. Affluent white neighborhoods have
bounced back. Moderate-income black communities are still drowning.
In fact, nineteen of the thirty ZIP codes with the highest percentage of
underwater homes in the country are in metro Atlanta. One of them is
Forest Park, Georgia, where Christine Frazer now lives.

After the foreclosure on her home, Chris and her family moved to a
trailer, but their trouble didn’t stop there. Soon she was diagnosed with
an autoimmune disease that leads to muscle weakness and fatigue. “I
woke up one morning and one eye was one way and my other eye was
the other way,” she remembered. “T went to the doctors by the grace of
God. I was diagnosed with what they call myasthenia gravis, which is
usually brought on by too much stress. I had to start taking steroids and
some other kind of medication. Now I take eight medications.” Chris
doesn’t live in the trailer anymore. She moved to a senior living facility

in Forest Park. Her daughter lived in Riverdale, but has since moved in

with her. The rental market has been brutal.
Chris and her family to talk of anything ap-

It is unimaginable for
and it

proximating a recovery. They live amid the ruins of their lives,
“The aftereffects, not just the housing issue, ru-

takes a tremendous toll.
¢ let it stress you out. But what

ined my health,” she said. “They say don’
> The home that you had for almost twenty

else are you supposed to do i
ldn’c do anything about it, and

years was snatched from you and you cou
you're out on the street.”
Chris felt invisible, like her life did n

not alone—millions of black Americans experience t

ships and the same feelings of invisibility. Our nationa

ot and does not matter. She’s
hese same hard-

| refusal to
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acknowledge the Great Black Depression says to black America that the

suffering it is enduring is unimportant. It is the latest instance of the

contradiction that has defined this country since its birth: our claims to
democracy have always been shadowed by the belief that some people—

white people—are valued more than others.

CHAPTER TWO

THE VALUE GAP



merican apathy or willful ignorance toward the suffering caused by

the Great Black Depression is disheartening but not surprising. It is

simply another manifestation of how little black people are valued
in this country.

If the blind eye turned toward black economic suffering doesn’t put

a fine enough point on that fact, events involving police violence cer-

tainly have. When Michael Brown, the cighteen-ycar-old teenager killed
by Darren Wilson of the Ferguson, Missouri, police department, was
left dead in the street for four and a half h
to the head and body, members of that community saw clearly and felt
painfully the undeniable fact that they were valued less. This horrific in-
cident amplified their lived experience. Daily assaults on their humanity
by police. Inadequate schools. Crippling unemployment and poverty.
Injustices that were all plainly obvious but completely ignored. Now the
body of one of their own lay dead for all to sce. Think of the irreparable
harm done to the psyches of the children in the Canfield Green apart-
ments who saw him in the street.

What became immediately clear when the case hit the news was
nd much of the nation refused to see Michael Brown.
who listened to hip-hop, smoked

ours with gunshot wounds

that the police a

He was the thug who was “no angel,”
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weed, and stole Swisher Sweets cigarillos. Michael Brown, no matter
what his mother said about him and his ambitions, was swallowed by
all the ugly stereotypes about young black men. He was not a straight-A
student; his life didn’t seem promising—so he alone was culpable in his
death. He was disposable.

Police actions and community responses in Ferguson and elsewhere
increasingly expose a painful reality: the United States remains a nation
fundamentally shaped by its racist past and present. This is a hard fact
for some Americans to accept. Of course, we are not the same coun-
try we were in 1860 or even 1960. Slavery is roundly seen as evil, and
legal segregation is ostensibly gone. Black people run Fortune 500 com-
panies; they are mayors of cities and professors at Ivy League schools.
But despite the real gains we have made, white supremacy continues to
shape this country.

The phrase white supremacy conjures images of bad men in hooded
robes who believe in white power, burn crosses, and scream the word
nigger. But that's not quite what I mean here. On a broader level, white
supremacy involves the way a society organizes itself, and what and
whom it chooses to value. Apartheid in South Africa, the Jim Crow

So i
uth, and Nazi Germany are clear examples of societies organized by

white supremacy. In each case, the belief that white people are valued

;.nore than nonwhite people shaped every aspect of social and policical
ife. I.t determined where you lived, which schools you attended, and
what jobs were available to you. It reminded

ou dai d
station in life. IR dlyielpipatina

o And that’s white supremacy without all the bluster: a set
of practices informed by the fundamen

1 beli :
valued more than others, Siishtbangube pRoplsas

. Am;nf:a isn’t exactly like the extreme examples of Nazi Germany
a !
blaciart cx;i South Africa, but we do live in a country where, every day,
e ; )
people confront the damning reality that we are Jeus valund; The

dara are ¢
rystal cl i .
Y car. African Americans suffer chronic double-digit
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unemployment. We lead the nation in rates of heart disease, cancer,
HIV/AIDS. Nearly 1 million of the 2.4 million Americans in prison
are black. When we think about the differences between whites and
blacks in high school and college graduation rates, in mortality rates, in
access to health care, in levels of wealth, in salary differences with com-
parable education, in the childhood poverty rate, we can see that in this
country, white people, particularly those with money, matter more than

others. It has been this way since the very day this country was founded.

he crisis currently engulfing black America and the country’s indiffer-

ence to the devastation it has wrought illustrate what I call the value
gap. We talk about the achievement gap in education or the wealth gap
between white Americans and other groups, but the value gap reflects
something more basic: that no matter our stated principles or how much
progress we think we've made, white people are valued more than others
in this country, and that fact continues to shape the life chances of mil-
lions of Americans. The value gap is in our national DNA.

At every crucial moment in our nation’s history, when there have
been fundamental changes in how weve dealt with race, white people
asserted the value gap and limited the scope of change. The pov‘.rerful
ideals of the American Revolution, which challenged the authority of

monarchs and insisted on the principles of freedom and equality in

. s i i insti-
the context of democratic institutions, Were reconciled with the

tution of racial slavery. People could talk of freedom :m'd l{berty and
hold black slaves. Even the first immigration and naturj‘lllzanon act,
1790, allowed only “white persons" 0 attain' citizenship, and tlhat r:
cial understanding of citizenship persisted unul. 1954..Thc 'brura ::I ”
end slavery and the efforts during Reconsfrucuon ) m;agme;l fsomh
multiracial democracy were tossed aside: Jim Crow took over :

white supremacy shaped our foreign policy in places like the Philippines

in
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and Cuba, and convict leasing emerged as another form of slavery. Cries

: ism” out the na-
for “law and order” and of “reverse racism echoed through

tion as black folk marched in the streets, organized in their communi-

ties, and forced the government to end Jim Crow and to embrace, at

least in principle, the idea of full racial equality. And here we are today:
the historic election of our first black president occasioned the vitriol of
the Tea Party, urgent efforts to change voting laws in ways that threaten
black voters, and the worry that whites are fast becoming a “politically
incorrect minority.”

Each of these moments of racial progress represents a profound
change in the country. America was and is truly different because these
events happened. But the extent of the change was always limited by the
underlying belief in the supremacy of white people—a belief that ad-
justed and adapted to new conditions. Niggers became Negroes. Blatant
racism became demands for states’ rights, and whites became one eth-
nic group among many. Black people were now dependent on govern-
ment handouts and affirmative action, lacking individual initiative and
self-reliance. Mass incarceration became the answer to calls for law and
order. With each step forward, equally powerful forces pulled the nation
back in the direction of the status quo. This is what I think people mean

when they say little has changed in America with regard to race.

THE AMERICAN IDEA

mericans li i ive i
AA ‘ns like to believe that we live in a special country: that the
- 3o 13
: hencan Revolution introduced democracy to the modern world
and that we ar i
e free to pursue our dreams in a religiously tolerant soci-

ety without th, igi isti
y l ¢ burden of rigid class distinctions, In the United States,
People can worship wherever they want to,
)

e g or th .
lieve in God at all. Lords and knights don’ A Sy

texist here. And poor people,
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if they work hard, can escape poverty and even become rich. The amaz-
ing bounty of our lands and natural resources also set us apar. It’s as
if God placed his hands only on us. As patriots of the revolution put it,
“With the Revolution, God has shown that THE UNITED STATES
OF AMERICA are his vineyard—the principal seat of [His] glorious
kingdom.” In this view, America is an exceptional place, a chosen nation
charged to redeem the world.

Believing this requires that we ignore our history. Even as America
was imagined as a New Israel, many black people saw it as Egypt—a
“democracy” with black slaves. With the abolition of slavery, black
people found themselves relegated to second-class status as the coun-
try continued to exploit their labor. Over and over again, the American
Idea—that ours was a nation committed to liberty, freedom, and the
unfettered pursuit of individual dreams—ran up against the stark real-
ity that black people were valued less than others and that our society
was organized to reflect that fact.

Now, those who believe in the American Idea see this as a basic con-
tradiction between our ideals and practices, but not as fundamental to
who we are as a nation. We have a Constitution and a set of principles
that crystallizes our values and provides whatever possible remedies for
people who suffer from racial discrimination. And when we fall short of
those principles, Americans will do the work to bridge the gap between
our ideals and practices. Our history, so the argument goes, is replete
with examples of righting the wrongs of our racist past. The fact that
racial inequality persists only suggests that we still have work to do.

But the value gap isn't about the distance between our ideals and

practices or whether the United States should be seen as the “Redeemer

Nation.” It is about the beliefs that inform and shape the principles we
claim as uniquely our own—the soil within which all of this scuff grows.

If you believe that white people matter more than black people, then the

principles of freedom, liberty, and equality—democracy itself—will be
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distorted and disfigured. If the American Idea shapcsiou" democracy,
and that idea is in turn informed by the value gap, then it hardly matters
what form our laws and politics take. They may create a framework for
equality, but the value gap will always rig the outcomes. We can do the
work. In fact, we've done some of the work, and it has cost a great deal
to do so. But the value gap at the heart of the American Idea ensures
that no matter the form of our system, it will always produce the same
results: racial inequality. We can even elect a black president and that
inequality would not fundamentally change. Remedying the problem of
racial inequality in this country, then, involves ridding ourselves of the
value gap.

The problem lies, at least in part, in seeing America as something
in the abstract, as an idea separate from our practices. We often frame
unjust practices as aberrations that don’t live up to what we want Amer-
ica to be. But it’s hard to buy that logic when for more than seventy-
five years the country’s very Constitution dictated that a slave should
be counted as three-fifths of a person. Really, what's an ideal when you
can't even get it into the founding document? The American Idea has
never been quite the pristine paradigm we make it out to be, and it is
our inability to acknowledge this fact that nourishes the value gap.
’l"his is no less true today. When Representative Paul Ryan of Wis-
consin, for example, talks of the American Idea it feels wholly discon-
nectc:l fronl the actual history of this country. For him,
Idea “describes a way of life made possible by our com

principles of freedom and equality—rooted in our re
person’s natural righs.”

the American
mitment to the
spect for every
l'.lc understands it philosophically in the way
nity and the American dream. In cultural and

S; i : .

okt i ‘he American Idea is manifested in the way

magine our relauonshlps with the stage
y

ciety, and in virtuous citizenship, Economic
the belief that broadly shared Prosperity is

we think about opporty

human terms, Ryan say.

with family and civil so-
ally, the American Idea is

best achieved by allowing
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individual creativity and ingenuity to emerge and evolve.” And this re-
quires free choice and enterprise.

Ryan’s hometown of Janesville, Wisconsin, concretized the Ameri-
can Idea for him. There, he came to learn the power of opportunity
and hard work. People dreamed dreams and worked their behinds off
to achieve them. Even if they faced setbacks and challenges they picked
themselves up and, with the help of others in the community, tried
again. For him, Janesville represents the values of the American Idea: a
tight-knit community where money and class aren’t really talked about,
where people “make their own opportunities” and share a set of values
such as personal responsibility and accountability. Janesville also em-
braces an idea of a government that doesn’t disrupt how we live our
lives, but instead protects the spaces for individual innovation and cre-
ativity. In small towns like Janesville, government doesn’t get in the way.
Government keeps us safe, enables fair competition, and provides “some
basic protections to the vulnerable from the worst risks of modern life.”
I grew up in a small town too, not in Wisconsin, but on the coast
of Mississippi. But my hometown, Moss Point, doesn’t look much like
what Ryan talks about. Of course, people dreamed dreams and worked
their behinds off, But their job security waxed and waned with local
industry. One day the shipyard was hiring. The next day it was laying
people off. Money and class mattered. The town was more than 70 per-
cent black. The local schools struggled, and black unemployment was
terribly high. Everything about my childhood let me knm’v that I had
to work twice as hard for opportunity and that I shouldn’t expect the
world to be fair, because the world isn’t fair to black people. Here the
American Idea wasn’t neat and tidy. . s
My hometown is no less American than his, ?'el R.)’EFlS meri-
. the existence of it. His view of the
can Idea cannot quite countenance

ial hi ices; it is set
American Idea is unsullied by our racial history and practice

. i e fact that
apart from how we actually live our lives. (He even ignores the
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members of his own community formed a Ku Klux Klan chapter.) And
when [ say we, I don’t just mean African Americans. The attitudes of
Ryan and his white neighbors in Janesville are just as surely shaped by
the value gap as are those of my black neighbors in Moss Point. “I know
a lot of people who have a lot of prejudice,” Pam O’Leary, the owner of
a diner in Janesville, said. “They’ll say they’re not prejudiced . .. but
they'll use certain terms for certain groups.” This is America, whether

Ryan’s American Idea admits it or not.

hen I teach Introduction to African American Studies at Princeton
Lalways begin with a quotation from Alexis de Tocqueville’s 1835
classic, Democracy in America. My hope is to shake the students from
the belief that the course is only about black people. I want them to
see that when we read about slavery, black religion,

. blues, jazz, the civil
rights movement, and Black Power,

these events and moments force us

to confront the most difficult questions about American democracy.
Tocqueville helps me lay out the stakes. At th

ter 10 on the three races, he writes:

that I set myself and have,

and mores of American de

e beginning of chap-
“Thave now finished the main task
to the best of my ability, described the laws

poyms
' mocracy.” His writing about race comes as
an afterthoughr, as something wholly apart from th

democracy. Tocqueville makes a mistake,
His talk of the habirs of the heart—
ues and assumptions thag m
vidual initiative, thag Paul Rya

e issue of American

what he takes to be the cultural
ake us who we are (the values, like indi-
: n talks about i | i i i

, ; anesville, Wisconsin)—
includes assumptions about the valuye of white people and black people

that limit h i

oy :rl ow we think abouy dcmocracy in this country. White people
Y propertied white men, e ici ; |

Process in the 18305 and 184, 1;[“('“”’ participated in the political

ack People were either slaves or rel-
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of beliefs about black peoples capacities for self-governance that shaped
the daily lives of white Americans. Black people were meant to be ser-
vile; everything about our society reflected that fact. To talk of habits of
the heart apart from the racial views of Americans is to miss completely
one of the crucial blind spots of American democracy at the time. (Un-
less, of course, you too believed that white people mattered more than
black people.) Tocqueville's mistake, I tell my students, is our mistake.
Americans often speak of freedom while giving little care to the great
legacy of unfreedom at the heart of the American project. We continue
to keep separate the American Idea and white supremacy.

Think about it this way. When Communists declare that Stalin-
ism wasn’t really communism or when Christians and Muslims say
that the horrific things some Christians and Muslims have done in the
name of their religion isn’t really Christianity or Islam, what are they
doing? They are protecting their ideology or the religion from the ter-
rible things that occur in its name. They claim only the good stuff.
What gets lost in all of this is that the bad stuff may very well el us
something important about communism, Christianity, or Islam—that
there may be something in the ideology and in the traditions themselves
that gives rise to the ugly and horrific things some people do in its name.
(Minimally, it shows us that these traditions are hotly fought over and
Never that stable to begin with.)

The same holds true for the American Idea. We like 0 keep scp?fatc
the evils of our national past from the sacredness of our idCﬂL‘-' That
separation allows us to maintain a pristine idea of America dcsplrc~nl|
of the ugly things we have done. Americans can cclcbl.'a(c tE\c founil\:/g
fathers even when we hear John Adams declare to King (:co,rgc. e
will not be your negroes” or learn that Thomas Jefferson wasn't so con-

i ica like we have
sistent in his defense of freedom. We keep treating Amer - ‘
d from it. But the fact is thar we've

a great blueprint and we've just stray® ¢ to be full-fledged

k er mean
built the country true. Black folk were nev
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participants in this society. The ideas of freedom and equality, of liberty
and citizenship did not apply to us, precisely because we were black.
Hell, the ability to vote for the majority of black people wasn’t guaran-
teed until 1965. The value gap limited explicicly the scope and range
of democratic life in this country. So when folks claim that American
democracy stands apart from white supremacy, they are either lying or
they have simply stuck their head in the sand.

Let’s be clear. American democracy isn’t just a set of abstract prin-
ciples. Democracy acquires its power and substantive meaning in our
living together, with all of its contradictions, its horrors and joys. Black
people have shared in that life from the beginning. We have toiled on
plantations and in factories. We have worked in homes, nursed babies,
washed clothes, and shined shoes. Our lives, despite the circumstances,
answered Ralph Waldo Emerson’s call to “sing America.”

We have also buried our dead here. Cut them down from lynch-
ing trees. Identified them as they were discovered floating in rivers, left
in alleys to rot after sexual assault, or shot down by a police officer’s
gun. We have done all this in light of America’s most elaborated con-
tradiction: that no matter our stated commitments to democracy, white

people in the country where I ljve are valued more than black people.

“three-fifths of 2 person” in the

rate but equal.” With emancip
of black Americans,

Constitution and the doctrine of “sepa-
atj iti i
tion. and the political enfranchjsement

we invoked the ; o )
¢ idea of “a more perfect union.”
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Correction of past wrongdoings, like ending slavery and dismantling
legal segregation, confirmed the rightness of our ideals. Nothing fun-
damental about those ideals needed o change. We simply had to be
better people.

I want no part of that story. It blinds us to how the value gap has
been so fundamental to who we are as a nation. Over and over again,
we have confronted the overriding belief, held by our government and
exhibited in our daily lives, in white supremacy. The story blinds most
white Americans to the harsh reality of this country. It hems them in.
They see only what they want to see. But if we reckon with whar has
happened and is actually happening in this country, like the Great Black
Depression, we can rid ourselves of the dangerous idea that Americans
are inherently good or exceptional, and that these sorts of events are
aberrations. We can finally leave behind this false idea thar the true
problem in this country is the gap between our ideals and practices.

No. The true problem is our repeated failure to value a// Americans. As

James Baldwin writes:

The American Negro has the great advantage of having never be-

lieved that collection of myths to which white Americans cling: that

j were born
their ancestors were all freedom-loving heroes that they ‘
en, or that Americans

in the greatest country the world has ever se
are invincible in battle and wise in peace g
always dealt honorably with Mexicans and Indians s
neighbors or inferiors, that American men are the wor

Negroes know far
rect and virile, that American women are pure. g

; : .
more about white Americans than 1ha

that Americans have

f ican
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”»
Tue “PROBLEM WITH Brack PEOPLE

oday most of us find it difficult to acknowledge the persistence of
Tracial inequality, let alone something like the value gap. And if you
reject the claim that white supremacy still shapes this country, there are
only two ways to reconcile what's happening across America. Either you
point to the passage of civil rights legislation or to a black man’s presence
in the White House and declare our race problem solved, or you decide
that black people must be at fault for their own terrible condition.
Throughout American history, as we have struggled with the issue
of race, the particular circumstances of black lives have been hidden by
the illusion that white America has adequately addressed “the Negro
problem.” We have a long history of prematurely proclaiming that our
race problems are long over. In the years following the Civil War and
Reconstruction, for example, many white Americans lauded the end of
the race problem in the country just as Jim Crow took shape in the
South. The Supreme Court in the civil rights cases of 1883 declared the
Civil Rights Act of 1875 unconstitutional. That law had fined private
business owners for engaging in racial discrimination. Many saw the law
as an infringement on freedom of choice (Senator Rand Paul made a
similar argument in 2011 against the Civil Rights Act of 1964). Slavery
had been over for almost twenty years, and the justices cautioned that
black people needed to finally stand on their own without the help of
gOVf'r nment despite crippling poverty, daily violence, and the ascendance
of Jim Crow. Justice Joseph P. Bradley wrote the majority opinion.

When a man has emerged from slavery, and, by the aid of be-
neficent legislation, has shaken off the inseparable concomitants of
that state, there must be some stage in the progress of his elevation
when he takes the rank of a mere citizen and ceases to be the Spffi”/
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favorite of the laws, and when his rights as a citizen or 4 man a
: ‘ re
to be protected in the ordinary modes by which other men’ rights

are protected.

The fact that black people were subject to continued racial discrimination
did not warrant unique consideration, according to the Court. The issue
of slavery had been settled. Neither the Thirteenth nor the Fourteenth
Amendment gave Congress the power to restrict racial discrimination in
the private sector. Black people were now like everyone else. Tragically,
more than 2,000 black people were lynched in the United States between
1882 and 1903. Didn’t matter: the problem had been solved.
Fast-forward to 2013. The Supreme Court struck down a key provi-
sion in the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The Court held that Section Four,
which determined which states must receive clearance before making
any changes to voting procedures, was unconstitutional. Chief Justice
John Roberts was clear about the reasoning of the majority. “Our coun-
try has changed,” he wrote. “[T]he conditions that originally justified
the measures no longer characterize voting in the covered jurisdictions."

The Court was claiming that the problem the Voting Rights Act sought
settled. Meanwhile, state after state,

to resolve was, for the most part, :
identification

many in the covered jurisdictions, passed restrictive voter-
laws thar disproportionately affected black voters.

The illusion that we've solved our race problem often ie;ids to halish
judgments about black people: continued demands for racial equa l:ly
amount to acts of extortion by people who don’t want t take respo!

oy { Reagan
s1bility for themselves. Since the 1980s and the advent oi the ‘ g 2
end to se¢ racial inequality’

any
ult of black pcoplc. Too m‘ :]
LCCesses of the civ1

]]Cd on government

revolution, the majority of Americans ¢
they acknowledge it exists at all, s the fa
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handouts that deepened their dependency, and they have failed to hold
themselves accountable and responsible for their own circumstances
and actions. Bill O’Reilly and many other Republicans argue repeat-
edly that what's really wrong with the black community isn’t racism. It’s
the breakdown of the family, the absence of fathers, and the failure to
embrace education.

Sadly, none of this is new. Throughout this country’s history various
justifications for the status of black Americans have been put forward.
Black people were incapable of civilization, prone to crime, lacking in
intelligence, generally lazy, and sexually promiscuous. The list goes on
and on. These stereotypes stood in the place of actual black people, and
popular culture reinforced them. Americans absorbed these images of
black people with characters like Stepin Fetchit and shows like Amos ’
Andy. Today we see similar images on Cops or with shows like Love ¢
Hip Hop.

Perhaps, then, it’s unsurprising that poll data consistently show
that many white Americans continue to rate black people as lazier than
whites and more likely to prefer to live off of welfare. Even though they
are not loud racists, many white Americans associate negative qualities
with black people, and that association affects how black individuals are
seen and treated, and how policy to remedy racial inequality is imag-
ined. Bill O’Reilly again comes to mind here.

Bur, as the data show, right-wingers like O'Reilly and the people at
Fox News are notalone in their beliefs. In a 2013 NBC News/ Wa// Street
Journal poll respondents were asked what they thought was most respon-
sible for the continuing problem of poverty in this country. They were
g;iven a list of eight factors, including “too much welfare that prevents
initiative,” “lack of job opportunities,” and “racial discrimination.” The
last choice revealed how poverty is often associated with black people.
Twenty-four percent of the respondents chose “too much government

welfare that prevents initative,” ing i
p itative,” making it the most popular answer.
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To my mind, this doesn’t mean that Americans are mean-spirited peo-
ple who lack empathy for the less fortunare ( although the likes of Paul
Ryan and Ted Cruz may make me change my mind). Instead, it shows
how we see poverty today. If financial success is primarily understood
in terms of individual initiative and ambition, then poverty must be its
exact opposite. By that logic, federal programs to benefit the poor, like
welfare, won't solve the problem. They will only make it worse.

But this argument seems to apply only when the face of poverty is
black. From the New Deal up to Robert Kennedy’s rour of Appalachia
in 1968, welfare was widely seen as good government. Racist southern
populists initially supported the New Deal, because the policies helped
the white poor in the region—policies systemarically denied to black
Americans. But around 1968, with the help of President Lyndon John-
son’s Great Society, the face of poverty turned black, and welfare be-
came a problem of government dependence. In fact, economists Alberto
Alesina, Edward Glaeser, and Bruce Sacerdote have shown thar the pri-
mary reason we don’t have a European-style welfare state is because the
programs are seen to benefit black people. For them, “race is the single
most important predictor of support for welfare.”

Most white Americans today tend to see poverty in individual in-
stead of systemic terms, having much to do with our national commit-
ment to individualism. But African Americans know that whatever the
system is, it is rigged in the favor of white people. Ie's not just about
“initiative.”

For some of us, we only have o talk to mem
, are, rigged. My 5"'“'gnndm°(hﬂ

ometown

bers of our family to get

a sense of how things were, or still .
Ruby Wilson worked as a domestic for white people I n ey b

for almost thirty years. She never talked about xhatA job or :h;m pCOP'Sh:
she worked for. No one told us, but we knew the SUbI.N( o ‘; 4 ‘;Tf'
didn’t hate those people; she just understood (hcnf N :;ho-( ‘-“ id:
jsm, she simply sa

1 . about rac
When I came home from college angty shou
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“You better not dwell on that. That stuff will eat you up.” Her pension
plan amounted to the dimes she saved—dimes that bought the stove
that cooked amazing pinto beans, and the refrigerator, or ice box as she
called it, that held the best Kool-Aid in the world. Talking with her gave
me a sense that some people had it better in life than others. Not be-
cause they had more individual initiative or were more disciplined. She
worked tremendously hard. They were simply white.

None of this seems to matter in the broader public debate. African
Americans who are struggling to find a job or keep a roof over their
heads are often seen, especially by those on the right, as lazy or gaming
the system (they buy steaks with food stamps!). If they are unsuccessful
or poor, it is a reflection of bad character and bad choices, not a shortage
of opportunities.

Even deadly encounters with the police indicate a failure of charac-
ter. In response to the death of Michael Brown, Ben Stein, the actor and

conservative commentator, had this to say:

The idea of calling this poor young man unarmed when he was 64"
300 lbs full of muscles, apparently according to what I read in The
New York Times on marijuana, to call him unarmed is like call-
ing Sonny Liston unarmed or Cassius Clay unarmed. He wasn’t
unarmed. He was armed with his incredibly strong, scary self . . .
There was a time. ... when lynchings of Afvican Americans were not
that incredibly rare. Now the lynchings are of the police. It’s just an
outrage. Notice in both this case, just as in Trayvon Martin’s case, it
is the very large so-called victim attacking the policemen, who winds
up dead. If they would not attack the police, if they would just talk

t0 the policemen in a reasonable way no one would be dead.

There is so much going on here that it is difficult to know where

. ; ; :
o begin. Stein magically transforms George Zimmerman, a wannabe
)
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neighborhood watchman, into a police officer. He claims Michael
Brown was “armed” just by being “his incredibly strong, scary self”—
like he is describing King Kong. Moreover, Brown’s failure to submit to
authority caused his death, not Darren Wilson, who pulled the trigger.

As if this isn’t enough, Stein drops a history lesson in the middle
of his rant. Once upon a time, the lynchings of black people “were not
that incredibly rare.” Now the police are the victims of lynchings. (A
Fox News guest, Ron Hosko, went so far as to say, “Mr. Holder, it’s time
to cut Darren Wilson down from that tree.”) We've put behind our
troublesome racial past only to face reverse racism. Black people are no
longer the victims of discrimination and racial violence. The police are.
And, by implication because they are principally tasked to protect them,
white people are.

It’s easy to dismiss the views of Stein and others as those of a radi-

cal right-wing fringe. But Stein said out loud what poll data confirmed.

Sixty-two percent of white St. Louis County residents believed chat Wil-

son was justified in killing Brown. When asked whether the shooting
untry, African Ameri-

raised important questions about race in this co G
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mortality is twice that of whites; when the level of inequality between
the rich and the poor surpasses that of any other nation in the industri-

alized world; and when the United States has the highest documented

rate of incarceration in the world—such a declaration is galling. Given

this gap, the idea, one so powerfully expressed by Martin Luther King,
that the nation must experience a fundamental change of the heart is
not some sentimental, apolitical notion that ignores structural maters.
It reflects, instead, that closing the value gap has both moral and po-
litical significance. We have to become better people by fundamentally
transforming the conditions of our living together. This will require set-
ting aside our comforting illusions.

When I say that the value gap is rooted, in part, in our national
refusal to remember, I am not invoking some politically correct notion
of history that simply includes previously excluded groups. How we col-
lectively remember is bound up with questions of justice. Or, to put the
p'oim differently, what we choose to forget often reveals the limits of jus-
i e e
ol bu,’den . :_:-bTS itself on the strength of familial
they act like they don’, that an acloe ‘Siecr(l:[. 'Everyone i
young niece repeatedly. Family gach r‘e i ha.s gl &
pened or is happening, As tini,eg;;sse;ngs g? N s
of humor, his generosity in times of - are' B i
With each recollection, the m need,. and his loving personality.
the shadows and the inj,ustice oEI:zri; b hdno.us gl
forgottcn—cxcept by the victim herselefa [l‘:n cnl: B e
tell her, in effect, to shur her mouth, ot s

When we disremember an event,

an egregious ’
we shape how we live in the prese i e gl

Morri ; nt. I borrow ;
orrison, In her magisterial nove| B,, Tl g:;prlord.f;on; 'I:r;
3 es with the dif-
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Disremembering enables the characters in the novel to ward off, tempo-
rarily, the pain of past events. Disremembering blots out horrible loss,
but it also distorts who the characters take themselves to be. Something
is lost. It is this sense of the word that strikes me as particularly useful
for our current moment. Disremembering is active forgetting.

We forget particular moments for specific reasons. Speaking at an
event sponsored by Towans for Tax Relief in 2011, former U.S. Repre-
sentative Michele Bachmann said, without any hint of irony, that the
United States was founded on racial and ethnic diversity and that the
founding fathers were responsible for abolishing slavery. Let’s acknowl-
edge for a moment that Bachmann has on a number of occasions re-
vealed her scant knowledge of American history (she even declared John
Quincy Adams one of the men who drafted the Constitution). If I were
to criticize her simply for getting the facts wrong, you might accuse me
of going after low-hanging fruit, but that’s not what I'm interested in.
What's important here isn’t the gaffe itself but what its content reveals
about how Bachmann disremembers the past. For her and her Tea Party
supporters, America has always been good. Even when we were wrong,
we were right. So in this misstatement of fact, the image of America as

an Ellis Island image, is read back onto our na-
part of our founding.

America has

an ethnic melting pot,
tional beginnings and the end of slavery is seen as
The value gap gets completely lost in her insistence that
been abolitionist since its beginning.
What we put in and leave out of ou
who we are. The Fourth of July, Memorial Day, Presidents’ Day, and
Martin Luther King Day are public rituals that tell a particular story

i j inv s of her
about our national journey. That story often involves account
¢ us feel good about ourselves

not unique in this. All
keeps us from

¢ stories tells us something about

oic

efforts or extraordinary events that mak
and loyal to our country. The United States is
countries do it. But all too often, how we tell our story
seeing aspects of the past that may call into question the American Idea.
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In 1834, during our national celebration of the Fourth of July, for
example, African Americans who dared to join the activities were at-
tacked, as their mere presence challenged the story of America. How
could America be celebrated as a bastion of freedom when the very bod-
ies of black folk suggested otherwise? We don’t talk much about the
Trail of Tears, the forced removal of Native Americans from their lands
as a result of the Indian Removal Act of 1830, or about the evil of lynch-
ing (between 1887 and 1906, an African American was lynched in the
South every four days). We may read about this stuff in a textbook, but
we rarely question America’s self-understanding as a beacon of freedom.

Even when we confront the more challenging aspects of our past,
we do 5o to corroborate our goodness. When we see images of fire hoses
turned on peaceful protesters in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963 or
watch the trauma of slavery in a film like Zivelve Years a Slave, it is
someone else’s story. We stand in judgment of the past, but rarely in

self-judgment.

Collective forgetting is crucial in determining the kind of story we

tell ourselves. Ours . i : ;
urs is the chosen nation, the “shining city upon a hill,”

as R : s
onald Reagan called it. America is democracy. Anyone, no matter

his hu inni
mble beginnings, has a chance to make his dreams come true

!‘lel‘e. Th:t)s our story. To believe this, we have to forget and willfully
1 1 1
gnore what is going on around us, Forget that for much of our history
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present failings find it difficult, if not impossible, to call artention to
their suffering when a precondition for American civic life is that only
certain events can be recalled and must be recalled in certain ways. We
have to talk about racism in a certain way. Dr. King is the model. We
have to invoke love and nonviolence. Talk of white supremacy isnt al-
lowed. We have to talk about poverty in a certain way. “Ladders of op-
portunity” are better than redistributive economic policies or what some
call “class warfare.” To ignore this is to risk being accused of trading
in victim talk or, worse, to be declared “not one of us”—a traitor. The
primary purpose of disremembering is to hide from view the value gap
and to protect our national innocence: to keep the ugliness of our deeds
at arm’s length or buried deep in our national subconscious.

This is part of the sinister work of the value gap. We laud our demo-
cratic virtues to others and we represent ourselves to the world as a place
of freedom and equality, all while our way of life makes possible choices
that reproduce so much evil, and we don’t see it happening—or, worse,
we don’t want to know about it. James Baldwin's words haunt: “People
who shut their eyes to reality simply invite their own destruction, and
anyone who insists on remaining in a state of innocence long after that
innocence is dead turns himself into a monster.” Are we a nation of
monsters?

What is required, if America is t become the nation it hf)pes © l-)e,
is a wholesale transformation of our idea of who we are. This must in-
volve confronting, without flinching, the nasty implication f’f[he_ vl
gap. We must tell ourselves a different story: about how this belief has
devastated the lives of so many Americans and how it has' warped m.u'
idea of democracy. We can no longer forget. Such forgetting leaves in
place the habits and illusions that make possible the value g4

A . d by the Great Black
tions our willful blindness to the devastation Cse Y
Depression.
We have to do beter. And this will tako

p and sanc-

e much more than lofty
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appeals to the American Idea—the delusion that somehow, if we live up
to our principles, all will be well once again in America. Illusions wil|
not save us; they have to be smashed. We have to change fundamenally,
and that will require uprooting the racial habits that are the lifeblood of
the value gap.
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CHAPTER NINE

RESURRECTION



had. to see it for myself. Many friends and colleagues had already made
their way to Ferguson before I decided to go in November of 2014.
WhS_O}rlne had participated in the #BlackLivesMatter “Freedom Ride,” in
ich more than 500 people from cities across the country descended

on Fe]_' us 1 : 3 . "
guson in late August and stood in solidarity with the protesters.

Man
WO : e :
y would return home and organize demonstrations in their own

cities, Ot ,
- hers had gone for “Ferguson October,” a call put out by clergy
nd activi . . . )
ists for massive demonstrations 1n support of Michael Brown’s
some from as far away as Pal-

fam'
il
Y- More than a thousand protesters,
f noncompliance with a

estine «
c S
, came “to fill Ferguson’s jails as a gesture

poli
ice department that they deemed morally compromised.”

but I decided to wait until Novembe
guson October, gave

ters: folks like Tef

r. Rever-

I thought of going,
::i t(h)es agyefo Sekou, one of the organizers of Fer
Poe andnzmes of a few key people among the protes . '
He q; shley Yates, Reverends Traci Blackmon and Renita Lam?cm.

o suggested I attend a meeting of Metropolitan Congregations

Un'
ited (MCU) at Central Reform Congregation; 2 synagoguc led by

Rabh;
bi Susan Talve. When I arrived, the city Was standing on a knife’s
rand jury.

edg .
€as| .

t awaited the announcement of the &
straight to the synagogue,

M
Y colleague, Joshua Guild, and I drove
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DEMOCRACY IN BLACK

own communities—expand the demos to substantively include the black
poor, those caught up in the criminal justice system, those who are
deemed less than respectable by the folks currently in charge, Doing

so, we say, loud and clear, that black lives matter and that we don’t peeg

HNICs. We simply need each other.
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