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F O R E W O R D

CHARLES V. HAMILTON

FIFTY YEARS AGO, this book likely would not have been published or
even conceived of as necessary to the study of the discipline of American
political science. This is understandable, but regrettable. I suggest that it is

regrettable because this volume is no more valuable today than it would have been
in the immediate post–World War II years. There were, indeed, several African
American political scientists at that time with perspectives relevant to the study
of race and American governance. They were trained by well-respected scholars
at highly regarded universities. But most of those professionally established schol-
ars had not the slightest notion of the woefully limited perspectives they were
expounding about race policy in this country and abroad. Not entirely wrong per-
spectives, for sure, but certainly limited ones. They worked from paradigms that
were simply not in sync with the experimental realities of many “minority” polit-
ical scientists. Challenging these models—in PhD dissertations, refereed profes-
sional journals, and hiring and tenure committees—was near nigh impossible.

In the discipline of political science, conceptualizations, methodologies, and
research proposals were set. Thus, we were presented with disciplinarily sanc-
tioned research premises: the American Creed and the American Dilemma;
African Americans as appendages to the big-city political machines; the ethnic
political succession theory and the ultimate assumption that it would apply to
Black Americans; and, of course, the ever-present theoretical notion of class as
the overriding factor supplanting the “significance” of race in the American socio-
political-economic dynamic.

Then, seemingly, of a sudden, Black Americans were boycotting, protest
marching, yelling, burning, and becoming more mass involved than merely as
plaintiffs raising major constitutional issues. And equally abruptly, the American
political discipline was caught with its paradigms down. The 1968 Kerner Com-
mission Report opened the door to a raft of grant proposals from political scien-
tists pursuing the “two nations” theme of that report. It took upheavals on the
ground, not in the discipline’s comfortable confines of its limited lectures and 



seminars, to broaden the intellectual input regarding this most important issue
in society.

This is the value of this book: It provides new perspectives. Some of us always
understood that the African American struggle in this society was aimed, funda-
mentally, at broadening the arena of participation to include electoral participa-
tion, educational access, economic opportunity, etc. Neither was and is the
struggle’s intent to usurp the old and established, but rather to make it more legit-
imate by opening up a closed society.

This is another reason why this book is so valuable. It challenges the disci-
pline of American political science to broaden its intellectual insights by con-
sidering even more perspectives not previously thought worthy of pondering.

F O R E W O R Dx
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

WILBUR C. RICH

THIS COLLECTION OF ESSAYS is about political science as seen through
the eyes of African American political scientists—their assessment of the
subfields, their views about the quality of race-related research and their

regrets about the omissions in the literature. The central theme is that race mat-
ters in politics, not only nationally but internationally. Because we do not under-
stand race in our own politics, it makes it difficult to comprehend ethnic and racial
disputes in other countries. Accordingly, the discipline needs multiple perspec-
tives to keep expanding its blind spaces and to prevent it fom becoming too com-
fortable with itself. Although not all African American political scientists agree
with the Perestroika group’s critique of the discipline, most agree that there is a
danger of unconscious insularity in methodology and outlook. For this reason we
African American political scientists have a special responsibility to rethink the
norms, canons, and directions of the discipline.

This collection of essays reflects the concerns of African American political
scientists who teach and investigate political behavior. The idea for the volume
came to me as I walked through the exhibit hall at an annual meeting of the
American Political Science Association (APSA). In many ways, the exhibit hall
is one of the most interesting parts of the annual meeting. Attendees get a chance
to meet old friends, network with new ones, pitch book ideas to editors, and
thumb through books. As I was thumbing through the latest version of Political
Science: The State of the Discipline (The State), it occurred to me that it is time that
African Americans evaluate the discipline. We have been in the profession long
enough to assess whether the discipline is headed in the right direction. At meet-
ings of the National Conference of Black Political Scientists (NCOBPS) we often
commiserate about the discipline going off track and not dealing with the criti-
cal issues facing the nation. I thought it was time to share these ideas. I approached
Temple University Press with the idea, and Peter Wissoker encouraged me to send
him a proposal.



The first task was to select the essay writers. I asked both European and
African American political scientists for suggestions. One senior political scien-
tist thought the idea would not work because so many senior African American
political scientists were too busy writing books, serving on committees, and tak-
ing on administrative assignments in their universities. Another complained
about the lack of diversity in subfields focused on by African American political
scientists. In his opinion, they were stacked in American government. I discov-
ered that the first reservation had some merit, as some potential writers turned
me down for those reasons, but the second reservation was groundless. There are
several African Americans in comparative and international relations. Granted
these political scientists are not very active in APSA or NCOBPS, but they are
very involved in area studies associations. It is true, however, that there are few
African Americans with primary university appointments as political theorists.

Unexpectedly, the selection process gave me the chance to meet new peo-
ple. Senior scholars who had never contributed to the earlier versions of The
State seemed like a good choice for contributors. Of course, one should never pass
up an opportunity to engage younger scholars. The strategy of mixing senior and
junior scholars is not without its problems. Some senior scholars were too deep
into other projects to write an essay. Others accepted but withdrew as their sched-
ules overwhelmed them. Some young scholars were too busy preparing for tenure
to write an essay. After I submitted the first set of names and their abstracts to
the publisher, the reviewers suggested other names and topics. A new round of
invitations went out to potential contributors. I am recounting the selection
process because readers may be interested in the genealogy of this volume.

African American Perspectives on the Political Science Discipline is aimed at the
growing interest in diversity in higher education and how African Americans fit
into academic departments, as well as the overall purpose of the university. The
discourse on the future of political science can no longer be left to European
American scholars of whom we minority scholars refer to as the “usual suspects.”
There is simply too much at stake to do that. These “usual suspects” have been
missing too many nuances, following too many circuitous arguments, and revert-
ing the discipline around its relevant past.

African American Perspectives on the Political Science Discipline intends to make
political scientists aware of the vast changes in the demographics of academia and
its potential impact on classroom teaching. All of the earlier State of the Discipline
volumes have been reference books. None attempted to examine the discipline
from a minority perspective. The earlier volumes contain reviews of the litera-
ture in the various subfields. Usually they were rather congratulatory essays sug-
gesting that the state of the discipline was good but could be better. The writers
in this anthology have promised not to replicate the practice.

Editing a volume about one’s profession can be as narcissistic as it is reveal-
ing. Choosing the contributors to this book reminded me of a short essay written
by Patrick Dunleavy entitled “So, What Do Political Scientists Do?” He was
asked that question at a cocktail party and found himself fumbling for an answer.
For me, it is the occasional fellow airline seat passenger who asks that question.
On learning that I am a political scientist, most immediately ask me about
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national politics. Others ask me if I know some politician, and still others whether
I plan to run for office. A few just turn away and stay quiet through the trip. I
agree with Dunleavy’s observation that

[l]ike other disciplines, political science covers a big canvas. At the well-
established end of the subject are philosophical and normative thinking about pol-
itics or straight political history, or the semi-zoological collection of information
about exotic foreign political systems. Some political scientists sit and think hard 
about dilemmas that have been with us for as long as human societies have existed.
Some pound computers all day long and read brain-aching books on statistical
methods. Other people work in dusty archives, or do participant observation at
party conferences. All of this work focuses on states, how to control them, or how
states interact with each other or with their citizens.1

Like Dunleavy I want to defend all approaches to political science and their sub-
jects. Political scientists do a variety of things and hold a variety of views. The
essays in this volume demonstrate some of this diversity.

Overview of the Essays

In assembling this collection of essays, I have solicited a diverse group of con-
tributors who represent different subfields, departments, and generations. One
can see that their writing styles are different as are their intellectual agendas. Yet,
although they do not necessarily agree with one another, all are concerned about
the future of political science and the society that depends on our analysis.

The essays are organized into four sections. The purpose of Section One is to
delve into the racial isolation of the field. Ernest J. Wilson III and Lorrie A. Fra-
sure’s “Still at the Margins: The Persistence of Neglect of African American Issues
in Political Science, 1986–2003,” is a discussion of the lack of political science
attention to race. Hanes Walton Jr. and Robert C. Smith’s “The Race Variable
and American Political Science Association’s State of the Discipline Reports and
Books 1907–2002” surveys the history of APSA-sponsored volumes entitled The
State of the Discipline and their treatment of race. Finally, Wilbur Rich discusses
African American political scientists as newcomers to academe and tries to put
their problems in organizational context.

Section Two examines transnational black politics and its implications. It also
discusses the impact of globalization on developing countries. Ollie A. Johnson’s
“Black Politics in Latin America: An Analysis of National and Transnational Pol-
itics” explores race politics in Latin America. Vernon D. Johnson’s “Globaliza-
tion and the Study of Development” analyzes the meaning of globalization for
developing countries.

Section Three addresses questions of civic engagement and participation.
Melissa Harris-Lacewell’s “Political Science and the Study of African American
Public Opinion” reviews the methodology and literature on black public opin-
ion. Evelyn M. Simien’s “A Black Gender Gap? Continuity and Change in Atti-
tudes toward Black Feminism” analyzes data from the 1993–1994 National Black
Politics Study and 2004–2005 National Black Feminist Study. Andrea Y. Simpson’s
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“Going It Alone: Black Women Activists and Black Organizational Quiescence”
discusses the political participation of black women. Martin Kilson’s “Political Sci-
entists and the Activist-Technocrat Dichotomy: The Case of John Aubrey Davis”
examines the career of Professor Davis as a prototype of the activist/analyst quandary.

Section Four reviews race and American political institutions. Kenny J.
Whitby’s “Dimensions of Representation and the Congressional Black Caucus”
examines the role of the Congressional Black Caucus and representation. Barbara
Luck Graham’s “Toward a Critical Race Theory in Political Science: A New Syn-
thesis for Understanding Race, Law, and Politics” looks at critical race theory as
a possible way for the courts to address the race question. Wilbur C. Rich’s “Presi-
dential Leadership and the Politics of Race: Stereotypes, Symbols, and Scholar-
ship” reviews the presidential literature and its neglect of the presidential
responsibility in race relations.

Section Five presents overviews of the various subfields of political science.
Germaine Hoston’s “Comparative Politics and Asia: Contesting Hegemonic Inter-
and Intra-Disciplinary Boundaries” examines why African American political sci-
entists should study comparative politics. Lenneal Henderson’s “Race and the
Problem of Equity in the Administrative State” links race with resource alloca-
tion and equity. Marion Orr and Valerie C. Johnson’s “Race and the City: The
View from Two Political Science Journals” is an examination of the political sci-
ence journals and their neglect of urban issues. Katherine Tate, Kevin L. Lyles,
and Lucius J. Barker’s “A Critical Review of American Political Institutions”
raises questions about blacks and the political system. Examining the role that
political theory plays in the discourse on race is Jerry Watts’ “Political Science
Confronts Afro-America: A Reconsideration.”

Finally, this volume attempts to expose some of the glaring gaps in the 
field as well as raise new questions for future research. Comments and reactions
are welcome.

Note
1. Dunleavy, Patrick, “So, what do political scientists do?” New Stateman 127 (October 9,

1998).
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P A R T  I

Race and Political Scientists

THE DISCOURSE ABOUT RACE and politics continues. Race is so

important because it defines so much of our political culture. Although

polls show that white Americans are less prejudiced than they were in

the 1940s, the races are becoming more socially isolated. Douglas S. Massey and

Nancy Denton’s American Apartheid reported this when they discovered housing

segregation after the 1990 U.S. Census. The 2000 Census did not reveal any less-

ening of this isolation. Yet as I suggested in The Politics of Minority Coalitions,

watching individual blacks queue-jump their collective group does not mean that

the overall situation for them has improved. There have been three African

American presidents of the American Political Science Association (APSA),

but this has not triggered a mad rush by departments to recruit more African

American political scientists.

The essays in Part I attempt to explain the barriers to the incorporation of

political scientists of African descent into the profession. This is not to say that

all African Africans feel alienated, but on a whole, most do not feel fully a part

of the discipline. If this was not the case, why does the National Conference of

Black Political Scientists (NCOBPS) continue to draw participants who do not

attend APSA meetings? Why does the APSA’s Committee on Blacks in the Pro-

fession events draw mostly blacks during APSA national meetings? This is not

to deny the effort by the APSA to increase the overall level of minority partici-

pation. Nor does it suggest the disappearance of the NCOBPS would signal the end

of black isolation in the discipline. However, the professional careers of African

American political scientists are a microcosm of the internal intellectual and 



power struggle within this historically white association. Part I also hopes not only

to capture the angst of African American political scientists but also, more impor-

tantly, provide their critique of the research in political science.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

Still at the Margins

The Persistence of Neglect of African American
Issues in Political Science, 1986–2003

ERNEST J. WILSON III AND LORRIE A. FRASURE

ACADEMIC DISCIPLINES are grids that provide scholars a way to divide
up the world and to impose order and consistency on unruly reality.
Each discipline presents a slightly different grid such that the “same”

topic—for example, family, power, or equality—will be defined and situated dif-
ferently relative to other topics and relative to its centrality or distance from core
disciplinary concerns. For political scientists power, choice, and the state are given
pride of place at the center of the field (Katznelson and Milner, 2002), whereas
the study of families is more peripheral. The structure and behavior of families
are far more central to sociology and anthropology.

Disciplines also guide their members to study some topics more than others
by providing varying constraints and rewards. In this chapter, we examine the dif-
ferential treatment of race and ethnicity by the discipline of political science, com-
paring and contrasting it to its sister disciplines of sociology, history, and
economics, with a specific focus on topics related to black issues.1 This chapter
revisits and extends an earlier examination by one of the authors for the time
period 1970–1985 (Wilson 1985), which was published in the political science
journal PS. Wilson found that political science ranked third after sociology and
history in its treatment of black topics, and the original essay offered several
explanations for this hierarchy across disciplines.2 In this more comprehensive
review, we extend the analysis to cover the 1986–2003 period and add the disci-
pline of economics to determine whether the relative rankings of the disciplines
have changed or largely remained the same.

Our evidence, drawn from JSTOR computer-generated evaluations of main-
stream journal citations covering more than three decades in each of the four dis-
ciplines, still finds significant differences across the fields in their treatment of
black issues. The extent of these differences raises sharp questions about our
understandings of the varying disciplinary frameworks used to study race in Amer-
ica, particularly as they relate to the investigation of African American issues in
political science.



In the third edition of Political Science: The State of the Discipline, Katznelson and
Milner (2002) observe these concerns broadly and their effect on the discipline:

The character of the founding of political science further helped shape its con-
tours by pushing certain areas of inquiry into the margins. Demarcating itself
from history, political science showed a greater concern for current events. To dif-
ferentiate itself from sociology, it became relatively disinterested in the social
basis of political action and inequality. In distinguishing itself from economics, it
mainly left issues of political economy to other scholars, at least until recent
decades. Further, born in the heyday of segregation, political science initially
treated race as mainly beyond its ken. Later, each of these areas became con-
tentious inside the discipline, as dissatisfied scholars sought to bring history, social
analysis, political economy, and the studies of race into its core (2002, 4–5).

As Katznelson and Milner point out above, political science has been rela-
tively apathetic toward topics like the politics of race and inequality (and arguably
the politics of gender and sexuality as well). Long before Katznelson and Milner’s
assessment, numerous scholars in the field have examined the implications of
this “disciplinary factionalism” related to the study of racial politics (see Dawson
and Cohen 2002; Dawson and Wilson 1991; Prestage 1979; Walton and
McCormick 1997; Walton, Miller, and McCormick 1994; Warren 2005 ; Wilson
1985). For example, Dawson and Wilson (1991) examined how different social
science paradigms address African American politics. They refer to the study of
African American politics as the “step child of the discipline” (1991, 192). They
further contend, “The major journals usually do not feature articles on the sub-
ject. Black politics is marginalized in graduate studies programs, in American pol-
itics textbooks, and in the research priorities of agencies like the National Science
Foundation” (Dawson and Wilson 1991, 190–91).

Walton and McCormick (1997) examined the marginalization of black top-
ics in the political science discipline as a form of “social danger,” arguing that “the
study of the black experience is seen by the larger culture as socially unaccept-
able and therefore socially dangerous” (1997, 230). They draw on extensive empir-
ical evidence from the review of materials in two journals, Political Science
Quarterly and The American Political Science Review. They find evidence for their
social danger hypothesis, which suggests in part that personal, political, and pro-
fessional fears limit the discipline and its members in studying the African Amer-
ican experience (1997, 240).

Perhaps this tendency has shifted to some extent in recent years. Dawson and
Wilson (1991) observed that, although the 1983 volume, Political Science: The
State of the Discipline (edited by Ada Finifter), devoted nineteen chapters to the
study of various topics in political science, there was no chapter on race, few ref-
erences to race, and even fewer African American scholars cited for their work
on black politics (192–93). Ten years later, the 1993 edition included a chapter
by McClain and Garcia entitled “Expanding Disciplinary Boundaries: Black,
Latino, and Racial Minority Groups in Political Science” (247–79). The 2002 edi-
tion of Political Science: The State of the Discipline (edited by Katznelson and Mil-
ner) includes a chapter by Dawson and Cohen entitled “Problems in the Study
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of the Politics of Race” (488–510). In their essay, Dawson and Cohen state, “The
possible existence of racial orders should have profound consequences for the
conduct of empirical and theoretical research within political science. . . . Unfor-
tunately, that is not the case, and indeed research on race enjoys less status in
this field than in any other discipline in the social science with the probable
exception of economics” (Dawson and Cohen 2002, 497).

In this chapter, we build on these earlier works, particularly Wilson’s 1985
findings, to determine whether the relative treatment of race across four disciplines
has changed in twenty years. More broadly, we use this chapter to engage an
ongoing debate about the discipline’s recent record in bringing race “into the
core.” Why should one care about the cross-disciplinary treatment of race and eth-
nicity in the social sciences? Does it matter to what degree the varying disciplines
treat race? We believe this exercise is important for several reasons. First, the study
of topical exclusion and inclusion can illuminate the ways in which formal insti-
tutionalized structures for knowing the world—disciplines—bring some topics to
their center even as they marginalize others. Why do these inclinations persist,
and what does this persistence tell us about how such biases are introduced and
sustained over time? Within any given discipline, what is the process—person-
nel changes, institutional reforms, or strictly intellectual shifts in paradigms and
models—through which once-marginal topics are brought closer to the core?

Second, scholars should be more aware of which topics and perspectives they
exclude or include in their analytic and theoretical repertoire of most accessible
issues. Arguably, the exclusion of certain terms may affect the thoroughness of
their explanations of the world. This may be especially true at a moment in his-
tory when the underlying social and political conditions seem to be changing rap-
idly in the “real world,” when the traditional structures of the disciplines are
challenged from within the academy, and when the technologies for knowledge
creation and diffusion have improved so radically that we can very easily juxta-
pose old knowledge and its categories to the new; that is, we can “google” and
hyperlink our subjects as never before and find unanticipated connections. Thus,
the exclusion of a key set of political dynamics and actors poses concerns
about the overall adequacy of contemporary models of politics.

This topic also brings institutionalized issues to the fore. In what ways do
material and non-material incentives in graduate training, promotion, and tenure
and the rejection and acceptance of journal articles shape the contours and con-
tent of the discipline? If a topic like race is marginalized in one institutional set-
ting, but promoted in another, are the “appropriate” cues transmitted from teacher
to student in the formal (classroom) or informal (during office hours) setting?
Moreover, these issues in the American politics subfield raise parallel issues for
comparative politics, international relations, political theory, and other subfields.
Finally, the relative inclusion and exclusion of race in the disciplines raise key
questions of both citizenship and pedagogy. How well are we training the next
generation of young people to be informed citizens?

Thus, we claim that studying the centrality or marginality of race in the dis-
cipline poses difficult, complex questions of theory, methodology, and subsequent
analysis. To impose greater order on these questions and to begin to address some
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of them, we proceed by offering the following hypotheses derived from the find-
ings and conjectures of Wilson’s earlier work from which the current chapter
developed (Wilson, 1985).

Hypotheses

Wilson (1985) suggested that the paradigmatic and methodological orientations
of the political science discipline might account for why political science ranked
third behind history and sociology in the publication of mainstream journal arti-
cles on African American topics. He explained the relative disciplinary differences
as being partially due to the pressure to do large-scale voter studies; this pressure
placed those interested in African American politics at a severe disadvantage
because the relevant empirical data on the black population were insufficient to
render external validity and generalizability of the findings. Wilson’s second expla-
nation pointed to the discipline’s traditional focus on elite politics and elite
decision-making processes (arenas in which blacks have historically been denied
access), thereby limiting the types of research articles favored in the mainstream
journals. Based on these two explanations, we developed several hypotheses to
guide our study.

Hypothesis One

Wilson (1985) noted that many contributions in such disciplines as sociology
and history share several features: They use a bottom-up rather than a top-down
approach, emphasize the role of non-formal institutions, and employ methods
that permit data collection from non-traditional sources such as ethno-
graphies and other qualitative methods. Drawing on a simple syllogism from
Wilson (1985), political science, unlike its sister disciplines, typically studies
elite decision makers, voting, and other formal channels of participation; yet
blacks have historically been excluded from elite status and the decision-
making process.

The earlier essay also concluded that the relative exclusion of African Ameri-
can materials in political science reflected its traditional focus on the exercise of
power by the powerful and its lack of attention to the powerless. Dawson and Wil-
son (1991) observed, “Black politics now has gone well beyond the black church
and the black voluntary associations like the NAACP and the Urban League.
Now the meaning of black politics includes participation in a much wider array
of political arenas, at the federal, state and local levels, including executive, judi-
cial, and legislative bodies” (191; see also Barker, Jones and Tate 1999; Bobo and
Gilliam 1990). Although this wider participation allows for greater systematic
investigation of the new reigns of power and political entrepreneurship in polit-
ical science, the central focus on elite politics has not changed in a manner that
would shift the relative rankings of the disciplines. Therefore, we do not expect
the relative rankings of political science, history, and sociology to have changed
substantially from the first period, 1970–1985, to the second, 1986–2003.
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Hypothesis Two

Although we do not expect the comparative ranking of history, sociology, and
political science to change, we do expect that the gap between political science
and its sister disciplines in the first period (1970–1985) was greater than that gap
in the second period (1986–2003). As noted above, a plausible reason for the
absence of African American topics in top-tier journals resulted from professional
pressure to do large-N voter studies. This methodological orientation disadvan-
taged those interested in black politics because the study of African American
politics (and more generally racial and ethnic politics) has long faced an “insuf-
ficient data” problem. As Dawson and Cohen (2002) point out, concerning the
American National Election Study and the General Social Survey, “Neither
important study is designed to provide adequate coverage of minority communi-
ties or the survey instrumentation necessary for probing the political beliefs and
behaviors of communities with their own significantly distinct political histories
and outlooks” (506).

However, these and other scholars also note that these conditions are chang-
ing with the introduction of new data collection efforts tailored to suit the study
of racial and ethnic politics, such as the 1984 and 1988 National Black Election
Study, the 1993–1994 National Black Politics Study, the Latino National Polit-
ical Survey of 1989–1990, the Pew Hispanic Center/Kaiser Family Foundation
2002 National Survey of Latinos, and the Pilot National Asian American Polit-
ical Surveys, and more recently the Latino National Survey. Given these improve-
ments, we expect that articles on or about African Americans would fare better
in the major journals of political science in the second time period, decreasing
the gap between political science and its sister disciplines.

Finally, we also anticipate that reform movements within the discipline would
more readily take up the issue of race and ethnicity as a central component of
their platforms, leading to greater scholarly visibility. In the 1990s a reformist
movement named “Perestroika” emerged in political science to challenge sev-
eral core disciplinary orthodoxies, including what the reformers saw as inappro-
priate and exclusionary behaviors in the field’s top journals, especially The
American Political Science Review. We anticipate that, although the rankings of
the disciplines will remain the same, the gap between political science and other
disciplines would decrease. We believe these changes may be advanced in large
part through the efforts of the Perestroika reform movement. In the next section,
we describe the methods employed to address these hypotheses, followed by an
examination of our findings.

Methods and Limitations

In 1985, Wilson examined journal materials on African Americans published
between 1970 and 1985 in three leading journals in each discipline of political
science, history, and sociology, finding that political science ranked third after
sociology and history in its treatment of African American subject matter. To
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confirm or disconfirm the hypotheses laid out above, we recalculated the previ-
ous findings from 1970–1985 and extended the analysis to cover the 1986–2003
period, using the same journals. The political science journals were The Ameri-
can Political Science Review, the American Journal of Political Science,3 and The Jour-
nal of Politics; for history, we analyzed The American Historical Review, American
Quarterly,4 and the Journal of American History; and for sociology we examined
Social Forces, the American Sociological Review, and the American Journal of Sociol-
ogy. In addition, we also included three economics journals—the American Eco-
nomic Review, the Journal of Political Economy, and The Quarterly Journal of
Economics—for both the 1970–1985 and 1986–2003 periods.

To determine whether the relative rankings of political science, history, and
sociology have changed or remained the same, we employed several JSTOR com-
puter-generated searches using the key words “black” or “African American” or
“Negro” or “Afro-American.”5 In each of the three mainstream journals selected
by discipline, we searched full-length articles (FLAs) from 1970–1985 and then
from 1986–2003.6

Let us clarify a few additional points about our data collection and limitations.
First, this analysis excludes reviews, opinion pieces, books reviews, and other
items in its concentration on FLAs published within the time periods 1970–1985
and 1986–2003. Second, we realize that using the word “black” in the search
causes “connotation limitations.” Although our search was refined to exclude
author names (eliminating the possibility that an author whose name is Black was
included in the results), the word search could have included some journal arti-
cles that use colloquial language that merely refers to the color black. We recog-
nize this as a genuine limitation of the study. However, given that the word
“black” is commonly used to describe our subject, we believe that it is imperative
to continue to include this term, but with caution. We assume that a similar sam-
pling limitation is likely to be consistent across the other disciplines as well.
JSTOR does not yet have the technology to conduct a mass filter for colloquial
verbiage, given the current design of its search engine and the quality of JSTOR
data available.

Given this limitation and anticipating the potential of our “text” search of
FLAs to yield results that significantly overestimate the number of articles related
to black topics in each discipline, we also conducted a “title only” search as well
as an “abstract only” search using the key words “black” or “African American”
or “Negro” or “Afro-American.” The “text only” search excludes titles, abstracts,
author names, or captions. The “title only” search excludes text, abstracts, author
names, or captions. The “abstract only search” excludes text, title, author names,
or captions. Finally, to refine the search of political science journals further, we
conducted a search using the terms “Negro politics“ or “black politics” or
“African American politics” or “Afro-American politics to examine the rela-
tive change, if any, in the number of journal articles related to black politics
that were published between 1970–1985 and 1986–2003 in three of the disci-
pline’s mainstream journals.

Another limitation is that some journals in JSTOR do not extend to the year
2003. Again, we suspect that this limitation is consistent across the disciplines.7
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Finally, we recognize that a fuller evaluation of these materials should pay qual-
itative attention to the content of the articles and not just the number of cita-
tions. Indeed, the most interesting questions do not necessarily concern how
many articles are published on a particular topic, but what they reveal and con-
note for broader currents of intellectual and political life in America. For exam-
ple, are there interpretative or normative differences between mainstream journals
and African American-oriented publications, such as the National Political Science
Review and The American Political Science Review? Providing a critical analysis of
this sort can contribute to a critical discourse on race in political science. How-
ever, our analysis is a systematic step in evaluating the treatment of topics related
to blacks in mainstream journals over time.

Findings

This chapter addresses three questions about the treatment of race in mainstream
journals of four disciplines:

1. whether the relative rankings of the disciplines have changed or
largely remained the same,

2. whether the gap between the disciplines has lessened from the first
(1970–1985) to the second period (1986–2003), and

3. if so, to what extent.

Tables 1.1 and 1.2 indicate the name of the journal in the first column, the total
number of full-length articles (FLAs) for the journal in the second column, and
the total number of FLAs for the journal including the key words “black” or
“African American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in the third column. The final
column represents the percentage of total FLAs with these key words for each time
period: Table 1.1 for 1970–1985 and Table 1.2 for 1986–2003.

From 1970–1985, Table 1.1 indicates that in The American Political Science
Review, the American Journal of Political Science, and The Journal of Politics a total
of 2,272 articles were published; of these publications 711 or 31 percent concerned
black topics. In the sociology journals reviewed there were 3,122 articles published
during this time period, of which 1180 or 38 percent related to blacks. In the his-
tory journals reviewed there were 1,463 total articles published in this time period,
of which 679 or 46 percent pertained issues concerning blacks. Finally, we exam-
ined three mainstream journals in economics, finding that of the 5,447 articles
published from 1970–1985, 534 articles or 10 percent pertained to black topics.
As we expected, economics ranked well below the other disciplines. However, in
agreement with Wilson (1985), political science (31%) ranked third after history
(46%) and sociology (38%).

In our similar search of the same journals for 1986–2003, we found that the
percentage of FLAs on black topics in the top political science journals fell slightly
from 31 percent in the first time period to 30 percent. In contrast, for history, soci-
ology, and economics, the percentage of FLAs in the three mainstream journals
on black issues increased. In sociology, the percentage of citations rose 11 per-
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centage points from 38 to 49 percent, and in economics it increased 5 percent-
age points from 10 to 15 percent. For history the percentage of citations rose from
46 to 50 percent. For sociology and economics, the percentage of citations in each
of the mainstream journals increased from the first time period to the second, and
two of the economics journals showed a substantial increase over the earlier time
period. For example, the citations in the Journal of Political Economy rose from 10
to 17 percent and those in The Quarterly Journal of Economics rose from 8 to 17
percent from the first to the second time periods.8 In history two of the main-
stream journals showed an increase from the first time period to the second, but
the percentage of FLAs on black topics decreased in American Quarterly from
53 to 43 percent.

For political science, although The Journal of Politics showed a percentage
increase from 29 to 32 percent from the first to the second time period, The Ameri-
can Political Science Review had a decrease from 34 to 29 percent, and the Amer-
ican Journal of Political Science remained about the same. Overall, we expected
that the comparative rankings of history, political science, and sociology would
not have changed considerably from the first to the second time period. Our expec-
tations were confirmed. We also expected that the gap between political science
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TABLE 1.1 Search Totals for Full-Length Articles (FLAs), 1970–1985

Total FLAs† Text Only‡ % of Total FLAs

Political Science
The American Political Science Review 813 279 34.31
American Journal of Political Science 649 191 29.42
The Journal of Politics 810 241 29.75

Political Science Total 2,272 711 31.29

Sociology
American Journal of Sociology 768 336 43.75
American Sociological Review 1,388 493 35.51
Social Forces 966 351 36.33

Sociology Total 3,122 1180 37.79

History
The American Historical Review 664 262 39.45
American Quarterly 481 257 53.43
Journal of American History 318 160 50.31

History Total 1,463 679 46.41

Economics
American Economic Review 3,099 320 10.32
Journal of Political Economy 1,432 144 10.05
The Quarterly Journal of Economics 916 70 7.64
Economics Total 5,447 534 9.80

Source: Author’s compilation of JSTOR computer-generated citations by discipline.

†Key word search for “black” or “African-American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in FLAs, excluding
reviews, opinion pieces, and other items.

‡Key word search for black” or “African-American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in text only, exclud-
ing titles, abstracts, author names, and captions.



and its sister disciplines would decrease. This expectation largely holds up,
although a significant gap persists, particularly between history and political sci-
ence. Interestingly, the gap between history and sociology appears to have less-
ened in the 1986–2003 time period.

Let us be clear, we strongly believe that the very high percentages of FLA cita-
tions in Tables 1.1 and 1.2 on black topics are an artifact of the methodology used
and do not accurately reflect reality. Obviously, none of the mainstream journals
in political science devotes a third of its articles to topics related to blacks. We
believe this measurement problem holds true for other disciplines as well, con-
siderably overestimating the attention paid to black topics by each disciplines’
mainstream journals.

Dissatisfied with the quality of these findings, we limited our search in sev-
eral ways to examine further whether the relative rankings of the disciplines have
changed or largely remained the same and whether the gap between the disci-
plines has lessened over time. We conducted a “title only” and an “abstract only”
search using the key words “black” or “African American” or Afro-American” or
“Negro” for 1970–1985 and 1986–2003, by discipline. Although searches by titles
or abstracts remain problematic, it is easier to manually filter out citations that
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TABLE 1.2 Search Totals for Full-Length Articles (FLAs), 1986–2003

Total FLAs† Text Only‡ % of Total FLAs

Political Science
The American Political Science Review 845 249 29.46
American Journal of Political Science 942 279 29.61
The Journal of Politics 767 243 31.68

Political Science Total 2,554 771 30.18

Sociology
American Journal of Sociology 552 267 48.36
American Sociological Review 1,050 491 46.76
Social Forces 963 504 52.33

Sociology Total 2,565 1,262 49.00

History
The American Historical Review 730 324 44.38
American Quarterly 371 160 43.12
Journal of American History 586 365 62.28

History Total 1,687 849 50.32

Economics
American Economic Review 3,028 439 14.49
Journal of Political Economy 857 146 17.03
The Quarterly Journal of Economics 659 111 16.84
Economics Total 4,544 696 15.31

Source: Author’s compilation of JSTOR computer-generated citations by discipline.

†Key word search for “black” or “African-American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in FLAs, excluding
reviews, opinion pieces, and other items.

‡Key word search for black” or “African-American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in text only, exclud-
ing titles, abstracts, author names, and captions.



do not directly relate to the subject, decreasing but not eliminating the likelihood
of overestimating the publication of articles related to black topics in the main-
stream journals.

Both Table 1.3 (1970–1985) and Table 1.4 (1986–2003) indicate the name
of the major journal in the first column, the total absolute number of citations
for the journal in the second column, and the total absolute number of citations
for the titles containing the key words in the third column. The fourth column
represents the percentage of total FLAs with titles containing the key words. The
fifth column contains the total absolute number of citations for the abstracts con-
taining the key words. The final column represents the percentage of total
abstracts with the key word.
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TABLE 1.3 Search Totals for Full-Length Articles (FLAs) by Titles and Abstracts,
1970–1985

% of % of
Total Title Total Abstract Total 

FLAs† Only‡ FLAs Only FLA

Political Science
The American Political Science Review 813 58 7.13 13 1.59
American Journal of Political Science 649 7 1.07 19 2.92
The Journal of Politics 810 28 3.45 7 0.86

Poli Sci Total 2,272 93 4.09 39 1.71

Sociology
American Journal of Sociology 768 78 10.15 72 9.37
American Sociological Review 1,388 45 3.24 79 5.69
Social Forces 966 79 8.17 76 7.86

Sociology Total 3,122 202 6.47 227 7.27

History
The American Historical Review 664 234 35.24 NA NA
American Quarterly 481 30 6.23 NA NA
Journal of American History 318 204 64.15 NA NA

History Total 1,463 468 31.98 NA NA

Economics
American Economic Review 3,099 31 1.00 1 .03
Journal of Political Economy 1,432 1 .06 5 .34
The Quarterly Journal of Economics 916 7 .76 4 .43

Economics Total 5,447 39 .71 10 .18

Source: Author’s compilation of JSTOR computer-generated citations by discipline.

†Key word search for “black” or “African-American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in FLAs, excluding
reviews, opinion pieces, and other items.

‡Key word search for black” or “African-American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in titles only, exclud-
ing text, abstracts, author names, and captions.

Key word search for black” or “African-American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in abstracts only,
excluding text, titles, author names, and captions Abstract information is not available for the history
journals selected (except American Quarterlybeginningin2003).beginningin2003). beginning in 2003).



Table 1.3 shows title and abstract data for the first time period, 1970–1985.
History journals had the most titles related to black topics at 32 percent, followed
by sociology at 6 percent and political science at 4 percent. In the percentage of
abstracts related to black topics, political science journals significantly trailed
sociology, 1.71 versus 7.27 percent.9 Table 1.4 shows data for the second time
period, 1986–2003. For each discipline there is an increase in the number of titles
related to black topics from the first period to the second. The number of abstracts
related to black topics for both sociology and political science also increased from
1970–1985 to 1986–2003.

Our results clearly show that regardless of the coding schema used—text only,
title only, or abstract only—the relative rankings of political science, history and
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TABLE 1.4 Search Totals for Full-Length Articles (FLAs) by Titles and Abstracts,
1986–2003

% of % of
Total Title Total Abstract Total 

FLAs† Only‡ FLAs Only FLA

Political Science
The American Political Science Review 845 52 6.15 19 2.24
American Journal of Political Science 942 7 0.74 22 2.33
The Journal of Politics 767 38 4.95 43 5.60

Poli Sci Total 2,554 97 3.79 84 3.28

Sociology
American Journal of Sociology 552 62 11.23 30 5.43
American Sociological Review 1,050 24 2.28 83 7.90
Social Forces 963 104 10.79 119 12.35

Sociology Total 2,565 190 7.40 232 9.04

History
The American Historical Review 730 245 33.56 NA NA
American Quarterly 371 50 13.47 NA NA
Journal of American History 586 342 58.36 NA NA

History Total 1,687 637 37.75 NA NA

Economics
American Economic Review 3,028 30 0.99 6 0.19
Journal of Political Economy 857 2 0.23 10 1.16
The Quarterly Journal of Economics 659 3 0.45 7 1.06

Economics Total 4,544 35 0.77 23 0.50

Source: Author’s compilation of JSTOR computer-generated citations by discipline.

†Key word search for “black” or “African-American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in FLAs, excluding
reviews, opinion pieces, and other items.

‡Key word search for black” or “African-American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in titles only, exclud-
ing text, abstracts, author names, and captions.

Key word search for black” or “African-American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in abstracts only,
excluding text, titles, author names, and captions. Abstract information is not available for the history
journals selected (except American Quarterly beginning in 2003).



sociology have not changed over this period. Political science trails behind his-
tory and sociology in both the first and second time periods.

Finally, to target the prevalence of articles related to the study of black pol-
itics in political science journals we conducted a search using the terms “Negro
politics“ or “black politics” or “African-American politics” or “Afro-American pol-
itics.“ We examined the relative change (if any) in the number of journal arti-
cles published related to black politics between 1970–1985 and 1986–2003 in The
American Political Science Review, American Journal of Politics, and The Journal of
Politics. Table 1.5 shows that of the 2,272 FLAs published between 1970–1985
only 34 or 1.49 percent included topics directly related to black politics. This also
held true for the second time period. Between 1986–2003, of the 2,554 journal
articles published in the mainstream journals selected, only 38 or 1.48 percent
included topics directly related to black politics.

We are continuing to review these three political science journals to improve
our evaluation of their treatment of black topics. To arrive at a more accurate
count of the materials concerning black topics, we are manually evaluating
each of the three journals using JSTOR or hard copies for the last five years
(2000–present). We also seek to move beyond the numbers and to provide a qual-
itative assessment of the content of the articles published.

Discussion and Implications

Implications for the Research and Study of Politics

This analysis raises a central question: How do we define American politics and
what units of analysis are allowed into the “melting pot”? It seems ironic that
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TABLE 1.5 Search Totals for Full-Length Articles (FLAs) by Select Political Science
Journals

1970–1985 1986–2003

% of % of 
Total Text Total Total Text Total 

FLAs† Only‡ FLAs FLAs Only FLAs

Political Science
The American Political 

Science Review 813 10 1.23 845 11 1.30
American Journal of 

Political Science 649 8 1.23 942 11 1.16
The Journal of Politics 810 16 1.97 767 16 2.08

Political Science Total 2,272 34 1.49 2,554 38 1.48

Source: Author’s compilation of JSTOR computer-generated citations for political science.

†Key word search for “black” or “African-American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in FLAs, excluding

reviews, opinion pieces, and other items.

‡Key word search for black” or “African-American” or “Afro-American” or “Negro” in text only, exclud-
ing titles, abstracts, author names, and captions.



research topics concerning blacks appear to have gained little prominence in
mainstream political science outlets, even though African Americans as an elec-
toral group have made the most headway of any minority in joining the Ameri-
can political system. This lack of prominence is particularly paradoxical given the
advances in the study of African Americans; it speaks volumes about the power
of long-standing disciplinary filters to exclude important political conditions from
analysis, description, and theorizing.10

As Dawson and Cohen (2002) observe, “One consequence of not having the
study of race more central to political science is the failure not only to fully con-
tribute to these debates but also to examine some of the most interesting intel-
lectual problems of our time. Fortunately some are standing on the margins and
engaging such questions” (496). As Dawson and Cohen further contend, “With-
out any attention to the historical and current context of these interactions or
phenomena we may be severely misinterpreting the meaning of the data. Instead,
we must utilize frameworks that acknowledge the processes of radicalization and
categorization that are embedded in social interactions where groups are assigned
places within changing social structure” (491).

Walton and McCormick (1997) argue, “By excluding or omitting the black
political experience, a political scientist adopts a noncritical stance toward 
the political system. The very tools of the political scientist’s craft are not used
to describe and fully analyze the political processes and experiences” (231). In the
United States, structurally induced racial and ethnic impositions are the nucleus
from which cultural, social, political, and economic institutional arrangements
spring forth, influencing preference formation, public opinion, as well as individual
and collective group interests.

Furthermore, if the study of politics in America excludes political conditions
of the least wealthy and least powerful then these theories may be flawed. This 
is particularly troublesome because America is becoming ever more diverse—
culturally, socially, politically, and demographically.

Implications for Advancement in the Academy

These findings pose important implications for young scholars who choose to
pursue the fields of racial and ethnic politics as they attempt to make their mark
in the discipline. James Garand (1990) summarizes how these findings might
affect tenure and promotion decisions:

Some political scientists, administrators or departments will be interested in mak-
ing assessments based on how journals are perceived by the (sometimes narrow)
audiences with exposure to the journal. For instance, in hiring, promotion, and
tenure decisions some faculty and administrations may be concerned with whether
a candidate is publishing in journals that are highly regarded by the experts in
the field, regardless of the profession-wide visibility. . . . On the other hand some
in our profession will want to make assessments based on both the evaluations
and profession-wide visibility of a journal. In these cases, a publication in The
American Political Science Review . . . may be perceived as reaching a wider audi-
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ence and therefore, contributing more broadly to the visibility and or national
reputation of the individual or department in question (Garand 1990, 451).

Walton and McCormick (1997) also describe professional limitations in the study
of racial/ethnic politics. They contend, “The professional fear revolves around the
political scientists’ understanding of the risks involved in researching and writ-
ing about the African-American political experience, which is considered 
marginal. . . . Doing so can result in fewer academic opportunities, lowered pro-
fessional standing, and greater difficulty in obtaining grants and awards” (231).

Our findings also have consequences for the ways in which the next genera-
tions of students are introduced to the intersections of race and politics. Nega-
tive disciplinary biases may shape how the next generations of political scientists
understand the meaning and significance of race, influencing their training in col-
leges, as well as in graduate and professional schools. Such biases may also divert
graduate students from the study of racial and ethnic politics, because they may
feel that they will be “pigeon-holed” if they choose to study African American
politics or another facet of racial and ethnic politics. Do white students and pro-
fessors believe that the study of African American politics is, or should be, mainly
the domain of black students and faculty? Are some black students steered away
from the study of black politics for fear that they will not get a “good” job? Clearly,
racial barriers to entry might operate in both directions. If this is true we are com-
promising the quality of our graduate students and the future of the professoriate.
We contend that it is important to encourage all students, regardless of race/
ethnicity, to become well versed in a variety of paradigmatic and methodologi-
cal approaches, including the study of racial/ethnic politics.

Conclusion and Next Steps

In this chapter, we considered the persistent neglect of black topics in the study
of American politics and noted some reasons why African American perspectives
continue to be marginalized in the top journals. Based on our analysis of the
cross-disciplinary treatment of black issues in mainstream journal outlets for polit-
ical science, history, sociology, and economics, we conclude that political science
still does not hold up well when measured against history and sociology. History
and sociology still rank number one and two respectively, with political science
third. In the 1986–2003 time period, economics finished last.

Institutional elements are associated with this paradox in political science.
The Perestroika movement’s lack of attention to racial dynamics is especially dis-
appointing, given methodological advancements in the study of racial and eth-
nic politics, an increased prevalence of outlets for the study of formal political
participation among African Americans, and the reformers’ greater sensitivity to
the problems of methodological and topical marginalization. In our review of the
literature related to the reform movement, most political scientists who were
writing on methodological pluralism in journals and graduate education did not
address adequately the issues related to the cross-disciplinary treatment of research
topics, particularly those related to race and ethnicity. In fact, there has been 
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little consideration of issues related to the marginalization of the study of racial
and ethnic politics. One notable exception is an essay by Dorian Warren (2005),
which examines the debate in the reform movement within the context of race
and ethnicity.

Our research focuses on the treatment of African American politics in the
discipline. However, we believe our approach could be applied fruitfully to other
groups as well. We do not know whether the treatment of other minorities of color
in the United States—Latinos or Asian Americans—follows the patterns we
describe here. It would also be revealing to study the treatment of white ethnics—
Poles, Irish, Italians—by political scientists, both today and in earlier years when
their political participation was more problematic and was tied to higher rates of
immigration and greater inter-group conflict during their assimilation process.

What can be done to address these institutional issues with the seriousness
they deserve? The leadership of the American Political Science Association
(APSA) and its constituent groups, as well as the leadership of the National
Conference of Black Political Scientists (NCOBPS), need to engage these mat-
ters more seriously through panels at their annual meetings, in articles in their
publications, and in organizations, such as the American Council on Education
and the Social Science Research Council, with a wider scope. Other bodies, such
as the National Science Foundation, the National Research Council, and oth-
ers, should also become involved in such a discourse. Political science departments
should reconsider their course offerings and the structures of their programs to
examine ways to expand their coverage. Journals in the political science disci-
pline should also take steps to ensure greater pluralism, perhaps recruiting or 
urging authors to submit work in underrepresented areas. This is not a call to 
lower standards but rather to solicit essays in substantive yet underrepresented
issue areas.11

On a more personal level, those of us who are genuinely concerned with the
state of the discipline must also take personal responsibility for its advancement.
How many times are we given an opportunity to press the issue while serving on
editorial boards and department committees, and engaging in other professional
activities, and yet we have been reluctant to do so? We need to urge others to
engage with their colleagues and their graduate students about the role of race and
ethnicity in the study of politics. We also should invite scholars to seize the time and
to engage in a thorough discussion of these findings in order to design concrete
mechanisms of inclusion to enhance pluralism in American political science.
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1. In this analysis “black” includes the study of individuals in the Diaspora of African descent.
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2. We selected the disciplines of history, sociology, and political science in an effort to dupli-
cate the previous study conducted in 1985.

3. This journal was formerly entitled Midwest Journal of Political Science.
4. The original analysis examined the Journal of Social History, but it is not available through

JSTOR. For consistency in methodology, we decided to examine American Quarterly instead. This
journal is consistent with the other journals by discipline examined in this study.

5. JSTOR, housed at the University of Michigan, was established as an independent not-for-
profit organization in August 1995. Originally conceived by William G. Bowen, president of the
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, JSTOR began as an effort to ease the increasing storage prob-
lems faced by libraries. The basic idea was to convert the back issues of paper journals into elec-
tronic formats, thereby saving space (and the capital costs associated with that space) while
simultaneously improving access to the journal content. It was also hoped that the project might
offer a solution to preservation problems associated with storing paper volumes. See
http://www.jstor.org/about/background.html.

6. During the initial phase of this study, the information necessary to conduct this research
was not immediately available through the public (Internet) JSTOR interface (there was a “ceil-
ing” for viewing the journal entries using the public database). Therefore, JSTOR generously
agreed to provide the data from their home base at the University of Michigan, in the form of an
Excel spreadsheet. However, in early 2005 JSTOR improved its public search engine, thereby
allowing us to conduct and refine our own search of the twelve journals selected. Thus, the data
presented in the tables are the author’s compilation.

7. JSTOR available coverage by discipline at the time of this study: Political science—The
American Political Science Review (1906–2001), American Journal of Political Science, formerly Mid-
west Journal of Political Science (1957–2003), and The Journal of Politics (1939–2001); history—The
American Historical Review (1895–1999), American Quarterly (1949–2004) and the Journal of Amer-
ican History (1964–1999); sociology—Social Forces (1925–2004), the American Sociological Review
(1936–2002), the American Journal of Sociology (1895–2000); and economics—the American Eco-
nomic Review (1911–2002), the Journal of Political Economy (1892–2000) and The Quarterly Jour-
nal of Economics (1886–1999).

8. It is important to reiterate our previous contention concerning the limitations of our data
and methodology, which also call for a subsequent contextual analysis of the nature of articles pub-
lished concerning African American issues. For example, some economists would caution against
optimism concerning the apparent increase in economic journal citations on African American
topics, noting that African Americans as a substantive research area remain understudied in the
mainstream economics journals. Thus, our findings may be a reflection of applied versus theoret-
ical relevance in economics, whereas more favorable outlets for substantive analysis of African
American topics are still more likely to be found in such publications as the Review of Black Polit-
ical Economy.

9. Abstract information is not available for the history journals selected (except American
Quarterly beginning in 2003).

10. Notably, Hardy-Fanta and Gerson (2002) acknowledge a significant increase in the polit-
ical science literature on Latino politics from about ten references from the 1970s to over seventy
from 1990 to 1999. Moreover, recently, an Asian American Politics Symposium in PS 2001 pro-
vided six articles by scholars examining Asian American politics.

11. The new political science journal, Perspective on Politics, edited by Jennifer Hochschild,
is one notable effort.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

The Race Variable and the American
Political Science Association’s State of the
Discipline Reports and Books, 1907–2002

HANES WALTON JR. AND ROBERT C. SMITH

Introduction

MATTHEW HOLDEN JR. has written that the study of race has been viewed as
an “academic graveyard” for any young scholar who sought “academic respectabil-
ity” because white political scientists did not perceive it as raising “critical intel-
lectual problems.”1 This essay addresses a simple research question: How has the
race variable been explored and analyzed in the official reports and books of the
American Political Science Association’s State of the Discipline studies? These offi-
cial reports and books, which cover the period from 1907 to 2002, can tell us how
the Association both defined the “state of the discipline” and how it developed
a vision for the discipline from these official studies, as well as the relationship of
the race variable to the definition and vision of the state of the discipline. Herein
lies the testable hypothesis of this work.

If researchers are to develop an African American perspective on the state of
the discipline, it goes without saying that one must of necessity know what the
official professional portrait of the discipline is and how it has evolved during 
the first hundred years (1903–2003) of its existence. Once that is established, then
it follows that, from this official portrait(s), readers and researchers can discern
what the unofficial portraits of the state of the discipline are. These unofficial por-
traits are the ones emanating from the official ones, and they act like an update
and extension of them. They are the journal articles and single and multi-
volume studies that are published in the periods and time frames between the offi-
cial reports and books. By providing addendums and updates, these unofficial
scholarly studies highlight the limitations, weaknesses, and omissions of the offi-
cial studies. These outsider perspectives are thus helpful in assessing and evalu-
ating the official studies and are needed to construct the holistic portrait of the
state of the discipline.

But we are not simply interested in these official State of the Discipline reports
and books in and of themselves. We are searching these official documents for



their discussion of the race variable and its relationship to the definition and
vision of the discipline. What do they tell us about the role and function of the
race variable as an independent factor shaping the political behavior of individ-
uals, groups, organizations, institutions, the state, and the global political system?
Or do they tell us anything at all? Has the race variable been considered at all?
Is it one of the independent variables in the study of the science of politics? Is it
a variable that tells us about the very essence of the state of the discipline? And
finally, has the state of the discipline even been conceptualized to include this
variable, and if so, how does it factor into the very vision of the discipline itself?
Thus, we want to know about the official portrait of the discipline for what it can
reveal about the role and function of the race variable. Only when we know that
can we effectively determine an African American perspective about the state of
the discipline. In this study, the role and function of the race variable and the
state of the discipline are intimately linked and related. Our task is to uncover,
delineate, and assess this linkage and relationship.

Data and Methodology

Several of the contemporary studies of political science as a discipline reflect its
intellectual evolution from a “science of the state” to a “science of group politi-
cal behavior” to a “science of individual political behavior” to currently a “sci-
ence of institutional political behavior.”2 And in each of these eras, there is at
least one, if not more, State of the Discipline reports and sponsored books by the
American Political Science Association (APSA). In this material is contained
the discipline’s official portrait and story.

Table 2.1 identifies the five committee reports, two of which would later
become monographs, and the four sponsored books of APSA. Although the last
three books are numbered as Volume I, II, and III, this is incorrect because the
first book, which came out in 1939, was not acknowledged by the editor of Vol-
ume I, Ada W. Finifter. However, the 1939 volume, a reprinting of Anna Had-
dow’s doctoral dissertation, was the first APSA-sponsored book. One can learn
from reading its prefatory section that in December, 1938 at the Columbus, Ohio
Association’s annual meeting “a committee of five” had been appointed by the
Association President to examine and report on the merits of the dissertation. At
the December meeting, the committee of five recommended that “the Associa-
tion sponsor and . . . subsidize it”3 and was even subsidized by the American
Council of Learned Societies. Even though it was the first work in the series, it
was overlooked in the so-called Volume I except as a reference and footnote in
the first chapter dealing with political theory as a subfield.4 Although some might
say that this 1939 book dealt solely with the existence of the discipline in Amer-
ica’s colleges and universities, that defense is not valid because it also focused on
the material of a “science of politics.”5 The best that can be said about this mat-
ter is that Volume I is the first of the APSA-sponsored books to be entirely pub-
lished by the Association. Nevertheless, the editor of the so-called initial volume
wrote in her prefatory note that: “if the volume is successful, a continuing series
of this type may be authorized by the Council.”6
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Collectively, these nine works in Table 2.1 constitute the official, APSA-
sponsored studies on the state of the discipline. They span the ninety-five years
from 1907 until 2002. The last three numbered volumes seem to have been delib-
erately scheduled for publication a full decade a part. The first committee reports
were published about a decade apart, but there was a hiatus between 1923 and
1951, broken only by the 1939 publication of Political Science in American Col-
leges and Universities 1636–1900. This substantial gap was filled in by several
annual reports of the “National Conference on the Science of Politics,” unoffi-
cial reports that stemmed from the 1923 official APSA report.

In fact, it was the 1923 “Report of the Committee on Political Research” that
would have the greatest impact and influence of all of these nine studies in shap-
ing both the definition and the vision of the state of the discipline. Simply put,
the 1923 report’s characterization of the state of the field, its vision, and its def-
inition is, with few exceptions, still true today.

In addition to these nine official reports and books, this study uses, as both
reference and comparison works, the major unofficial reports and books. As
defined here, the unofficial books are those works by individual scholars produced
on their own without the support or sponsorship of the APSA or any other pro-
fessional political science organization. Such works tended to appear in the gaps
between the official ones.

This study focuses on four such works that focused on the official State of the
Discipline publications. The first is Handbook of Political Science, the eight-volume
series edited by Nelson Polsby and Fred Greenstein. Its first volume was published
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TABLE 2.1 APSA-Sponsored State of the Discipline Reports and Books

Year Discussion of the 
Published Title Race Variable

COMMITTEE REPORTS

1907/1908 “What Do Our Students Know about American Government No
before Taking College Courses in Political Science?”

1910 “Is Sufficient Time Devoted to the Study of Government in No
Our Colleges?”

1916 “The Teaching of Government”† No
1923 “Report on the Committee on Political Research” No
1951 “Goals for Political Science”† No

BOOKS

1939 Political Science in American Colleges and Universities 1636–1900 No
1983 Political Science: The State of the Discipline‡ No
1993 Political Science: The State of the Discipline II Yes
2002 Political Science: The State of the Discipline III Yes

Source: Adapted from J. Peter Meekison, “A Bibliographic Essay,” in Robert Connery, ed., Teaching Politi-
cal Science: A Challenge to Higher Education (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1965), 266.

†These reports were later issued as monographs.

‡A chapter on the race variable was commissioned for this volume, but was not included at the last
minute.



in 1975 just before the appearance of the so-called Volume I and the last official
APSA committee report, and it was clearly intended to fill a gap in the thirty-
year hiatus of official publications. It attempted a comprehensive assessment of
the state of the discipline in nearly every subfield and category, yet it somehow
omitted the race variable.

Political Science: The Science of Politics, a single-volume work edited by Her-
bert Weisberg and published in 1986, is the second unofficial work, coming a
decade after Polsby and Greenstein’s series and three years after APSA’s Volume I.
Although its stated goal was to cover areas not found in the official volume and
to update some of those that had been covered, it did not offer an analysis of the
race variable; this is despite the fact that Volume I had not covered this topic. In
this case, one omission built on the preceding one.

Third is the much-used and notable four-volume series edited by William
Crotty, Political Science: Looking to the Future. The first volume appeared in 1991,
five years after the Weisberg volume and two years before APSA’s Volume II.
Unique to this four-volume study is that Crotty’s conceptualization included the
race variable in the state of the discipline.

He observes, in his introductory essay to the chapter on the race variable, that
its two African American authors find “that the exploration of race as a part of
American politics is separated from mainstream disciplinary concerns, receives
relatively limited attention, and, while important in real-world politics, is treated
by political scientists in such manner that it adds little to an understanding of
political life.”7 Crotty indicates that this lack of attention to race would be the
wrong thing for the discipline as it charts its new future.

Finally, the fourth volume looks at a specific subfield, judicial behavior and
public law; because this area is so much less quantitative than the other subfields,
it is not always included in the official and unofficial reports. Nancy Maveety
edited The Pioneers of Judicial Behavior, a single-volume work published in 2003.
It is the most comprehensive work on the area of judicial behavior and public
law. And although this book does include a judicial behaviorist who has analyzed
the race variable, it somehow manages not to discuss this aspect of her work. This
work appears one year after the APSA’s Volume III.8

Combining these four unofficial State of the Discipline works with the official
ones not only permits us to compare and contrast the two types of studies but also
allows us to show how the two types of studies relate and influence each other.
Thus, these unofficial studies give us the context for this study and enrich the
portrait of the field.

There is one other data source that is central to our study. It is the literature
on the race variable. Without this literature, we would not know or understand
the African American perspective. It is both vital and central to the analysis. We
have shown that the race variable has been omitted, overlooked, ignored, and sup-
pressed in both the official and unofficial State of the Discipline studies. Hence, the
question is, did this just happen because there was an absence of any literature
on this variable, or had the entire profession, in its official and unofficial sectors,
been uninformed about the variable?
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According to Crotty in political science, “there is a division by race in the
study of black/white politics more pronounced than in related disciplines such as
sociology or history. In addition, when political scientists engage in crossover
research, and more specifically when white political scientists study African-
American political questions, they produce distinctively different types of
research. They ask different questions and employ different criteria to judge the
significance of what they uncover.”9

A longitudinal (1886–1990) study of the premier political science journals,
American Political Science Review and the Political Science Quarterly, found that two
dominant research traditions have developed around the race variable. One
research tradition categorized as “race relations politics” tended to “emphasize an
implementation strategy to obtain peaceful and consensual relations between the
two races, even if the result is the domination of one and subordination of the
other.”10 This was the tradition favored by white political scientists and black polit-
ical conservatives.

The second research tradition, categorized as “African American politics,”
tended to emphasize “parity and empowerment. Here, blacks would seek to erad-
icate white dominance, to empower themselves.”11 This one was favored by
African American political scientists. Data from the literature on African Amer-
ican politics were taken to structure, highlight, and underpin this study’s discus-
sion of the race variable in the State of the Discipline official and unofficial studies.12

Thus, our database comprises (1) the official and unofficial State of the Disci-
pline reports and books and (2) the basic literature on the race variable. These dif-
ferent and at times overlapping data sources provide the empirical materials for our
analysis of the research question and allow us to test our research hypothesis.

Having explained our different data sources for the work, let us describe the
research methodology. It combines textual and content analysis of these official
and unofficial reports and books to determine whether a discussion of the race
variable exists, what the nature of that discussion is, and, when such a discussion
appears, how it influences the definition and vision of the state of the discipline.
After identifying the race variable and analyzing the discussion about it, the iden-
tified sections are categorized and counted, which allows us to analyze the major-
ity of white scholars who excluded the race variable and the minority who
included it as seen in the official and unofficial reports. These empirically based
findings will enable us to develop an African American perspective on the state
of the discipline.

Definition of the State of the Discipline in APSA’s
State of the Discipline Reports and Books

In 1965, J. Peter Meekison wrote, “The continuing concern of the Association
about the ‘state of the discipline’ is demonstrated by five studies, which it has
sponsored over the last fifty years. Indeed there has been approximately one study
in each decade since 1900.”13 Yet, in every official study up to 1965 and since
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then, one is hard pressed to find a single acceptable definition of the “state 
of the discipline.”

All the major concepts in political science have a standard definition or at
least some type of consensual definition or, failing that, a working definition.
However, neither the APSA committee reports nor the books by individual schol-
ars define or explicate clearly the meaning of the term “state of the discipline.”
Primarily, the official reports and books simply assert it as a term and pick up a
meaning from its usage within the text. As a quick review of Table 2.1 reveals,
these reports and books give six different meanings for this concept, including stu-
dent knowledge about American government, the amount of time spent on this
subject matter, the teaching of the subject matter, and then political research in
the discipline, evolution of the discipline in colleges and universities, and finally
its goals. However, on closer inspection of the official reports and books, partic-
ularly the books, a pattern and trend become clear. Volumes I, II, and III and parts
of the initial book define, without a doubt, the state of the discipline as meaning
a scientific approach. Further, one sees that the 1923 report also dealt with a sci-
entific approach and that it has somehow come to dominate and shape the state
of the discipline much more so than any of the other official studies. One there-
fore must ask what was it about this official report that gave it such an impact
and influence on the conceptual definition of the state of the discipline and
later on the nature of the unofficial reports. Thus, the 1923 report demands
closer analysis.

A look into that report’s background and origins reveals that at the APSA’s
meeting in December 1921 it created a Committee on Political Research com-
prising four men and chaired by Charles Merriam at the University of Chicago.
This committee was charged with the task of looking into the “scope and meth-
ods for political research” for the discipline. Both the committee and its charge
were driven essentially by Merriam’s desire to create a scientific approach to the
study of politics. The committee held four meetings, one in Pittsburgh and Cleve-
land and two in Chicago.

Merriam, in his initial preliminary report after the first meeting in Pittsburgh,
began the effort to define the state of the discipline. He wrote, “When something
like exact measurement of recurring processes begins, we are on the way to exact
knowledge; to scientific verifiable inference.”14 In his concluding remarks in this
preliminary report, he added more to the definition by stating, “I had hoped to
develop, namely . . . the grave necessity of constant revision of our methods and
processes, . . . [so that we can] . . . calculate and measure more accurately than
we have thus far been able to do, the desirability of minute, thorough, patient,
intensive studies of the detail of political phenomena . . . and open the way to a
deeper and more scientific understanding of political relations.”15 In this initial
report we see that the “constant revision” of methods and techniques is identi-
fied strongly with the concept, “state of the discipline.”

The final report of the Committee on Political Research, which was published
by the APSA as its 1923 official report, made recommendations regarding techniques
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and methods for adopting a scientific approach, and the APSA accepted these rec-
ommendations. Merriam, in speaking for the committee, told the APSA that the dis-
cipline should tend toward “more general use of quantitative measurement of political
phenomena. On the one side this took the form of statistics or the mathematical analy-
sis of political processes. . . . Two disciplines in particular were able to apply the quan-
titative methods with especial success.”16 Thus, here were the seeds of the evolving
definition of the state of the discipline, but the matter did not end there.

Reaction to the committee report was not only strong but also led to the cre-
ation of a National Conference on the Science of Politics, in which Merriam was
a mover and shaker. The Conference held several annual meetings and reported
its findings and recommendations each year to the members of the editorial board
of the American Political Science Review.17 Each of these annual conference reports
had a section entitled “Political Statistics,” which trumpeted the need for ever
more advanced quantitative research methods and an increased number of tech-
niques. In the end, these conference reports helped move the evolving definition
of the state of the discipline in a single direction and that was toward methods
and techniques.18

Another outcome of the 1923 report was the creation of the Social Science
Research Council in which Merriam and his disciples sought to coordinate and
assist all of the social sciences in moving toward quantitative methods and tech-
niques. Hence, there would be no way to escape the movement and revolution
in the scientific study of society and politics. And like the National Confer-
ences on the Science of Politics, this new funding organization for social sci-
ence research channeled the concept of the state of the discipline into one
meaning and definition.19

There was one other major outcome from the fourth official APSA report,
and Merriam was intimately involved with this development as well. At the Uni-
versity of Chicago under Merriam’s direction, a new generation of empirically
trained political scientists emerged under the leadership of two men. One leader
was not only Merriam’s own student but subsequently a colleague and co-author,
Harold Gosnell.20 The other was a University of Chicago graduate and Gosnell’s
own student, V. O. Key Jr. The writings, research methods, and techniques pio-
neered by these two men would become by the 1960s the very essence of the con-
cept of the “state of the discipline”21 in both the official and unofficial books. And
outside of the discipline, Merriam helped influence Stuart A. Rice, a sociologist,
whose book became the bible for the science of politics.22 After the publication
of the Rice volume, there would be no other primary definition for the state of
the discipline than the science of politics.

In the final analysis, the fourth APSA report, published in 1923, with its rec-
ommendations echoed in national conferences, journal reports, the Social Sci-
ence Research Council, and a new generation of quantitative-oriented scholars
who dominated the discipline, became the defining feature of the discipline. The
1923 report and the state of the discipline literally became one and the same thing.
And this reality had severe consequences for a vision of political science. This
final definition shaped not only the state of the discipline but also limited the
vision of what the discipline should be.
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Vision in the APSA’s State of the 
Discipline Reports and Books

Before the publication of the 1923 report, the ill-defined and loosely structured
concept of the state of the discipline made it difficult for the field to develop a
vision. Even after the concept started to take on the meaning of scientific meth-
ods and techniques a vision still remained elusive. The reason is that such a
meaning is quite narrowly limited and circumscribed, making the act or power of
seeing and imagination extremely difficult if not sightless. For a vision fixed and
focused on methods and techniques is an inward-looking vision that is micro-
scopic, rather than macroscopic in nature. With such a focus, vision is refracted
to the minute levels, rather than at the systemic level, and little is therefore cap-
tured about the whole. In this type of vision, parts become more important than
the entire canvas.

Therefore, if we want to see a larger vision for the state of the discipline we
need to look for efforts to develop such a vision that were made before publica-
tion of the 1923 official Report on Political Research or shortly after it was made
and became so pervasive on the discipline. In a history of such an early effort to
develop a vision for the discipline, Stephen Leonard writes, “Between the end of
the Civil War and the turn of the century, the founders of the discipline advanced
three distinct yet related pedagogical missions for the discipline: to educate citizens
and political leaders for civic life, to reproduce scholars and researchers for the dis-
cipline and to train bureaucrats for state administration.”23 Simply put, in the nine-
teenth century, the discipline was envisioned to undertake civic education and
thereby solve human and social problems in the polity. Leonard expands on the
concept of civic education, as follows:

In the discourse of American republicanism, political science was the mode of
knowledge that served to cultivate and reinforce the virtues of republican moral-
ity and politics, a fact that made the educational mission of academic political
science particularly central to the discipline’s identity. Not just education in gen-
eral, but civic education was the responsibility of political science. Civic educa-
tion was important if only because for many republicans ‘the problem of good
government’ was a ‘problem of good men’ and this meant making both good citi-
zens and good leaders.24

However, with the publication of Merriam’s reports, both the preliminary
and final ones, and the subsequent transformation under his strong leadership of
the concept of the state of the discipline and the discipline itself, this early vision
of a civic educational mission to achieve a good society literally disappeared.
Leonard notes that the promotion of the scientific study of politics, which made
methods the tool for the achievement of this science, eventually “authorized a
wholesale retreat back into the academy.”25 This action divorced the discipline from
society’s problems and practical politics and thereby pushed concerns about moral
questions to the margins while elevating methodology to the core of the discipline.
Scientism made the discipline value neutral and moved moral questions and
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concerns outside of the discipline’s concerns. Leonard writes, “All of this suggested
that there was a need to detach the discipline’s intellectual identity from the
American experience and to develop a science of politics that could account
for all manner of political experiences regardless of their historical or geo-
graphical location.”26

This focus on the universal meant that the race variable could be dropped
from most research efforts because it was not seen as a global concern. In fact,
Merriam mentioned race specifically in the final 1923 report, writing that “sig-
nificant defects in the scientific development of the study of government are as
follows . . . (2) tendency toward race, class, nationalistic bias in the interpreta-
tion of data available.”27 Therefore, to correct the “significant defects in the sci-
entific . . . study of government,” one should drop or omit the race variable.

However, shortly after World War II, the APSA’s fifth official report entitled
“Goals for Political Science” suggested the need once again for a greater vision
than an emphasis on methods. In the 1950s two APSA presidents, Ralph Bunche
and V. O. Key Jr. offered in their presidential addresses new visions for the disci-
pline. However, the Bunche and Key visions were strikingly different, and Key’s
vision would come to define the field and the state of the discipline until today.

On September 9, 1954, Ralph Bunche delivered his presidential address on
the APSA’s fiftieth anniversary, telling its members that the nation-state and the
global community had certain human and social problems “which merited greater
attention than the discipline was giving them.” As he saw it, these concerns
included “the problem of colonialism, and more particularly of colonial Africa”
and the “fear, intolerance, suspicion and confusion emanating from racial dema-
gogues and the second class citizenship emerging from racial segregation, white
supremacy and disenfranchisement” in the nation-state.28 The discipline had
ignored these grave and difficult realities. Hence, Bunche’s vision for the state of
the discipline was not of a political science transfixed by methods and procedures
but one that also embraced human problem solving. It was the latter to which
Bunche argued that the discipline should rededicate itself.

On September 4, 1958, V. O. Key Jr. delivered his presidential address enti-
tled “The State of the Discipline.” In that address, Key offered a very different
vision to the APSA membership from that proposed by Bunche, stating that “the
burden of my argument may be stated briefly and bluntly. It is that the demands
upon our profession have grown more rapidly than has the content of our disci-
pline. . . . We must devote greater resources in manpower and ingenuity to the
systematic analysis of the phenomena of politics. . . . A critical need of our dis-
cipline is for more, and for more rigorous, research training. . . . A second area
. . . is that of recruitment of . . . genuinely creative scholars to push back the fron-
tiers of knowledge.”29 Key’s vision echoes that of Merriam almost totally. For Key
methods and techniques are what the discipline is and ought to be about. In fact,
he said in the address that “method without substance may be sterile, but substance
without methods are only fortuitously substantial.”30 Thus there is nothing in Key’s
vision about human and social problem solving, only intellectual problem solving.
And that can only occur with quantitative methods and techniques.
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Of these two attempts at vision building for the discipline, the one first pro-
moted by Merriam and pushed after World War II by one of his students, Key, is
now the dominant one in the discipline. It is no surprise, then, that this vision
of methods and techniques is literally synonymous with the last three official
State of the Discipline APSA-sponsored books. Definition and vision have caught
up with each other and are now one and the same thing in both the official and
unofficial publications.

The Race Variable and the 
APSA Reports and Books

In the nine official reports and books shown in Table 2.1, the race variable is
treated only in the last two. Although a chapter for the race variable was com-
missioned for the 1983 book, Political Science: The State of the Discipline, it never
appeared. Neither was the race variable discussed in three of the four unofficial
books used in this study—those of Polsby and Greenstein, Weisberg, and Maveety.

Of all the unofficial and official books and reports, the 1991 edited volume
by Crotty, Political Science: Looking to the Future, is the only one to discuss the race
variable. His introductory comment about the chapter on race that “the explo-
ration of race as a part of American politics is separated from mainstream disci-
plinary concerns [and] receives limited attention”31 is not only poignant but
instructive and profound. Yet Crotty fails to point out that the official reports and
books of the discipline defined race as being outside the very vision of the field.
In fact, his own comments never reflect how the race variable became invisible—
and this in a field in which the scientific approach requires the identification of
major and important independent variables to make the quantitative approach
work. Without the identification of independent variables there is no way to
determine what influences the dependent ones. Thus, the very objective science
that the APSA sought to guide the discipline was biased in and of itself.

Moreover, and perhaps most important, there was never any intellectual need
to discount or eliminate the race variable. In fact, at the University of Chicago,
Merriam’s own disciple, Gosnell, took on the variable first in article form and later
in his pioneering book, Negro Politician.32 This book became a major founda-
tional work in the evolution of the African American politics subfield. In addi-
tion, the classic work by another Chicago alumnus, Key, made the race variable
central in explaining Southern political behavior. But these exceptional and
award-winning works failed to get this variable into the official portrait of the
state of the discipline.

In addition to these pioneering and classic works by the University of Chicago
scholars, there was the ever-evolving literature by both African American polit-
ical scientists like Bunche and whites of considerable prestige and statute. Yet,
the official reports and books managed to define the state of the discipline with-
out this variable in all but nineteen of the ninety-five years they covered. Some
seven decades went by before this variable entered into the official vision of the
state of the discipline.33
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The African American Perspective on the State of the Discipline

At this writing, there are two African American perspectives on the state of the
discipline. The initial one was advanced first by Ralph Bunche and later by Samuel
DuBois Cook in his presidential address in 1964 to the Southern Political Sci-
ence Association in remarks entitled “Democracy and Tyranny in America: The
Radical Paradox of the Bicentennial and Blacks in the American Political Sys-
tem.”34 Cook made this same definitional and visionary argument earlier in his
essay, “Introduction: The American Liberal Democratic Tradition, The Black
Revolutionary and Martin Luther King Jr.”35 published in the 1971 book, 
The Political Philosophy of Martin Luther King, Jr. This vision of the state of the
discipline includes the race variable as a major independent variable that will help
guide the discipline in its efforts to solve human and societal problems. Methods
and techniques do not take priority over the moral and ethical concerns.

In contrast, the second African American perspective on the state of the dis-
cipline sees methods and techniques as the number one priority and eschews
moral and ethical considerations. Values in this perspective are neutral, and value
judgments are unscientific. Writing about the race variable in his edited book,
Crotty indicates that the authors of that chapter found “a number of deficiencies”
in the current research on Afro-American Politics that disturbed and motivated
them. He continues,

There is evidence of a general failure to employ theoretical models as a starting
point or for explaining the behavior under investigation. They also find a lack of
attention to rules of evidence and scientific (or other) criteria as standards against
which to judge the value of outcomes or to test propositional inventories rele-
vant to an understanding of black political behavior. The research undertaken
can be rudimentary. The authors find little formal modeling or sophisticated quan-
titative analysis available in this field.36

Thus, this lack of methods and techniques has forced some African Ameri-
cans to promote the Merriam, Gosnell, and Key vision over that of Bunche,
Cook, and other humanistic scholars in their efforts to gain respect and accept-
ance from their white colleagues and enter the mainstream of discipline scholar-
ship. As these scholars see it, methods and techniques are synonymous with the
state of the discipline.”37

Although the first African American perspective on the state of the discipline
has been largely ignored, the second one has come under searing criticism.38 In
fact, one of the African American political scientists who promotes this per-
spective has recently attacked his white colleagues for failing to read the works
not only of the empirical African American political scientists but also of any
African American political scientists.39 The reality here is that there is no safety
in being like the white empiricists.

There is also a much different and more telling criticism. In a pioneering and
seminal work, Vincent L. Hutchings and Nicholas A. Valentino, in a massive
review article in Volume 7 (2004) of the Annual Review of Political Science (this



annual review is an unofficial continuation of the State of the Discipline work that
omitted the race variable in its first six annual volumes), analyzes nearly every
major journal article and book on racial attitudes and public opinion, voting
behavior, policy opinions, and partisanship. Previous literature reviews on the race
variable had only surveyed books and not journal articles. In addition to finding
that the white and black studies are currently done in “relative isolation” of each
other, Hutchings and Valentino assert that more than a few of these opinion and
attitudinal studies using the race variable are racially biased. Many of the schol-
ars on white public opinion and the black conservatives using cutting-edge tech-
niques to analyze this opinion and attitudinal data seek a rollback of governmental
programs and policies that advance democratic equality. Hence, this brilliant
review essay reveals without a shadow of a doubt that many of these “scientific
studies of politics,” with all of their refined techniques and methods, have failed
to achieve what Merriam promised for the profession in his 1923 report: Racial
bias, even in this age of quantitative analyses, has not abated.40 Thus, there is no
safety in methods and techniques or the “science of politics.”

Our hope is that the Bunche vision and perspective will resurface and refo-
cus the discipline toward solving human and social problems in both domestic
and global polities. Of the two perspectives, this is the one related most closely
to the democratic spirit and promise of liberty and justice for all.
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African American Political Scientists 
in Academic Wonderland

WILBUR C. RICH

Introduction

THIS ESSAY EXAMINES African American political scientists’ encounters with
the academic workplace environment. The “Wonderland” analogy comes from
Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and its sequel Through the Looking Glass. As a
newcomer to this odd world, one can understand why some African Americans
might think that they have fallen down a rabbit hole and entered a bewildering
universe where nothing is quite as it seems. In this chapter the emergence of
African Americans in the discipline, tenure dynamics, and networking opportu-
nities are examined. I will also discuss academic superstars and the lure of presti-
gious universities.

As a discipline, political science has come a long way since the turn of the
20th century when most colleges and universities did not have separate political
science departments. In many institutions political science and history were com-
bined into one department. Today, by contrast, political scientists in most insti-
tutions are housed in free-standing departments of political science, government,
and politics. These departments are grouped with other social sciences, such as
sociology, anthropology, psychology, and economics in liberal arts colleges or pub-
lic affairs schools. Today, political science scholars focus on understanding gov-
ernments, political actors, and public policies.

Political scientists play a critical role in framing the interpretative construc-
tion of American politics—they write the books and articles that explain politi-
cal events and their meanings. Writing books about political power can have a
curious effect, causing some political scientists to identify, consciously and uncon-
sciously, with the government of the day or the establishment. Martin Kilson has
called these individuals “establishment pretenders.” They operate under the 
illusion of being intimately involved in the governing of the nation and are 
what Loren Baritz calls “servants of power.” In The Servants of Power Loren Baritz



chronicles how industrial psychology and sociology were placed in the service of
capitalism. He concludes,

Many industrial social scientists have put themselves on auction. The power elites
of America, especially the industrial elite, have bought their services—which,
when applied to areas of relative power, have restricted the freedom of millions
of workers. Time was when a man knew that his freedoms were being curtailed. . . .
A major characteristic of twentieth-century manipulation has been that it blinds
the victim to the fact of manipulation. Because so many industrial social scien-
tists have been willing to serve power instead of mind, they have been themselves
a case study in manipulation by consent.1

Andrew Stark makes an interesting argument that political scientists do not
interact with what he calls “practitioners and identifiable clients” and so are in
less danger of co-optation than are psychologists and sociologists.2 What about
the role of political scientists in misinforming the American public? Are politi-
cal scientists engaging in the manipulation of the public when they downplay the
saliency of racial cleavage in American politics? Do they provide solace to polit-
ical leaders when they make light of declining voter turnouts—offering method-
ological solipsism that suggests that this decline does not matter? In making their
work unreadable by the general public, are they denying their insights to the
masses? Or are they comfortable within the walls of the university teaching mid-
dle-class aspirants and writing notes to the elite? Or are they trapped in the struc-
tural hard place, as Stark suggests?3

As Stark points out, some political scientists are public intellectuals, but the
majority are not. This is not to deny that some political scientists are committed
and public critics of the establishment. Some are, but they are the exceptions.
These distinctions are important because each type of political scientist serves as
a role model for new groups entering the discipline.

African American political scientists entered the discipline at a time when
the nation was undergoing profound social transformation. The late sixties
brought the issue of race to the forefront of American politics. It was a time of
boundless optimism about solving the nation’s festering race problem. However,
history shows that the nation’s white leading political scientists did not assert
themselves during this historical and social transformation. These political sci-
entists left no legacy to their progeny. Part of the explanation for this “flat-foot-
edness” on the part of political science of that era is the extant organizational
culture of universities. African Americans were the newcomers to this culture.

The Wonderland of Academia

American colleges and universities have distinct organizational cultures and idio-
syncratic governing norms, which may or may not reflect the location of the uni-
versity or its resources. However, location does matter. Colleges and universities
located in urban settings behave differently than those in rural settings. Life in a
college town is different from life in the big city. Commuter institutions behave
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differently than residential ones, state institutions behave differently than private
ones, and schools with substantial endowments behave differently than those
with fewer resources. The history of the institution also plays a role in the devel-
opment of the campus culture. For any newcomer, understanding academic cul-
tural nuances is extremely difficult; making sense of the culture requires one to
become a student of organizational behavior. Van Maanen and Schein outline the
content of an organizational culture as follows:

Any organizational culture consists broadly of long-standing rules of thumb, a
somewhat special language, an ideology that helps edit a member’s everyday expe-
rience, shared standards of relevance as to the critical aspects of the work that is
being accomplished, matter-of-fact prejudices, models for social etiquette and
demeanor, certain customs and rituals suggestive of how members are to relate to
colleagues, subordinates, superiors, and outsiders, and a sort of residual category
of some rather plain “house sense” regarding what is appropriate and “smart”
behavior within the organization and what is not.4

Academic culture, with its self-absorbed insularity, log-rolling ethics, plati-
tudinous liberalism, and propensity to inflate its own importance, is perpetuated
by its members or “insiders.” There are all types of insider-interest groups in the
academy, but the important ones are the tenured professors. They are charged with
keeping the traditions.

These cultural imperatives may come as a surprise to a first-generation black
professor. Edgar Epps, then a young black professor in an elite university, tried to
make sense of the tenets of this new culture in his 1989 article, “Academic Cul-
ture and the Minority Professor.” Basically, he agrees with my assessment of the
anxiety-producing nature of this bittersweet encounter. However, he attributes
the inequalities to a system that tracks potential scholars from prep school to grad-
uate school. The tracking system determines who gets into the elite colleges and
university and who gets recruited as professors. He asserts, “The relative paucity
of minority scholars in doctoral programs of highly prestigious institutions assures
that minority scholars will encounter difficulty when they apply for faculty posi-
tions at elite schools.”5 I call this the fear and trembling explanation. This expla-
nation assumes that the system needs to be more altruistic and humanistic if
blacks are to participate effectively. It accepts the notion that a system of merit
is entrenched and that whites are waiting for a few black PhDs from elite uni-
versities to become available in the marketplace.

I agree that some tracking is inherent in the system, but the tracking system
as an institution has been subverted by the improvement in quality of the great
state universities, such as the University of Michigan and the University of Cal-
ifornia, Berkeley. Similarly, the democratization of the publishing process has allowed
scholars at North Texas University to become leaders in their field.6 I agree that
having a PhD from an Ivy League university helps one gain a first job, but oppor-
tunities even out in the middle years of an academic career. Increasingly, Ivy League
universities have had to mix their faculty with scholars from non-Ivy League schools.
Today, most leading schools are mixers.
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The problem with most elite faculties is not excessive inbreeding, but rather
overspecialization by scholars. Black newcomers, who expect to find an inquir-
ing community of scholars, find instead colleagues who are narrowly invested in
a single line of interest. Many scholars are not knowledgeable about anything
beyond their work and what they read in the New York Times or saw on PBS. Rus-
sell Jacoby’s The Last Intellectuals laments the passing of the great white scholars
who wrote for an educated public.7 Now, academics are writing for other aca-
demics. Black newcomers may be surprised and chagrined by the celebration of
this so-called splendid cocooning. Many will have to resist the lure of becoming
public intellectuals because at tenure review time their white colleagues may not
value their visibility and activities outside of academia.

Another aspect of the organizational culture is its tendency to attract people
who seek relatively risk-free and conservative lives. In 1958 George Williams’
Some of My Best Friends Are Professors described what he called the professorial
personality. The professorial personality stems from a life of being expected to live
apart from the general society. A life with books is by nature a neurotic one, and
Williams comes close to saying that neurotics populate the academic community.
He observes the following:

The personality that eventually emerges from all this is, typically, underlain with
a deep sense of inferiority, fear, and maladjustment, yet overlain by an almost fran-
tic sense of superiority. This deep sense of inferiority is further complicated by a
latent hostility to that which is nonbookish and nonintellectual, and a fluttery
insecurity that creates morbid fear of any criticism that may endanger a hard won
academic place.8

In this respect political scientists are like other academics. They want to pro-
tect their hard-won laurels. They want to believe that they are part of an inde-
pendent elite, and they enjoy the splendid isolation that some campuses afford.
The academic culture, reinforced by bureaucratic rules, allow insiders almost total
freedom to work within their specialization after receiving tenure. The security
of academic tenure allows one to take a hostile and arrogant attitude toward the
outside world. It is a “the world is a mess and I am pure” attitude.

The same culture that allows considerable independent work and personal
freedom tolerates racial solipsism. Some black newcomers have reported their
surprise at learning that so-called experts on minority issues do not know any
minority individuals personally. Some have never spent time in the black com-
munity. Most derive their insights about minorities from analyzing a large data-
base assembled by professional interviewers. White colleagues often rely on liberal
opinion journals for insight about minorities in America.

Professorial careerism has transformed the university into a highly complex
but insular organization.9 Part of this insularity can be traced to the tradition of
recruiting individuals on the basis of their dissertations to teach subjects they
know. Many have never worked outside the university. University life is a com-
fortable place where research/writing is rewarded and political action is not. The
university remains one of the few institutions that relies on status ambition to
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manage individual behavior. Although the rewarding and punishing of individ-
uals is highly decentralized, the system works extremely well. Professors are eas-
ily organized around issues of tenure, promotion, titled academic chairs, research
center directorships, and reduced teaching loads.

One of the most solemn obligations of tenured professors is their recruitment
responsibility, but it is hampered by one of the most venerated norms in the acad-
emy, departmental autonomy. Such autonomy has functioned as a barrier to
recruitment of minorities and of women; as one professor put it, “Department
autonomy is a license to discriminate.” This may explain why white insiders can
ignore black applicants with impunity. Although such practices result in rampant
nepotism and favoritism in the recruitment process, it is tolerated because it fos-
ters organizational loyalty.

Academic departments should be thought of as laboratories of small group
behavior. Scholars relate to each other in a highly informal manner that belies
the rigid differentiation among colleagues. Senior professors are treated differ-
ently than junior ones. Researchers are rewarded differently than pure teachers.
Old-timers are handled differently than newcomers. At first glance, these differ-
ences may not be apparent.

In elite universities the process of watching and herding newcomers has a long
history. In 1938 the great sociologist A. B. Hollingshead began the first study of
the making of white professors. He concluded that outsiders, in his case non-
WASPs, faced a series of formidable social barriers.10 The newcomers at that time,
particularly Jews and Catholics, underwent a complete socialization before being
accepted as full-fledged and unambiguous members of the university’s professo-
rial class. In the thirties, very few, if any, black political scientists held professor-
ships at historically white universities.

Stages of Entry

African Americans came into the discipline in three stages. In the first stage, they
were isolated in historically black institutions, burdened with few financial
resources and heavy teaching loads. Relatively large historically black institu-
tions like Howard University and Atlanta University (now Clark Atlanta Uni-
versity) employed black political scientists, whereas small ones housed them in
history and social studies departments. The civil rights movement, the black
power movement (and its spin-off demands for black studies departments), and
the affirmative action initiative triggered the second stage. Although historically
white colleges and universities were literally forced to hire black faculty, the
cocoons of the historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs) did not yield
many academic butterflies. The HBCUs, most of which were underfunded, had
smothered the research careers of many of these professors. Accordingly, many
universities made a conscious decision to recruit more black graduate students or
to grow their own professors. This strategy worked fairly well in the 1960s and
1970s ,but it failed quickly and notably in the 1980s.11

We are currently in the third stage of faculty appointments or what sociolo-
gists called the “post-compliance period.”12 I prefer the term “the post-guilt period.”
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Assistant professors recruited after the civil rights era found that universities had
retained their organizational culture. More astonishingly, their post-1980s 
successors faced much the same social isolation and alienation as did their prede-
cessors of the sixties and seventies. Total integration of these post-1980s
newcomers continued to be complicated by a silent Negrophobia among
white colleagues.

Despite the proliferation of court cases, student protests, and target of oppor-
tunity initiatives, progress in desegregating academia has been uneven. Is it a
problem of supply and demand? Many elite institutions have reduced the num-
bers of black scholars in their pipeline, and Howard and Atlanta University have
become the largest producers of black PhDs.13 By getting out of the business 
of training black PhDs, institutions created a scarcity that serves the interest of
white insiders who do not want African Americans in their department. The prac-
tice is not exactly price fixing, but it is close to it.

The process of training and recruiting black professors is reminiscent of the
protracted struggle over the desegregation of schools in the South in the fifties.
It seems as if several hundred George Wallaces were standing in the schoolhouse
door. Why?

Apparently, the entry of African American professors into the workplace rep-
resents a status crisis for the white insiders. Whites, holding on to every imagi-
nary claim to status and power, resist the idea of a color-blind department. Some
whites apparently believe that having one black professor in their department
would lower the reputation of the department or their concomitant status. Fol-
lowing this line of thinking, two or more blacks threaten the continued ability
of a department to build its scholarly reputation and standing in the discipline.
This is a curious notion about the prestige hierarchy or what sociologist C Wright
Mills called the “petty hierarchy” of university departments.14 This notion holds
that the academic reputation of a department is based partly on demonstrated
exclusivity and the ratio of research-productive superstars to pure teachers. Aca-
demic departments, like most of American society, place a high value on organ-
izations that exude exclusivity. To acquiesce to black entry in a legal sense is one
thing, but to allow these “intruders” to make fundamental decisions within the
university is unacceptable. Accordingly, white insiders regard granting full mem-
bership to black newcomers as evidence they have lost control, real or imagined,
over the distribution of prestige within the university.

Except for departments of black studies or Africana studies, no liberal arts
department in any elite white university has an all-black faculty. It is hard to imag-
ine an all-black political science department at Stanford. This line of thinking
explains why a white professor felt comfortable telling a black colleague “a law
school of our caliber and tradition simply cannot look like a professional basket-
ball team.”15 These “this is not the NBA” comments are quite common even at
low-prestige universities. The one attribute the University of Mississippi and Har-
vard University’s Department of Political Science share is that they both employ
a single black faculty member.16

The unstated assumption is that white members got their jobs the old-
fashioned way, they earned them. As such they do not need to explain or justify
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their presence. As true believers, white insiders seldom admit that recruitment of
some white department members was based on something less than merit. The
cherished and operative myth is that the academic marketplace has worked for
them. For many, the recruitment of black professors interferes with that market
and, more importantly, makes a mockery of the merit myth. Because the employ-
ment of blacks is thought to be the result of pressure from the outside, they are
regarded as intruders.

Armed with the notion of blacks as “intruders,” white insiders feel justified
in engaging in silent civil disobedience and not cooperating with the university’s
stated goals of recruiting, integrating, and assimilating black faculty. This new
racism differs only in form from the old, insulting racism. David Messick and
Diane Mackie call it aversive racism.17 Whites continue to hold negative views of
blacks, but they suppress anti-black statements (self-governing speech) and behav-
ior because it is considered crude even in all-white situations. By keeping their
views to themselves and avoiding appearing to be racists, white insiders who
oppose black recruitment can avoid detection.

Five years into the twenty-first century, all-white political science depart-
ments are still common. Political science departments in many colleges and uni-
versities have not even interviewed a single African American job applicant.
The excuse given by smaller departments is that an African American may not
fit into the family-like environment, and in larger ones, the pretext is that
black applicants do not measure up to their white counterparts. Because of
these attitudes black applicants have a smaller chance of being successful in the
tenure process.

Turnover and Tenure Games

The prevailing attitude is that blacks are not ready for the vigorous demands of
a scholarly life or that the departments do not want to disappoint aspiring black
political scientists by denying them tenure. We do not have exact data on the
turnover of blacks in political science or evidence that they receive tenure any
more or less easily than whites. Although universities keep data on hires and
minorities in academic positions, they rarely highlight those who do not get
tenure or leave the university voluntarily. Monique Clague’s research on African
American faculty was hampered by the lack of historical records. She discovered
the “faculty who resigns or retires are zapped from the records.”18

The norm is to hire blacks at the assistant professor level and advise them
not to apply for tenure since their research record is inadequate. It is often sug-
gested that they can start over again at a lower ranked institution or seek employ-
ment outside of academia. Some are encouraged to take administrative jobs that
deal with diversity issues or public relations. There is also a pattern of not grant-
ing tenure to the first set of black assistant professors in a department, but to accord
more consideration to the next set of applicants. This does not mean that the
second wave of black assistant professors will be granted tenure but rather that
whites feel their departments have learned something from the first experience.
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Despite these discouraging patterns, expectations are high among newly
minted black PhDs. They believe that they will be the ones who will be granted
tenure, particularly those who are employed in all-white departments with no
minority members. Psychologically speaking, it is not hard to understand why they
feel that, because they were chosen to integrate the department, they are quite
deserving of tenure. Recruitment by an elite department after graduate school can
be extremely flattering and legitimizing.

The promised seven years of probation before a tenure review seems a long
time. Some newcomers have no idea that course preparations and dissertation
rewriting/revising can eat up three to four years of the tenure clock. In addition,
most elite schools consider publication of the dissertation a given and expect
those who apply for tenure to have a new project on a publisher’s desk.

Disillusionment can also set in when an assistant professor begins to deal
with the misleading representations of the department that recruited them. New-
comers are given one tenure scenario at recruitment time and another at their
third-year review. For example, newcomers are told to publish, but not told that
some journals have more value than others. They are told that service on uni-
versity and department committees would be considered in the tenure decision
process, only to discover that it plays a lesser role than scholarly production 
and teaching.

The entire tenure process can be a Catch-22 situation in which standards of
quantity and quality are appropriate for one candidate and not for another, shift-
ing unpredictably. The tenure review process becomes whatever the tenured
department members decide it is. Social compatibility pays a larger role than the
insiders will admit. Despite all the folklore about professors having a high toler-
ance for dissent, diversity, and idiosyncratic behavior, most are more comfortable
with people with whom they share a racial, religious, and class affinity.19 Homo-
geneity facilitates networking, which is so necessary to build a successful career.

Networks and the Marketplace

The academic community is a network of supportive relationships. It was once
described as an informal exchange market where participants use barter to accu-
mulate IOUs and to promote their careers. It is not uncommon for young white
scholars to put their energy into helping superstars with their research for the sake
of a simple publication acknowledgment. White scholars often edit the work of
colleagues before publication as a mechanism for building obligations within the
profession. Black newcomers will discover instead that they are not asked to read
papers or do things that will incur obligations. Black colleagues are rarely asked
to be co-principal investigators, even in large research projects on blacks.

To be blunt, very few whites will incur obligation from blacks. Hence blacks
are seldom allowed to participate in the ongoing exchange process. Without cur-
rency, blacks cannot negotiate in the academic marketplace. Trying to break 
into this circle of supportive and reciprocal relationships is difficult, if not impos-
sible. As one white colleague put it, “Black grapes don’t grow on the same vine
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as white grapes.” There is no mechanism that the university can use to graft 
these relationships.

Black newcomers may also find the power array within the university bureau-
cracy confusing. At first glance university administrators appear to have consid-
erable power, but newcomers discover that they are often relatively powerless in
tenure matters. Only presidents and deans have any real power over senior pro-
fessors in tenure matters. High-level black administrators are simply extensions
of the president and cannot help when black professors come under attack within
departments. Perhaps the most surprising and puzzling aspect of the academic cul-
ture is how the possibility of an appointment at an elite university serves to dis-
cipline the behavior and research of professors at lesser known universities.

The Lure of Academic Heavens

The most prestigious universities are considered academic heavens. A professor
can ascend to these institutions once he or she is acknowledged to be the best
scholar in his or her field. Such universities can confer added prestige and visi-
bility. The myth is that these universities, after surveying the field, only recruit
the best. Professors there have titled chairs, big offices, bright graduate students,
and high salaries—perks not available in lesser-known institutions. Obviously
only a few colleges and universities qualify as academic heavens.

The operating culture of colleges and universities varies from region to region
and within regions, but there are three basic types: research, teaching, and uplift.
In a research culture the emphasis is on finding and discovering. Professors are
expected to look for new theories, reinterpret old findings, and write about them.
Students in this culture are viewed as the audience. They listen to those who dis-
cover and write. In a teaching culture, the emphasis is on describing what others
have discovered and reported. Students are viewed as a service constituency. Pure
teachers act as ambassadors from the scholarly world. Occasionally they report
insights, but their primary goal is to decode scholarly research for students. In the
uplift institutions, the emphasis is on facilitating class mobility among students.
Teachers seek to compensate for inadequacies of a poor high-school education and
erase whenever possible working-class markings (speech patterns, writing, and
manners). Students are considered clients, and the services provided are mainly
socio-psychological.

This typology does not suggest that these institutions are mutually exclusive or
that the location of institutions in the academic hierarchy is fixed. Obviously not
all universities and colleges with research cultures are considered elite institutions.
It is equally true that the research culture is not adverse to having first-rate teach-
ing staffs. Correspondingly, uplift colleges and universities teach and grant procure-
ment credentials. One of the great myths of academe is that all higher educational
institutions are equal at some level. Academia is a world that espouses egalitarian-
ism, but practices elitism. All academics believe that first-rate minds can be found
in what they call “Podunk U.” In other words, the winnowing process is neither
absolute nor fair. In a homogenized academic world, the cream does not always rise
to the top. Therefore it is difficult to say which type of institution is best at what.20
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Ask any seven political scientists what are the seven best political science
departments in the country, and you will get at least seven different answers.
Granted, there will be departments that are frequently named, but the mixes will
vary. The reason for this lack of consensus is that ranking departments is a purely
subjective process. Some departments have more productive Americanists, oth-
ers have professors who are more visible in international relations, and still oth-
ers have “stars” in political theory and comparative politics. The annual rankings
of such publications as U.S. News & World Report provide favorable publicity and
reassure alumni, but the discipline has its own standards for rankings. Some peo-
ple judge departments on the productivity of the members and others on the
prestige of the institutions.21

Prestige seems to carry weight in the magazine and in the practitioner rank-
ing process based on two assumptions. The first assumption is that prestigious uni-
versities can always attract or raid productive scholars from lesser-known
institutions. The second assumption is that such scholars will come because being
granted tenure at a prestigious institution means that one is obviously at the top
of his or her field. As in most fields some professors are more equal than others.

White Superstar Political Scientists

An academic superstar is a person whose reputation for scholarship extends
beyond the bounds of his or her host institution. Such individuals have made what
is considered to be a “defining contribution” to their field; they are the so-called
names in the field. Graduate students are required to read their work. Journalists
refer to them repeatedly as sources of expertise. They may be known for a par-
ticular approach or school of thought. Their work is engaged in the verifying and
revising of the major paradigms of the discipline, and some of it is seminal. These
are the men—and women—of knowledge who create the research agenda of the
discipline and announce the death of a paradigm. As one superstar has described
himself, “I am the straw that stirs the drink.” Stirring the drink implies power.
Power as defined by scholars is the ability to occupy an academic space; that
is, no one can address the issues on which they have written without men-
tioning their names.

With stardom come the perks. Citations in books and articles are important,
but the real recognition comes at discipline conventions.22 Fawning over super-
stars is not uncommon. In such meetings the hierarchy of social status is estab-
lished and reified. Stars are given single billing on the program. They are invited
to special and sometimes secret gatherings.

Superstar professors operate in a fiercely competitive environment. As inno-
vators, discipline builders, and paradigm challengers, they write the books that
others feel compelled to respond to, review, and quote. Their networks are filled
with rumors about outside offers, salaries, and perks. Superstars are comfortable
with controversy and the spotlight. Although some of the most powerful disci-
pline superstars are not known to the general public, their views are taken seri-
ously within academia and solicited by public intellectuals and other members of
the discipline.
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The rank and status of white superstars in their disciplines allow them tremen-
dous flexibility and mobility. Their home universities are prepared to exempt
them from all types of organizational rules to keep them happy. Their host insti-
tutions will accept behavior that they would not tolerate from other professors.
The names of superstars always appear on nationwide search lists for distinguished
professorships and titled chairs. Their best graduate students are considered exten-
sions of superstardom and are preferred by research universities. This national vis-
ibility allows the home university to claim that it maintains a distinguished
faculty. This reputation attracts graduate students, foundation and government
grants, and media attention. The departure of a superstar from his or her home
university usually causes a stir within the entire discipline. It may cost the
departed institution some prestige and standing within the university department
ranking system.

Obviously not all white professors are superstars or what sociologist Alvin
Gouldner refers to as “cosmopolitans.” Most are “locals,” professors with less out-
side visibility that do the housekeeping for their institutions.23 What is less obvi-
ous is why the non-superstars enjoy so much local authority within the university.
They have gained power by becoming students of university politics. They have
invested their time and energy in university committee service and in adminis-
trative positions. A professor who has not written anything in twenty years can
still hold his or her own in a department committee meeting. For this reason
such a person may wield as much clout as a superstar in matters of granting
tenure and recruitment. Yet within the scholarly community at large they are
not taken seriously.

Are There Black Superstars?

What is a black superstar? How are they different from lesser-known colleagues?
Are black superstars accorded the same deference as their white counterparts? It
is difficult to answer these questions because there is no empirical research on
the subject. Part of the argument in this essay is that black political scientists
are not treated equally but that the discipline still has a few black superstars.
Some of their work is cited in this volume. The key indicator of superstardom
is visibility outside of one’s home department. In political science, academic sta-
tus is accorded to individual work that demands citations. If black superstars’
work “demands” citation, why aren’t they leaders in their subfield? Why can’t
they exercise authority within the university or home departments? Herein lies
the difference between white and black superstars. Whereas white superstars
usually dominate the discourse in their subfield, a black superstar needs only to
be a productive and high profiled participant. Black superstars are considered
exceptions to the rule that blacks are not productive scholars. Being able to
come up with a black person’s name is not to be confused with total acknowl-
edgment. White scholars may concede that these black scholars are good but not
great. Despite media recognition for a being an expert on black political behav-
ior, black superstars cannot escape the “exception” label. Accordingly, black
superstars can be divided into two subgroups: discipline stars and intellectual

C H A P T E R  T H R E E48



celebrities. For discipline stars the real capital in academia is an award-winning
book. Frank Westie  observed:

One can, however, seek other forms of capital: permanent ensconcement in the
bound journals, those dead sea scrolls which our faith tells us will forever occupy
an important place on the shelves of libraries as long as there are libraries; recog-
nition in the form of footnotes and citations, both now and in future; and the
satisfaction that one’s having lived made a difference, and more of a difference
than the lives of those who gathered more worldly treasures.24

Since scholarly reputation is so critical to becoming a discipline superstar, one
is obligated to write at least more than one major book or critical article in one’s
subfield. Ironically a black political scientist can become a well-known political
scientist by writing books or articles that criticize the so-called black civil rights
leadership. This is particularly true for intellectual celebrities. After these indi-
viduals make appearances in the media and on talk shows, they achieve celebrity
or pundit status.

Because the entire business of evaluating superstars is based on reputation, it
is difficult to discuss the topic of black superstars with any certainty. There is no
published ranking of black political scientists. We don’t know whether black and
white political scientists would rank each other differently. Would blacks rank
other blacks differently than whites? Would whites rank each other differently?
Generally speaking, political scientists do not like to rank colleagues publicly, but
ranking is widely used informally in appointments and tenure decisions. Outside
tenure reviewers are often asked to rank the tenure applicant against scholars in
the subfield. Since the letters are usually confidential, we do not know whether
blacks are routinely ranked against whites. It would not be surprising to find that blacks
are graded against other blacks and not compared with their white colleagues.

The real issue is whether superstars have equal status. Can black and white
superstars demand the same salaries, titled professorships, research opportunities,
and association honors? I believe such racial parity is a goal yet to be achieved.
As the Kilson chapter suggests, a rigid activist/technocrat dichotomy is difficult
for black political scientists. They are often forced into the role of activist because
they are troubled by the injustice in the outside world. White scholars have the
luxury, if they choose to take advantage of it, of avoiding controversial racial issues.
As a white colleague once said to this writer, he was not expected to do anything
other than write books and articles. Many black scholars feel compelled to do
something about political life in their communities. Political science as a discipline
celebrates democracy and extols civic participation, but it does not reward schol-
ars who are activists. Political activists are not the leaders in their subfield. Indeed,
being perceived as being too close to politicians and “real politics” is frowned upon.
We write books suggesting that participation improves democracy, but we often
eschew colleagues who actually get involved in politics. In Through the Looking
Glass, Alice walks through a mirror into a strange land populated by chess pieces,
where everything happens backward, and newcomers are confused. It is no won-
der that newcomers are confused.
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Possibilities for Life in Academia

Is there space for a scholar who is not trying to serve power, but is committed to
creating work that helps the public understand government? Yes. There are schol-
ars who question authority, attack government bureaucracies, lambaste the press,
and excoriate wrongdoings of powerful politicians. Can these politicians have
credibility and visibility with the attentive public? Yes. However the majority of
successful professors could not be described in those terms. There is a quota on
these types of critics.

Many black political scientists chafe at being called servants of power. Most
do not find the old university jokes that “academics are the court jester of the
advanced capitalist society” or “you can’t start a revolution with a Ford Founda-
tion grant” funny. Like their white colleagues they see themselves trying to under-
stand the human condition and to report it as it is. Most seek to describe the
positive aspects of the human condition. Whether that is rescuing black people
from stereotypes, calling attention to their misery, documenting historical over-
sights, or interpreting the pathos of black writers, the pattern of their work is not
to overthrow the system but to enlighten it.

Black political scientists cannot make a difference in departments unless they
have the needed numbers. No group can change the working environment with-
out large numbers. Therefore, the energy of tenured black professors should be
directed toward consolidating a power base within the university. This requires
an entrepreneurial spirit and a passion for recruiting black colleagues. Simulta-
neously, they must demand that the university allocate more prestige and status
to black professors in the form of titled chairs and research support. Most elite col-
leges and universities have a surplus of prestige value. They can easily absorb many
more blacks and minorities without forfeiting any rung on the prestige ladder.

The best survival strategy for a black newcomer is to accumulate as much aca-
demic capital as soon as possible. Not every black newcomer will become a super-
star, but he or she should work extremely hard until a judgment is made otherwise.

Why should black professors strive toward superstardom? The short answer
to this question is that marginality is the purgatory of academia. The longer
answer is that they should do so to acquire more status. Status is the currency of
university life. With status one can demand that certain things be done. One can
also threaten to leave if one doesn’t get one’s way. Without status, one can expect
a less than sympathetic hearing before administrators. Without academic capital
one cannot mentor or sponsor another minority professor’s career or insist on
tenure for him or her. Without the ability to replicate oneself, there is no cumu-
lative organizational power. Besides, it is difficult to imagine that universities
would tolerate large numbers of black locals.

Undermining white male-centeredness in academia may take another gener-
ation of alert scholars, but it will happen. The first step in this dismantling process
is to understand the university and its culture.
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Conclusion

This review of the academic community does not reflect every university or polit-
ical science department. It is by necessity a composite portrait. A few political
science departments have not been afraid to recruit and grant tenure to more than
one black political scientist. It is important also to point that a few black politi-
cal scientists have not faced the types of tactics reported in this essay.

This essay is aimed at those departments who believe that their stalling and
blocking tactics have gone undetected. Its other purpose is to alert readers to the
challenges faced by African American political scientists. Changing this culture
is not the sole responsibility of these newcomers; it is an assignment for all mem-
bers of this Wonderland.
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P A R T  I I

Globalization and 

Transnational Politics

THE TERM “GLOBALIZATION” is perhaps the most overused, misun-

derstood, and contested term in the discipline. We live in what William

Knoke’s Bold New World calls a “Placeless society.” Everything is every-

where. There is an old saying that nothing is certain but death and taxes. Glob-

alization may be added to these two inevitabilities.

There are a variety of articles and books written about how this phenome-

non affects the nation’s economy and culture. Paul Kennedy’s Preparing for the

Twenty-First Century questions whether we have the political structures for a

global society. James Mittleman’s The Globalization Syndrome: Transformation and

Resistance also raises questions about globalization’s process and impact on nations.

Regardless of where one stands on the issue of globalization, the world

economies and demographics are shifting so discernibly that internal national iso-

lation is an extremely difficult policy to maintain. Political scientists are devot-

ing more time to analyzing the impact of these changes on politics. It would be

too inward looking to organize a volume on the state of the discipline without

paying attention to this critical discourse. Black Americans will not be spared from

the impact of globalization on our economy or our politics. The essays in Part II

concern the impact of globalization throughout the African Diaspora.

Television has taught ordinary African Americans that there are individuals

with the same ancestry living over the world. There are black Arabs, Brazilians,

and Fijians. The Diaspora is huge, but do we share more than skin color and hair

texture? As the world gets smaller, these are questions we will be forced to confront.
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Black Politics in Latin America

An Analysis of National and Transnational Politics

OLLIE A. JOHNSON III

Introduction

IN THE LAST 25 YEARS, scholars have made significant contributions to our
understanding of race and ethnicity and, more specifically, of Black populations
in Latin America. Most of these books and articles have come from historians
(Andrews 2004; Appelbaum, Macpherson, and Rosemblatt 2003; Davis 1995a),
anthropologists (Wade 1993, 1997; Whitten and Torres 1998; Yelvington 2001),
and sociologists (Hasenbalg 1986; Twine 1998; Winant 2001). As a result, we
have a better sense of the central roles that Africans and their descendants have
played in shaping Latin America. Contemporary Latin American religion, cui-
sine, music, style, language, and social relations all bear the marks of African influ-
ence. However, in the area of government and politics, intellectuals have paid
far too little attention to Afro-Latin American movements, organizations, and
struggles for justice, equality, and democracy.1

For example, in Utopia Unarmed: The Latin American Left after the Cold War
(1993), Mexican political scientist Jorge G. Castañeda argues that the post–cold
war period represented a great opportunity for the Latin American Left to influ-
ence the direction of social and political change. He maintains that the eco-
nomic crises and processes of democratization opened political space throughout
the region for leftist policies that could promote economic growth and reduce
inequality. Like most progressives, Castañeda identifies poverty and social inequal-
ity as the key problems to be overcome. Unfortunately, he fails to examine how
these fundamental problems are directly related to race and ethnicity.

Castañeda is hardly the only political scientist to ignore Afro-Latin Ameri-
can political activity. Centrist, conservative, and other leftist political scientists
who study Latin America have also neglected this area of inquiry. Scholars must
investigate Blacks in Latin America as political actors to increase our under-
standing of Latin American politics. A few political scientists such as Hanchard
(1994), Nobles (2000), and Thorne (2003) are beginning to join historians,



anthropologists, and sociologists in highlighting the roles of Blacks in Latin Amer-
ica. These scholars are following the initiatives of Afro-Latin American intel-
lectuals and activists (Fontaine 1980; Moore 1989; Mosquera 2000; Nascimento
1978; 1982) who have been condemning pervasive racial inequality and dis-
crimination and documenting Black political action for decades. In this tradition,
this chapter examines Black political participation in several Latin American
countries and discusses the development of Black transnational advocacy networks
in the Americas. I conclude by highlighting ongoing Black political activity in
the Americas.

In the last two decades, Black Latin Americans have made progress in pub-
licizing their political agendas. Black groups have become more politically active.
This progress has highlighted several challenges for Black political struggle that
vary by country and often within countries. First, after Blacks gain government
recognition and formal support for specific public policies, the crucial question
becomes how to implement those policies, laws, and programs. Frequently, pol-
icy implementation does not follow policy formulation. Second, Blacks are divided
by various political, economic, social and cultural cleavages. One of the most
important is the ideological debate over autonomy. Should Blacks work prima-
rily within their own communities to build strong organizations, movements, and
identities? Or should Blacks struggle primarily in alliance with sympathetic White,
Mestizo, and Indigenous groups to improve their socioeconomic and political
conditions? Generally, Afro-Latin Americans have pursued both strategies. Third,
political context greatly shapes Black political activity in Latin America. Social-
ist revolution in Cuba and civil war in Colombia are two clear examples of major
events and processes impacting the evolution of Black politics.

Where Are Blacks in Latin America? 
Questions of Identity and Visibility

People of African ancestry represent approximately 30 percent of the more than
500 million Latin Americans (Minority Rights Group 1995; Race Report 2003, 1–2;
Rout 1976). Most Latin American governments have not attempted to count the
number of Blacks or African descendants as part of their regular censuses. This
failure has created a situation of official invisibility for Blacks in many government
reports, studies, and policies. Some argue that Latin American population groups
have mixed so much over the years that categorizing them by race or ethnicity would
be impossible or extremely difficult to do accurately. Other scholars have argued
that race and ethnicity are of limited relevance in Latin America because these
group identities are weak and rarely politically relevant. In contrast, Black Latin
American leaders generally state that race does matter, that there is a sense of Black
or Afrodescendant group identity, and that Blacks are victims of discrimination and
neglect in education, employment, housing, health care, and other sectors of social
life (Alianza Estrategica; Cowater International Inc. 1999; Hasenbalg 1986).

Blacks live in all Latin American nations, though they tend to be most visi-
ble in the Caribbean and coastal areas of Central and South America. Haiti, the
Dominican Republic, Cuba, Brazil, Colombia, Panama, Venezuela, and Puerto
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Rico have the largest and most visible Black populations. Ecuador, Peru, Mexico,
and the other Central American countries have smaller African descendant com-
munities. Uruguay, Argentina, Chile, Paraguay, and Bolivia generally have the
smallest Black populations in Latin America (Cowater International Inc. et al
1996; Minority Rights Group 1995; Race Report 2003).

In Shades of Citizenship: Race and the Census in Modern Politics (2000), polit-
ical scientist Melissa Nobles has argued persuasively that racial censuses are not
neutral and objective instruments of scientific study. Rather, they are fundamen-
tally political means by which the state classifies and categorizes its population.
Although most Latin American countries have not regularly conducted racial,
ethnic, or color censuses, Black activists have been encouraged by recent politi-
cal developments in Brazil, Colombia, and Ecuador.

Afro-Brazilian intellectuals and organizations have advocated for inclusion
and worked with the census bureau, scholars, and other groups to influence the
process of census taking. Brazil stands out in Latin America in that most of its
censuses since 1872 have nominally included a color question. The census cur-
rently allows individuals to identify as Branca (White), Preta (Black), Parda
(Brown), Amarela (Yellow), and Indigena (Indigenous) or not to identify. Black
Brazilian leaders consider it a victory that Afro-descendants are counted. But
they generally do not endorse the division between Blacks and Browns. Most
Black leaders and groups use terms like Negros (Blacks) and Afro-Brasileiros (Afro-
Brazilians) to refer to Blacks and Browns or people of African ancestry.

The Colombian national government has been inconsistent and ineffective
in conducting a racial census. Government and private sector estimates of the
Black population vary widely. Black groups are working with the census bureau,
DANE (Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadistica [National Adminis-
trative Statistics Department]) to ensure an accurate count of Afro-Colombians
in the next census. This author attended public meetings in Cartagena and
Bogota, Colombia, in 2003 and 2004, in which Black leaders expressed their fear
that if DANE conducts the census without outside participation it will undercount
Afro-Colombians. Dr. Cesar Augusto Caballero Reinoso, DANE director,
acknowledged these concerns. Nevertheless, many Afro-Colombian leaders
remained skeptical that DANE would discover the true Afro-descendant per-
centage of the Colombian population (Thorne 2003, 315).

Although the Colombian constitution of 1991 defines the nation as pluri-eth-
nic and multicultural, Colombia’s many Black elected officials and activists have
been protesting the Black population’s exploitation and neglect by the state.
These leaders have also been working to guarantee implementation of Law 70,
which recognizes the Afro-Colombian population as an ethnic group with cer-
tain territorial, economic, political, and cultural rights. Black activists also ques-
tion the effectiveness of the Office of Black Community Affairs (Direccion de
Asuntos para las Comunidades Negras) formed in 1994 within the Interior Min-
istry to develop public policies to assist Black communities in attaining their full
constitutional rights (DACN 1997).

The Ecuadorian constitution of 1998 defines the country as pluri-cultural and
multiethnic among other characteristics. There is also specific reference to “los

B L A C K  P O L I T I C S  I N  L AT I N  A M E R I C A 57



pueblos negros o afroecuatorianos” (Black peoples or Afro-Ecuadorians) having col-
lective rights (Constitución Política 2002). Although the Indigenous movements in
Colombia and Ecuador have led the campaigns for officially recognizing racial and
ethnic diversity, Black groups in both countries and throughout the region have used
these constitutions to call attention to their cultural uniqueness.

Throughout Latin America, Black politicians and social movement leaders
often invoke historical struggles against racial oppression to give a positive con-
notation to Black racial identity. This strategy attempts to counter the negative
image of Blackness as intrinsically related to poverty and backwardness and the
alleged political irrelevance of Blackness in societies dominated by notions of mis-
cegenation, mestizaje, and racial democracy. To increase their potential con-
stituency, Afro-Latin American leaders have tended to adopt a broad and flexible
view of Black identity. These leaders have demanded that national censuses
include race or color questions to determine the national racial composition.
Moreover, Black leaders have supported efforts to define their countries as mul-
ticultural, multiethnic, and pluri-national. In addition, these leaders and activists
have developed ties with Blacks in other countries as a way of strengthening a
transnational Black identity. Together these efforts are consolidating a subna-
tional Black identity, a national identity that includes people of African ances-
try, as well as a Pan-African identity in the international sphere (Alianza
Estrategica; Cowater International Inc. 1999; de la Torre 2002; Nascimento and
Nascimento 1994; Moore et al 1995).

Black National Politics in Latin America

The most intractable problem for both the state and society in the matter of Afro-
Latin Americans is how, for the first time in their collective history, to incor-
porate demands of nondominant groups into the system of governance.
(Dzidzienyo 1995, 346)

The literature on race and politics has recently begun to address the causes and
consequences of Black political struggles in Latin America. Black Latin Ameri-
cans have organized themselves, allied with other political groups and politicians,
and demanded recognition as political actors, as well as the implementation of
government initiatives to improve their living conditions. The confluence of
Black political activism, democratization, and alliances with major politicians
has led to a series of racially explicit state agencies and policies that are unprece-
dented in postslavery Latin American politics (Andrews 1991; Conniff and Davis
1994; Guimarães 1995).

Throughout Latin America, democratization over the last two decades has
brought about a change in the political opportunity structure for groups tradi-
tionally marginalized from power. In the 1960s and 1970s, most countries expe-
rienced some type of authoritarian rule. Military dictatorships routinely violated
the rights and liberties of the people and often cancelled and manipulated elec-
tions. Since the 1990s, most countries have made the transition to civilian rule,
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and this process has increased opportunities for partisan electoral competition and
popular participation.

In this more democratic environment, Black political organizations and social
movements have been more successful in calling attention to the political exis-
tence of Black Latin Americans as citizens (Hanchard 1994; Wade 1997, 95–110;
Walker 2001, 284–347). This is no small achievement. Activists have changed
the political debate in Latin American societies in three main ways. First, they
have hammered at the point that racism and racial discrimination exist. This view
contradicts the popular perspective that racism does not exist in Latin America
and instead is a problem unique to societies that experienced rigid racial segre-
gation, such as the United States and South Africa. Black activists have also
emphasized that Afro-Latin Americans tend to trail White Latin Americans in
practically every country on the standard indicators of socioeconomic status, such
as income, education, and health. Second, they have argued that because racism
and racial inequality exist, it is the government’s responsibility to improve the
situation through institutional measures, policies, and programs. Third, Black
leaders and groups have been most responsible for challenging negative scholarly
and public opinion about Blacks and Blackness in Latin America (Bello and
Rangel 2002; Cowater International Inc. 1999; Minority Rights Group 1995).

Blacks have been elected to executive and legislative offices throughout Latin
America, but at rates well below their proportion of the population. Given this polit-
ical underrepresentation and the economic marginalization of their communities,
Afro-Latin American politicians and activists often support race-specific public poli-
cies. They argue that these policies are necessary to combat racial discrimination,
Black subordination, and racial inequality. The public policies vary considerably by
country. A brief review of several countries demonstrates this diversity.

Brazil

Brazil is the most populous country in Latin America with more than 180 mil-
lion people. Forty-five percent of the population is of African ancestry. In the
1970s, Afro-Brazilian activists founded the Unified Black Movement (MNU
[Movimento Negro Unificado]), the Black Cultures Research Institute (IPCN
[Instituto de Pesquisas das Culturas Negras]), and other groups to protest against
racial discrimination, police violence, and poverty. Blacks also participated
actively in the leading labor union, community, and student groups fighting
against the Brazilian military dictatorship (1964–1985). Over the last thirty-
five years, many Black activists and intellectuals have formed organizations to
mobilize Blacks to improve all areas of Black life. One of the most significant
developments is the emergence of Black women’s groups, such as the Black
Women’s Institute (Geledes–Instituto da Mulher Negra) and the Black Women’s
House of Culture (Casa de Cultura da Mulher Negra). These groups work to reduce
sexism and domestic violence and advocate for human rights (Fontaine 1985a,
b; Gonzalez 1985; Hanchard 1994; Reichmann 1999). Although all these groups
and others continue to fight against Brazilian racism, much of the literature
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emphasizes their organizational and ideological weaknesses (Burdick 1995; Marx
1998; Twine 1998).

Leading Black politicians and activists, including Abdias do Nascimento,
Lelia Gonzalez, Helio Santos, and Benedita da Silva, worked consistently to con-
vince their political parties and party leaders to recognize the ongoing negative
influence of racism within the country. Eventually, Nascimento and da Silva
became the strongest and most visible Afro-Brazilian advocates in the Brazilian
Congress. During the 1980s and 1990s, they criticized the “myth of racial democ-
racy” within the national Chamber of Deputies and Federal Senate, and da Silva
attempted to organize fellow Black elected officials and educate the nation about
the specific difficulties still facing Afro-Brazilians (da Silva et al. 1997; Nascimento
and Nascimento 1994). One of the problems Nascimento and da Silva faced was
the underrepresentation of Blacks in Congress. In a country in which Afro-Brazil-
ians (Blacks and Browns) make up almost 50 percent of the population, they com-
prise less than 5 percent of congressional representatives (Johnson 1998; Valente
1986). Continuing the efforts of Nascimento and da Silva, Deputy Luiz Alberto
from Bahia and Senator Paulo Paim from Rio Grande do Sul are working with
other politicians and Black movement activists to pressure political parties and
the state to address more effectively the issue of race.

In the Latin American context, Black Brazilian leaders have been successful
in getting government officials to acknowledge their concerns. At the state and
local levels in São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Minas Gerais, and Rio Grande do Sul,
such government agencies as the Council for Participation and Development of
the Black Community (Conselho de Participação e Desenvolvimento da Comunidade
Negra) and the Special Office for Afro-Brazilian Affairs (Secretaria pela Promoção
e Defesa Afro-Brasileira) were created to incorporate Blacks into the policymak-
ing process. Nationally, the Brazilian government in 1988 created the Palmares
Foundation (Fundação Cultural Palmares), whose purpose is to work with educa-
tional, governmental, and private institutions and the public to increase aware-
ness of Afro-Brazilian contributions to Brazilian society and culture. The
foundation publishes materials by and about Afro-Brazilians and sponsors educa-
tional forums. More recently, the foundation has become involved in assisting
traditional rural Black communities in gaining legal title and ownership of their
communal lands. Moreover, the Fernando Henrique Cardoso presidential admin-
istration (1995–2003) created the Interministerial Working Group with repre-
sentatives from all cabinet ministries to develop public policies to improve the
situation of Blacks (Santos 1999). By the end of the Cardoso administration,
the national government and some state governments began passing affirmative
action legislation. The most controversial is the affirmative action policy in edu-
cation. The state government of Rio de Janeiro and several others have adopted
fixed percentages or quotas for Black public university admissions (Heringer 2002;
Htun 2004).

The administration of President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (2003–present) has
also been formally responsive to the demands of the Workers Party’s Black activists
and elected officials. The Lula government created the Special Office for the Pro-
motion of Racial Equality (SEPPIR [Secretaria Especial de Politicas de Promoção da
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Igualdade Racial]) on March 21, 2003. This unit was designed to advocate for
racial equality throughout all policy areas. The head of the Special Office is
Matilde Ribeiro, a Black activist from São Paulo who has been given cabinet
minister status to recognize the government’s commitment to pursuing pro-
racial equality policies. Minister Matilde Ribeiro has had to struggle for resources
to staff and structure her office. She sees her mission as one of building support
within the government and the public for affirmative action and other public poli-
cies that will reduce racial inequality and improve the socioeconomic situation
of Afro-Brazilians. In an interview with this author in November 2003, Min-
ister Ribeiro stated that she has already been successful in working with the
ministries of Education, Health, and Culture. A lack of resources to fully 
implement its agenda represents the main challenge for Minister Ribeiro’s Spe-
cial Office.

In an unprecedented move, President Lula appointed three additional Afro-
Brazilians, Marina Silva (Environment), Gilberto Gil (Culture), and Benedita da
Silva (Social Welfare), to cabinet minister positions. Despite her close relations
with President Lula, da Silva was forced to resign early in Lula’s administration
because of her questionable use of public funds for personal travel. It is unclear
whether other cabinet ministers, agency heads, and thousands of government
workers fully embraced the government’s policies of reducing racial inequality and
Black poverty while giving Blacks more educational and employment opportu-
nities. To what degree did government officials support, resist, or ignore Minister
Ribeiro’s efforts? New research is necessary to answer this question.

Ecuador

Ecuador is politically unstable and economically vulnerable. A large percentage
of its population of 13 million is poor and lacks access to quality education and
employment. At 5 percent of the national population, Afro-Ecuadorians are vir-
tually absent from the country’s political and economic elite. For many years, left-
ist Jaime Hurtado was the most visible Afro-Ecuadorian politician. Hurtado was
assassinated on February 17, 1999, in Quito near the national Congress building.
Hurtado’s political party, the Democratic Popular Movement (MPD [Movimiento
Popular Democratico]), a leftist party that doesn’t prioritize racism generally has
been successful in the majority Black province of Esmeraldas. Rafael Erazo, an out-
spoken leader of Hurtado’s party from Esmeraldas, is a first-term member and the
only Black deputy in Congress.

In Ecuador, there has been less governmental attention paid to the concerns
of Black political groups than in Brazil and Colombia. However, the powerful
Indigenous social movement has forced the Ecuadorian government to create a
range of policies and agencies for that population. PRODEPINE (Programa de
Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indigenas y Negros del Ecuador) is a foundation that has
distributed government funds to Indigenous and Black communities for diverse
development projects. The Afro-Ecuadorian Development Corporation, a gov-
ernment agency, has recently begun operation. It has a mandate to develop poli-
cies and programs to improve the living conditions of Blacks. Moreover, there
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have been specific government initiatives in the cities of Esmeraldas and Quito
directed toward the Black population (de la Torre 2002).

Cuba

Cuba is a crucial case for examining the role of Blacks in Latin American poli-
tics. The Cuban Revolution of 1959 brought Fidel Castro and his brother Raul
Castro to power, where they remain almost 50 years later. This Caribbean social-
ist revolution transformed social relations, political institutions, and culture. The
revolutionaries created a more egalitarian society with an emphasis on free edu-
cation and health care, and a comprehensive social welfare state. On its own
terms, the revolution endures despite the counter-revolutionary activities of the
U.S. government and the Cuban exile community concentrated in southern
Florida. As the poorest segment of the country, Blacks have benefited from the
revolutionary government’s policies (De la Fuente 2001; McGarrity and Carde-
nas 1995; Perez Sarduy and Stubbs 1993; 2000).

The demise of the Eastern European socialist regimes and the Soviet Union
devastated the Cuban economy. Cuban trade with and aid from these govern-
ments declined dramatically in the 1990s and forced President Castro to declare
a “Special Period” of sacrifice. In response, the Cuban government opened the
country to foreign investment, promoted tourism, and allowed Cubans to open
small businesses. Despite tremendous pain and suffering resulting from the eco-
nomic crisis and decreased governmental support in the areas of health and
social services, the government survived when some commentators thought it
would not (Centeno and Font 1997; Oppenheimer 1992). However, Afro-
Cubans experienced a new level of racism as they were discriminated against in
the revitalized tourist industry. They also had fewer relatives abroad to send them
cash remittances (De la Fuente 1998, 2001). This reality created new tensions
in race relations and necessitates a review of the Cuban Revolution’s impact
on Blacks, despite the assertions of the government and its supporters of its pos-
itive characteristics.

This author spoke with various Cuban diplomats from the Cuban Interests
Section in Washington, DC, during the 1990s and with Cuban government and
Communist party officials in Havana, Cuba, in January 2000. These representa-
tives highlighted the brutality of the old Batista regime and the social progress of
the revolution. For example, Felix Wilson, Afro-Cuban diplomat and then First
Secretary of the Cuban Interests Section in Washington, DC, lectured at the
University of Maryland, College Park, in September 1997, emphasizing 
the improvement in literacy and life expectancy and the decline in infant mor-
tality and racial and gender discrimination between 1959 and 1997. He also
pointed out that in 1997 there were five Black government ministers and several
Black ambassadors and that Afro-Cubans were one-third of the parliament. In the
face of ongoing hostility from the most powerful government in the world, Wil-
son offered a strong defense of the revolution in terms of human development
and Black progress.
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Not all Afro-Cubans have such a positive evaluation. Carlos Moore, a promi-
nent ethnographer, has offered the most sustained critique of the Cuban Revo-
lution from an Afro-Cuban perspective. Moore, an initial supporter of the 
Revolution, had an early falling out with the new government and has since con-
ceptualized Fidel Castro and the Revolution as perpetuators of White supremacy.
He argues that Castro, his brother Raul Castro, and most political leaders are
White and have refused to allow an open national discussion of race in Cuba.
Moore acknowledges that the government’s commitment to national integration
appealed to all Cubans, especially Black Cubans, but maintains that the govern-
ment’s closing of all independent organizations and its failure to allow organized
dissent prohibits Blacks from fully protesting racial discrimination and creating
groups to promote their collective cultural and political interests (Moore 1989;
1995, 199–239).

Few have studied the evolution of Cuba’s racial question in the depth and
nuance of Cuban scholar Alejandro de la Fuente (2001). One of his main points
is that too many scholars have examined Cuban and Latin American race rela-
tions through North American eyes. De la Fuente argues that this has led to mis-
understandings of Latin American racial discourse and dynamics. He calls for
renewed attention to the concept of racial democracy. He argues that White
Cubans have tended to accept this idea as descriptive and have used it to pre-
vent a full debate on Cuba’s racial reality. On the other hand, Afro-Cubans have
more often embraced racial democracy as an ideal or goal to be achieved. These
divergent interpretations have led to Cubans generally embracing independence
hero José Martí’s formulation of Cuban identity as “more than mulatto, black, or
white” but differing substantially over the meaning of that identity.

De la Fuente has argued that Cubans have often worked together across racial
and class lines in the army, political parties, labor movements, and other areas.
His defense of the Cuban myth of racial democracy and other “Latin American
paradigms of racially mixed, integrated nations” highlights the positive charac-
teristics of these ideologies in restraining racist elite behavior, providing an inclu-
sive and participatory vision of the nation, and criticizing the brutal segregationist
and White supremacist patterns of race relations in the United States. Moreover,
these ideologies provided a stronger basis for Black social mobility and political
leadership in Latin America than is found in the United States. De la Fuente
maintains that scholars, especially those using the North American model, have
assumed incorrectly “that blacks should mobilize separately and that racially based
political mobilization is the legitimate—perhaps even only—way to fight racism
effectively” (2001, 9). He concludes by noting that, because formal racial segre-
gation was not the norm in postslavery Latin America, Afro-Latin American
political participation and social action usually assumed nonracial forms.

De la Fuente’s analysis tends to minimize the negative aspects of Latin Amer-
ican myths of racial democracy. These myths often serve to cover up and defend
manifestations of racism. The 1912 massacre of Afro-Cubans in the name of
defending the nation against racist Blacks is an important case in point (Helg
1995). The fact that Brazilian, Venezuelan, Cuban, and other Latin American
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officials have condemned acts of racial discrimination and their governments
have passed laws banning such discrimination means little if political leaders
then fail to actively fight against racial prejudice and enforce antidiscrimination
laws. Finally, myths of racial democracy are usually actively hostile to independ-
ent Black political organization. Black Latin American activists and intellectu-
als, such as Brazilian Abdias do Nascimento, Venezuelan Jesús “Chucho” García,
Colombian Juan de Dios Mosquera, and Cuban Carlos Moore, have consistently
made this point.

Summary of Black National Politics in Latin America

Major obstacles remain to the development of Black politics in Latin America
and public policies that address specific Black concerns. Despite the formal tran-
sition to democracy in most Latin American countries, political instability, vio-
lence, and poverty have led to ongoing human rights violations and limited
opportunities for Blacks and other groups to participate in politics. For example,
Colombia continues to suffer from civil war, and Ecuador has experienced major
government instability in recent years. As Latin America’s largest country, Brazil
has achieved political and economic stability, but at a tremendous cost. Socioe-
conomic and racial inequality, crime, and violence are widespread in Brazil’s urban
centers and rural areas. In addition, there remains the widespread political and
social belief that Latin Americans have transcended race. This idea delegitimizes
race-specific initiatives to overcome Black poverty and racial inequality.

Black political activists continue to overcome obstacles in their struggle to
improve Afro-Latin American living conditions. They work in political parties,
labor unions, community groups, professional associations, and their own Black
movement organizations. Slowly, they are gaining more visibility in public debates
and the mass media. Some Afro-Latin American activists have drawn on earlier
Pan-African experiences and recent Indigenous campaigns to internationalize their
struggle by establishing relationships with each other across borders and taking their
concerns to major international financial and government institutions.

Black Transnational Politics

Afro-Latin American Conferences and Meetings

Perhaps the most important contemporary phenomenon in the African world is
the emergence and re-assertion of the African people of South and Central
America within the context of Pan-Africanism. (Nascimento 1980, 1)

During the last thirty years, leading Afro-Latin American activists and intellec-
tuals have organized across national borders and worked continuously to unify
their forces and overcome various obstacles. These leaders have succeeded in
meeting regularly, exchanging information, outlining common problems, and
proposing solutions. However, they have not been able to implement many of
their proposals. Still, the totality of their efforts has created a transnational
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advocacy network committed to working to improve the situation of Blacks in
the Americas.

The network began in the 1970s and has gone through several phases. The
key events in the creation of this network were the four Congresses of Black Cul-
ture in the Americas. They were held in Cali, Colombia (August 1977); Panama
City, Panama (March 1980); São Paulo, Brazil (August 1982); and Quito, Ecuador
(1984). The outstanding achievement of the Congresses was the recognition that
Blacks had to unite across national boundaries to affirm their culture and iden-
tity as people of African ancestry. Scholars and activists presented papers and
offered analyses on diverse aspects of Black life in the Americas. Hundreds of
Blacks from many countries in the Americas and several representatives from
African countries participated in each Congress along with non-Black activists
and scholars. The lead organizer of each Congress was a citizen of the host coun-
try. The first three host leaders were Colombian Manuel Zapata Olivella, Pana-
manian Gerardo Maloney, and Brazilian Abdias do Nascimento (AfroDiaspora no.
1, 3, 4, 1983–1984; Davis 1995b; Nascimento 1980; Primer Congreso 1988).

The Congresses evolved over time in substance and form, maintaining the
organizational structure of dividing into working groups and having all delegates
approve resolutions and recommendations in the concluding sessions. Although
the working groups varied, together they debated the central cultural, socioeco-
nomic, and political issues facing Blacks in the Americas. The Congresses
approved resolutions condemning racism, racial discrimination, and White
supremacy. More important, they asked individual participants and their organ-
izations to do everything possible to improve the Black condition.

Congress leaders considered each gathering to be successful and created an
organizational structure to continue the work, which nonetheless was not main-
tained for various reasons. First, the leadership of the host government was sup-
posed to assume primary responsibility for the meeting arrangements. In Brazil,
Don Rojas of Grenada agreed to host the fourth Congress. However, before it
could be held, the Grenadian Revolutionary Government of Maurice Bishop was
overthrown and the U.S. government invaded and occupied the country. This
U.S. intervention interrupted activities of the Congress and required that it be
moved to a new location, Ecuador. The main problem leading to the demise of
the Congress was an inability to raise sufficient funds from Black individuals and
groups, thereby creating a dependency on outside governmental and civic insti-
tutions, such as the Organization of American States. Abdias do Nascimento
described in depth his difficulties in getting financial support for the 3rd Congress
in Brazil (Afrodiaspora 1983, 42, 71–82).

Nevertheless, the Congresses of Black Culture in the Americas represented
a tremendous achievement. For the first time Black leaders from throughout the
Americas united to discuss problems and propose solutions to the serious chal-
lenges facing Blacks in the hemisphere. Congress participants were usually already
activists and leaders in their respective countries, but the debates, discussions, and
activities helped them educate each other about their collective reality. Many par-
ticipants continued their work in their home countries, realizing the importance
of maintaining ties with their brothers and sisters throughout the Americas.
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After the last Congress was held, numerous meetings and gatherings through-
out the Americas have emphasized various aspects of Black life. Perhaps most
important was the First Seminar on Racism and Xenophobia held in Montevideo,
Uruguay, on December 8–10, 1994. This meeting was hosted by Mundo Afro, a
prominent Afro-Uruguayan organization. Participants divided themselves into
five major commissions and agreed that a permanent network of organizations and
activists would be necessary to maximize their effectiveness. Although Mundo Afro
would maintain a coordinating role, the network was divided into geopolitical
regions: North America, the Caribbean and Central America, and South Amer-
ica (Alianza estrategica; Davis 1995b, 364–69).

Black legislators from Latin America organized three unprecedented meetings
that laid the foundation for a new Black transnational network. On November
21–23, 2003, in Brasília, Brazil, on May 19–21, 2004 in Bogota, Colombia, and
on August 28–31, 2005 in San José, Costa Rica, Black elected officials from the
Caribbean and Latin America met to examine the situation of Afro-descendants
in the Americas. The deputies, representatives, and senators agreed that Black
people in different countries often face similar hardships. They decided to con-
tinue meeting and discussing how they as elected officials can best work to improve
the living conditions of their people. They summarized and distributed their views
in two documents: Carta de Brasília and Carta de Bogota.

Afro-Brazilian–African American Network

A key component of the internationalization of Afro-Latin American politics
involved U.S.-based institutions. Over the past twenty-five years, African Americans
have made numerous efforts to improve their relationship with Afro-
Brazilians, working through the U.S. government, nongovernmental organiza-
tions, political organizations, and individual contacts. As a result, there is cur-
rently an informal network of African Americans who travel regularly to Brazil;
host Black Brazilians when they visit the United States; teach African Brazilian
history, culture, and politics at the university and community levels; and in gen-
eral advocate strengthening pan-African ties between the two largest groups of
the African diaspora. Other Americans interested in racial issues have also con-
tributed to and are part of this network in key ways.

This section illuminates the immediate history, recent development, and cur-
rent status of this network by focusing on key events, organizations, individuals,
and activities in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. Clearly, there has been much con-
troversy, conflict, and relationship-building over the years. However, as a result
of numerous factors, African Americans and African Brazilian leaders have not
yet been able to build the formal and lasting organizational ties that they desire.

The 1970s
In the early 1970s, Afro-Brazilians were suffering with the rest of the country under
the most repressive period (1968–1973) of the twenty-one years of military author-
itarian rule (1964–1985). Leading Black political activists like Abdias do Nasci-
mento were severely constrained in their work, and some radical Black leaders
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such as Joel Rufino were tortured. Nascimento eventually went into exile, and
Rufino and others spent time in prison. In general, publicly discussing racism in
Brazil, attempting to organize Blacks for political action, and drawing inspiration
from the racial struggles of Blacks around the world were considered subversive
activities (Hanchard 1994; Nascimento and Nascimento 1994).

In contrast to the Nixon administration’s support of the brutal Médici admin-
istration, some U.S.-based institutions working in Brazil were not supportive of
authoritarian rule. Two in particular played important roles in assisting Brazilian
Blacks. The Ford Foundation and the Inter-American Foundation (IAF) estab-
lished a presence in Brazil in the early 1960s and early 1970s, respectively, and
since then have made numerous grants to Afro-Brazilian political organizations
and individuals. The IAF was created in 1969 as an independent agency of the
U.S. government to provide development assistance to organizations active in
Latin America and the Caribbean. The Ford Foundation is a private philan-
thropic foundation created in 1936 and has had a worldwide mission to improve
human welfare.

Although the IAF had been funding diverse groups throughout Brazil since
the early 1970s, it made a grant on February 4, 1977, that would have serious con-
sequences. On that day, the IAF gave $82,000 to the Research Institute of Black
Cultures (IPCN [Instituto de Pesquisas das Culturas Negras]) to buy office space and
support various community outreach programs. IPCN was a leading Black polit-
ical organization founded in 1975 to raise Black consciousness and organize and
mobilize Blacks against racial discrimination. In an interview with this author on
September 15, 1997, Carlos Medeiros revealed that IPCN founders emphasized
academic and cultural concerns to prevent drawing unwanted attention from the
military government and its repressive intelligence agencies to their political
activities. Nonetheless, the government did take notice of the grant and protested
to the IAF. The IAF refused to rescind the award and was asked by the Brazilian
government to leave the country. In 1978, the IAF did so and suspended its oper-
ations in Brazil for five years, until 1983.

The conflict between the IAF and the Brazilian government coincided with
President Jimmy Carter’s criticism of military dictatorships in Latin America and
their long record of human rights violations. The Brazilian military president,
Ernesto Geisel, did not appreciate Carter’s blunt remarks and considered them
attacks on Brazilian sovereignty. Diplomatic relations improved enough for the
IAF to return only after Ronald Reagan came to power in the United States and
General João Figueiredo became Brazil’s president. On its return, the IAF initially
made fewer grants to Black political groups in Brazil.

As a result of the IAF grant, IPCN was able to purchase a building in the Lapa
neighborhood near downtown Rio de Janeiro. IPCN remains one of the few Black
Brazilian groups to own its meeting space. The organization developed an exten-
sive program of activities related to the racial question in Brazil. IPCN held
numerous meetings, educational classes, lectures, and cultural events and was a
hub of Black movement activities in the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s.
In addition, the IPCN office became an obligatory stop for African Americans
with an interest in race and politics. In the author’s interview with Carlos
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Medeiros, he noted that some of the personal and political relationships between
Black Brazilians and Black Americans developed through IPCN in the 1970s and
1980s still continue today.

The 1980s
The Ford Foundation opened its Brazil office in Rio de Janeiro in 1961 and has
maintained an uninterrupted presence in the country since then (Brooke and
Witoshynsky 2002). As did the IAF, the Ford Foundation awarded money to var-
ious Black intellectuals and activists in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. In the last
few years, Ford has given millions of dollars to Afro-Brazilian groups, including
the Black Women’s Institute (Geledes–Instituto da Mulher Negra) for its innova-
tive and respected legal and educational programs. The Casa Dandara National
Association received $30,000 for an international conference on African Brazil-
ian rights and citizenship. Geledes and Casa Dandara are led by African Brazilians
Sueli Carneiro and Diva Moreira, respectively. These Black women have visited
various cities in the United States and met with African American intellectuals
and activists, such as Professor Ronald Walters and Gisele Mills.

The Ford Foundation’s generous funding of Afro-Brazilian scholarship and
community activism can be traced to its generally liberal and racially tolerant mis-
sion and to two important Black American program officers in Rio de Janeiro,
Michael J. Turner and Patricia Sellers, in the early 1980s (Brooke and Witoshyn-
sky 2002, 426). Before joining the Ford Foundation, Turner was a scholar on
Brazil and professor of African and Latin American history from New York, and
Sellers was a criminal defense lawyer and activist from Philadelphia. Turner 
and Sellers recommended the generous funding of Afro-Brazilian scholarship and
community activism. The foundation provided significant grants to one of the
leading Brazilian academic units on race relations and the situation of Blacks, 
the Center of Afro-Asian Studies (Centro de Estudos Afro-Asiáticos), based at
Candido Mendes University in Rio de Janeiro. During the tenure of Turner and
Sellers, the Ford Foundation also funded numerous community and economic
development programs in shantytowns and other low-income areas.

While working as Ford program officers, Turner and Sellers developed an
extensive range of Afro-Brazilian contacts. In numerous formal and informal set-
tings, these African Americans described and discussed the situation of Blacks in
the United States with Afro-Brazilian leaders, students, and professionals. A
tremendous cross-fertilization and exchange of ideas, experiences, and future plans
occurred. African Brazilians became connected indirectly to the Black U.S. expe-
rience. Afro-Brazilians who wanted to visit the United States often received
advice and contacts from Turner and Sellers. Similarly, the two were visited in
Brazil by their family and friends from the United States, who would then be intro-
duced to African Brazilians.2

In the 1980s, political events occurred in the United States that had reper-
cussions in Afro-Brazil. In 1984 and 1988, the Reverend Jesse Jackson campaigned
for the Democratic Party’s nomination for president. In his campaigns, Rev. Jack-
son questioned the elitist and Eurocentric aspects of U.S. foreign policy. He called
for more attention to Africa and the Caribbean, better relations with Fidel 
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Castro’s Cuba, and more Black participation in international affairs (Stanford
1997). Jackson’s rescue missions to the Middle East and other regions, as well as
his dramatic campaign and speaking style, caught the attention of African Brazil-
ian leaders. Jackson’s strong campaigns for one of the most important political
positions in the world inspired several Black Brazilians to greater political activism
(da Silva et al, 1997, 134–36).

Brazilian military rule ended in 1985. One of the important results of this tran-
sition has been the election of more Black members to the national Congress. Sev-
eral of these politicians have an interest in learning from the Black American
political experience and developing ties between African Brazilians and African
Americans. Abdias do Nascimento is a key figure for understanding relations
between Blacks in Brazil and the United States. Nascimento lived part of his exile
in the United States, where he met with a broad spectrum of the African Amer-
ican community: artists, professionals, Black Panthers, intellectuals, members of
Congress, and students. Nascimento always respected and admired the level 
of organization and political activity in the U.S. Black community. At the same
time, he found that African Americans had little knowledge of, but great inter-
est in, the situation of Blacks in Brazil. Consequently, he has consistently devoted
significant time to educating African Americans on the racial situation in Brazil.
In 1980 and 1983, Nascimento spoke to members of the Congressional Black Cau-
cus. In his speeches, he shocked American audiences by describing the reality of
Afro-Brazilians as more oppressive than that of American Blacks. He invited
U.S. Blacks to visit Brazil and witness this racial oppression for themselves (Nasci-
mento and Nascimento 1994, 49–53, 56–57).

The 1990s
Several times during the decade, politician Benedita da Silva and a group of 
Black Brazilian leaders visited the United States and met with Congressional Black
Caucus members and other Black leaders. Appalled by their lack of knowledge
about Brazil in general and Afro-Brazil in particular, the Brazilians commissioned
an English-language video on Blacks in Brazil for U.S. audiences. This excellent
documentary, Images of the Heart, was made by Afro-Brazilian filmmaker Joel Zito
Araújo in 1995. Furthermore, these Afro-Brazilian leaders created VisBrasil
(Centro AfroBrasileiro de Informação, Cooperação, e Capacitação [Afro-Brazilian
Center for Information, Cooperation and Training]). Based in Rio de Janeiro, this
organization was formed to increase the visibility of Brazilian Blacks who were
notoriously underrepresented in Brazilian mass media and usually stereotyped
when they were presented.

VisBrasil illustrates well the dilemma of many Black groups. Regina Domingues
and Judith Rosario, Afro-Brazilian researchers and activists, were chosen to run
the Rio de Janeiro office along with a very small support staff. Domingues and
Rosario were in the process of establishing the office and collecting demographic
data on the Afro-Brazilian population when they faced serious financial difficul-
ties. They both worked other full-time jobs and were unable to secure sufficient
funds from the sponsoring individuals and groups or to raise adequate funds from
other sources. Although VisBrasil had the backing of da Silva, João Jorge (leader
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of Olodum, a popular Black cultural group in Bahia), and many notable Black
political and cultural figures, it folded after less than two years because of a lack
of financial resources and a clear plan of action.

In the 1990s, three national African American figures visited Brazil and met
with top African Brazilians. Lee Brown, drug czar of the first Clinton adminis-
tration, traveled to Brazil to discuss the country’s increasing use as a shipment
point for drugs on their way to the U.S. market. Commerce Secretary Ron Brown
also visited Brazil in an official capacity to discuss commercial relations between
the two countries. He also visited a favela (shantytown) and met with Black
Brazilian political figures. Finally, in an interview with this author, former mem-
ber of Congress Adalberto Camargo explained that Jesse Jackson visited Brazil
and met with a broad range of Black politicians and activists, primarily to engage
in dialogue about problems shared with African Americans.

African American Political Exiles in Cuba

For the last forty years, prominent Black progressives, radicals and revolutionar-
ies from the United States have visited or moved to Cuba. Some have gone out
of curiosity. Others have gone out of solidarity. Still others have gone out of
necessity. Fidel Castro and his government have consistently encouraged African
Americans to visit (Reitan 2001; Tyson 1999; Brock and Castañeda Fuertes 1998).
Some African Americans, and Americans in general, continue to visit Cuba
despite the recent measures to restrict travel and limit relations between the
American and Cuban peoples.

The Cuban Revolution triumphed at a critical time in American history. For-
mal, explicit White supremacist segregation in the United States had been
declared illegal by the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision in
1954. However, because many White Americans in the South disagreed with this
decision, widespread segregation and brutal racial oppression still existed in the
late 1950s and throughout the 1960s. Robert Williams was one of the most
dynamic grassroots leaders fighting against White racism. Forced from his lead-
ership position in the NAACP because of his outspoken activism and embrace
of armed self-defense in Monroe, North Carolina, Williams argued vigorously
that Blacks should defend themselves against White terrorism and violence. He
had expressed early interest in the Cuban Revolution, visited Cuba, and met
Fidel Castro. Williams was impressed with Castro’s denunciation of racial dis-
crimination. Williams also perceived that Afro-Cubans were supportive of the rev-
olution (Tyson 1999, 220–43).

In the United States, Williams continued to denounce racism and segrega-
tion as illegal and un-American. He traveled throughout the country speaking
and organizing against White terrorism. Williams, believing that segregationists
in Monroe would unite with White racists in the state and national government
to kill him and his family, left the country through Canada and eventually set-
tled in Havana in October 1961. Castro and the Cuban government treated him
as a fellow revolutionary fighting for freedom. Initially, the Cuban government
assisted Williams in producing “Radio Free Dixie,” a progressive radio program
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broadcast to the United States. Radio Free Dixie combined music and commen-
tary to criticize American racism and encourage Black Americans to fight against
it (Tyson 1999, 287–92).

After four years in Cuba, Williams and his family left Cuba for China in 1965
for two main reasons. First, never one to engage in self-censorship, Williams had
spoken out publicly on the lack of racial diversity among Cuban leadership. This
commentary was unwelcome. As Carlos Moore has noted, the revolutionary
Cuban government has never allowed a full, open, and democratic debate on the
role of Blacks in Cuban society and government. Second, after the U.S.-govern-
ment-sponsored Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961, the Cuban government was becom-
ing increasingly concerned about its national security. More violent intervention
was a definite possibility. Cuban leaders felt that allowing Williams to continue
to antagonize its big neighbor to the north might hasten more violent interven-
tion. Consequently, Williams’s ability to speak his mind about what was hap-
pening in the United States and Cuba became increasingly limited (Reitan 2001;
Tyson 1999, 292–94).

After the departure of Williams, other Black American leaders received polit-
ical asylum in Cuba. Black Panther leader Eldridge Cleaver arrived in Cuba in
December 1968, hoping to train Black American militants in guerrilla warfare in
preparation for waging revolution in the United States. However, by that time,
the Cuban situation had become even more restrictive. Airplane hijackers
from the United States had forced the Cuban government to become extremely
cautious because it was uncertain whether the hijackers were legitimate revolu-
tionaries or U.S. government spies. Cleaver also left Cuba unsatisfied (Reitan
2001, 172–73).

William Lee Brent, a former Black Panther, hijacked an American plane to
Cuba in June 1969. After spending almost two years in a Cuban jail, Brent was
granted political asylum and remains in Cuba today (Brent 1996). Brent was one
of the first African American activists who fled to Cuba beginning in the late
1960s to avoid legal charges related to their political activism in the United
States. He was followed by Black Panther Party cofounder Huey P. Newton,
who lived in exile in Cuba from 1974 to 1977. Former Black Panther and
Black Liberation Army soldier Assata Shakur arrived in Cuba in 1986.
Nehanda Abiodun, a grassroots Black nationalist from New York, also fled the
U.S. and lives in exile in Cuba. These activists have been supported by the Cuban
government. Some like Huey P. Newton returned to face their charges. Others
like Brent, Shakur, and Abiodun have refused to return to the United States and
have experienced the triumphs and tragedies of Cuban socialism (Brent 1996;
http://www.afrocubaweb.com).

Conclusion: Black Politics in the Americas

Despite their significant presence throughout Latin America, Blacks have not had
much power and influence on government policies. However, since the 1970s,
Afro-Latin Americans have renewed their historic struggle for political inclusion
and social justice. Their efforts have been partially successful. Latin American
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leaders and the general public are more aware that Blacks exist as political actors
and that racial discrimination and inequality are problems that cannot be reduced
to poverty and social inequality. Throughout the region, governments have passed
and begun to implement race-specific policies and initiatives that respond to
Afro-Latin American demands.

Afro-Latin American leaders, activists, and intellectuals have protested con-
tinuing racial discrimination, pervasive poverty and hardship, and the lack of gov-
ernmental attention to their specific problems. These activities have contributed
to projects that illustrate both the successes and the challenges facing Blacks. In
2000, international development agencies and private groups (largely based in the
United States) founded the Inter-Agency Consultation on Race in Latin Amer-
ica (IAC). The IAC is an effort to coordinate the activities of important insti-
tutions in addressing the concerns of Afro-Latin American groups. The first
director of the IAC and the Inter-American Dialogue (IAD) Race Program was
Afro-Brazilian scholar and activist, Luiz Claudio Barcelos. For four years, Barce-
los was based in IAD’s office in Washington, DC, working with representatives
from international governmental organizations, Latin American governments,
the U.S. government, Black activist groups, and scholars (Race Report 2003).
Barcelos helped organize the meetings of Black elected officials in Brazil in 
2003 and Colombia in 2004. He also worked with Afro-Costa Rican leader Epsy
Campbell in her capacity as an elected official and as a leader of the Afro-
Caribbean and Afro-Latin American Women’s Network (La Red de Mujeres 
Afrocaribeñas y Afrolatinoamericanas). The Network has given Black women a
forum to organize against racism and sexism (Campbell Barr and Careaga 2002).

Judith Morrison became the new executive director of the IAC in 2004. An
African American scholar, activist, and management/foundation executive, Mor-
rison has continued and expanded the IAC’s work. She has traveled throughout
the United States and Latin America lecturing on the situation of Afro-Latin
Americans, organizing visits and exchanges among Black leaders, and encourag-
ing governments and other institutions to do more to reduce poverty, racial dis-
crimination, and racial inequality.

The activities of Judith Morrison and the IAC, Epsy Campbell and the Black
women’s network, and Black politicians from Latin America are among the many
initiatives that demonstrate the urgent need for political scientists to document
and analyze contemporary Black politics in Latin America. At the local,
national, and international levels, Afro-Latin Americans are continuing their
struggle against racial oppression. One aspect of that struggle is convincing non-
Blacks that formal and informal racial discrimination is wrong. Finally, there is
the unfinished task of building strong political, cultural, financial, and social
organizations and institutions to defend Black interests. Mapping the main trends
of Afro-Latin American political activity and researching the most important
Black political leaders and organizations are jobs that have only just begun.
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Notes
1. I would like to thank Lori S. Robinson for extensive comments and Kelli Morgan for

research assistance. The Race and Democracy in the Americas research group within the National
Conference of Black Political Scientists (NCOBPS) provided and continues to offer stimulating
debate on the issues discussed in this chapter. Some of the ideas and formulations in this chapter
were presented at Arizona State University at the Consortium on Qualitative Research Methods
(CQRM) in January 2003 and received constructive criticism from several participants. The
anonymous reviewers for Temple University Press also offered important suggestions for revisions.

2. In addition to research on the Ford Foundation at the Library of Congress in Washington,
DC, the author lived in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil for extended periods in the 1980s and 1990s, and
observed and participated in various activities organized by Turner and Sellers.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

Globalization and the 
Study of Development

VERNON D. JOHNSON

THIS ESSAY DISCUSSES THE evolution of development studies in the
contemporary period, which has come to be called the era of globaliza-
tion. The study of development, with economics as the lead discipline,

became a preoccupation of the social sciences after World War II. The postwar
international setting was structured by three forces: the rise of the United States
and the Soviet Union as global superpowers, the collapse of the European colo-
nial empires as a consequence of metropolitan enervation resulting from the war
effort, and the emergence of a host of sovereign postcolonial countries. The
United States and the Soviet Union were heirs to the Old European-based bal-
ance of power and became engaged in a global struggle for hegemony in the inter-
national state system. That strategic conflict was not only military and political
but it was also ideological. It was a competition between democratic capitalism
and state socialism, each of which purported to be better for the world than the
other. Because dozens of new countries were emerging from colonialism, it became
necessary for each side to compete for their allegiances by attempting to incor-
porate them into its power bloc and transfer its social system to them. The con-
cern for bringing development to the new countries, thus, was motivated more
by strategic interests than humanitarian considerations.1

Globalization can be seen as the spread of social forces and structures that
link peoples around the world in ways that are beyond the control of national
states and societies.2 The language of globalization has animated the imagination
of policymakers and publics since the downfall of the Soviet bloc and with it, the
end of the possibility for command economies and Leninist party–states. Two
issues are of importance here. First, from a Western perspective, what became
global after 1991 was the inexorable diffusion of market economies and demo-
cratic polities. Development, henceforth, has come to mean evolving in those eco-
nomic and political directions. With economics, as usual still the driving force
behind the pursuit of development, globalization has also been synonymous with
the incorporation of national economies everywhere into a world-economy and



the homogenization of economic structures and practices everywhere in compli-
ance with capitalist norms of efficiency and economic growth. Second, what we
have termed globalization after 1991 is only the most recent phase of forces that have
been in motion since 1492 and earlier. The last fifteen years can merely be seen as
the latest chapter of what began as the “expansion of Europe” after the voyages of
Columbus.3 From this vantage point, American leadership in the surge toward glob-
alization simply represents the further evolution of forces animated by World War
II, when the United States picked up the mantle of leadership for liberal demo-
cratic capitalism, first to defeat the reactionary capitalism manifested by fascism,
and finally to defeat state socialism during the cold war. So the industry of devel-
opment studies after 1945 was emergent in a world where globalization had already
been going on for centuries.

Against that backdrop this chapter has several aims. It briefly discusses the
major paradigms for the study of development in the West since the 1940s. In
the process it offers a new typology of development paradigms, and it argues that
what one finds in moving from the original paradigm to its competitors is an
increasing acknowledgment of the reality that development occurs in a global con-
text. Finally, it provides an in-depth overview of the latest of these paradigms,
localglobalism, as part of an argument concerning the blind spots of mainstream
political science and development studies in this period of globalization.”4 It con-
cludes by giving some attention to the continuing relevance of scholarship under
each paradigm.

Three Paradigms for Development Studies

According to standard treatments of the evolution of development studies, two
major worldviews have dominated the field. The dominant paradigm has usually
been dubbed either modernization or political development, or the liberal or
mainstream paradigm; the opposing paradigm has been referred to as the para-
digm of dependency or underdevelopment, or the neo-Marxian, radical, or East-
ern paradigm.5 Alvin So broke with this tendency in his text Social Change and
Development, in which he posited that there were three paradigms for develop-
ment: modernization, dependency, and world-system theory. Whereas most treat-
ments of development saw Wallerstein’s world-system theory as a derivative of
the dependency paradigm, So thought it was different enough in crucial ways to
allow it to stand alone.6 Wallerstein himself had been arguing that he was up 
to something distinct and was no doubt pleased by the acknowledgment by So,
but few other scholars bought into that distinction. However, So’s text was also
noteworthy because the narrative is structured very tightly. The historical con-
text in which each paradigm arose, its main assumptions, the classical studies done
under each, and the way in which each was revised in response to critics are all
sectioned off in a way that is helpful for students new to the field and seasoned
professionals as well.

So was not alone in seeing the academic differences among the paradigms as
ideological divisions reflecting the cold war context in which they were spawned.
But he concludes by arguing that, by the late 1980s, a growing number of scholars
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working under each paradigm were beginning to agree on what issues needed to
be emphasized in development studies. First, although all three perspectives were
initially guilty of being overly abstract and ahistorical in critical ways, by the late
1980s they had all moved toward “bringing history back in” to their analyses.
Moreover, after being wedded to particular variables said to be important, each
paradigm began to examine “how the family, religion, ethnic groups, classes, the
state, social movements, transnational corporations, the interstate system, and 
the world-economy interact to shape the historical development of Third World
countries.”7 Finally, the polemics over whether the contemporary structure and
direction of the world were good or bad were suspended. Therefore, by the late
1980s the beginnings of a convergence among competing worldviews were render-
ing them less ideological and more useful in the enterprise of science.8 Along the
way So provided subtypologies comparing and contrasting modernization to depend-
ency, dependency to world-system, and all three regarding issues of convergence.

Now that more than a decade has passed since he developed this analysis and
we are in the era of globalization, it might be beneficial to offer a new typology
of development paradigms that borrows from So, but goes beyond what he
advanced. I argue that there are still three paradigms for development, but now
the categories are modernization, world-system and a new one, localglobalism.

The Modernization Paradigm

It is not a stretch to say that the modernization paradigm, which emerged as
World War II was being fought, represents the Western model for development.9

The genesis of modernity lies in Renaissance Europe at some time during the last
half-millennium, give or take a couple of centuries. Armed by the growing evi-
dence that scientific rationality could allow humankind to understand and then
seek to control the natural environment, the seminal idea of modernity was that
“progress” was possible. Progress entailed advancement to an improved or more
advanced stage of human existence on both the material and spiritual planes, but
in that nexus the material plane was considered to be primary. That is, material
progress, which was manifest in the alleviation of scarcity and personal insecu-
rity, was thought to create hospitable conditions for human spiritual well-being
and peace of mind. The political revolutions framing the Enlightenment (Eng-
lish, American, and French), and the economic revolution stimulated by indus-
trialism created social models for economies producing ever more goods and
services in a context of polities that were moving toward ever greater levels of pop-
ular participation in governance. By the time of World War II, the philosophy and
ideology of liberalism, featuring economic and political liberty, was viewed widely
as having been the intellectual and cultural framework in which that human well-
being had been achieved. The structure of this liberal society revolved around the
democratic state and the market economy, both of which employed rational-legal
bureaucracies run by rational, achievement-oriented individuals.

As we stated at the outset, Western policymakers, facing rumblings for self-
determination in the colonies and an energetic adversary in the Soviet Union,
sought to export the Western model for development to the new countries as they
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gained independence. As intellectual underpinning for the modernization para-
digm, evolutionary and functional theories from sociology and social psycholog-
ical theories proved to be useful tools.10 The unit of analysis, the structure that
was the centerpiece in development in modernization thinking, was the nation-
state or national society, and the focus of research was the developing countries.
The problem plaguing premodern societies was that they were held back by their
traditional cultures and institutions.

Using a conceptualization derived from the work of Max Weber and Talcott
Parsons, a typology of traditional versus modern societies was constructed. In the
economic realm traditional societies lacked a class of modernizers who could pro-
vide the scientific knowledge and capital needed for industrialization. Politically,
they needed bureaucracies capable of providing incentives for industrialization and
adapting the populace to the disruptions of economic and social life. And civil
society increasingly needed to be transformed from collective orientations, such
as ethnicity or religion, to an individual achievement orientation.

In economics the classical modernization statement of the forces involved in
development and the trajectory it took was W. W. Rostow’s five stages of growth.
For the political system the structural functionalism of Gabriel Almond became
the model on which research agendas were launched. And sociologists and social
psychologists were influenced by the work of people like David McClelland and
Alex Inkeles who were concerned with the emergence of “achievement”-oriented
“modern men.”11

By the late 1960s critiques were being leveled against the assumptions of the
modernization paradigm. First, the categories of traditional and modern were said
to be inadequate for rigorous scientific inquiry. Tradition was seen to be mutually
exclusive to modernity. Therefore, the assumption was that traditional values
and ways of life had to be liquidated for modernization to take place. Traditional
societies themselves were too often seen as static and homogeneous. Although
the ideal for modern society was pitched in universal terms, concrete descriptions
of it tended, inexorably, to mirror the economic and political development of
Western societies. Against this backdrop modernization studies were accused of
being ahistorical in character. One of the major elements of the history of devel-
oping countries that was left out was the role of colonialism and the continuing
influence of former colonizers and other international forces. Finally, the paradigm
was criticized for being glibly optimistic about the prospects for modernization.12

Armed with these powerful critiques a generation of “modernization revi-
sionist” scholars came to the fore in the late 1960s. These researchers undertook
in-depth case studies of the internal dynamics of developing countries that high-
lighted the shortcomings of the traditional versus modern typology.13 Ethnicity,
religion, caste, the military, and patron-clientism were prominent among the
domestic sociopolitical forces that began to be analyzed. Cultural forces, such as
religion, ethnicity, and caste, were found not to recede, but to adapt to, and in
some circumstances, become agents of modernization.14 Whether under the rubric
of patron-clientism or patrimonialism, other scholars highlighted the enduring
importance of hierarchical networks of personal connections between individu-
als in determining who gets what, when, and how.15
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Another major trend in modernization revisionism, led by Samuel P. Hunt-
ington, controverted the facile assumptions of earlier work regarding the evolu-
tion of Western-styled democracy alongside a capitalist economy. The wave of
military coups and the emergence of either military dictatorships or one-party
regimes in the 1960s raised questions about the viability of Almondian structural
functionalism. Interventionist states often sporting socialist ideologies subverted
predictions regarding the emergence of free market economies. In 1965 Samuel
Huntington observed that in most of the developing countries political decay was
more salient than political development. At the end of the decade his argument
that political order was the sine qua non for all other positive political and eco-
nomic developments signaled a new research agenda under which scholars were
identifying the “crises of political development.”16

Finally, Warren Uphoff and Norman Ilchman derided political science for
employing abstract models that see politics in isolation and do not account for the
real situations in which rulers in developing countries make policy. They called
on political scientists to incorporate economic understandings into their study of
development in order to advance “the achievement and improvement of public
purposes.”17 This work accelerated an already apparent move, stimulated by
Almond and others, toward employing rational choice models to “make political
theory more relevant to public policy.”18

Countering the specious assumptions of the first generation of theory, mod-
ernization revisionists brought history into their analysis, and they began to
research a multiplicity of micropolitical phenomena. The optimism of the 1950s
and early 1960s, however, was soon replaced by a mood of pessimism, as it was
conceded that the context for development outside the West was different enough
that change and development would not be smooth or easy. Much of the West-
ern-centric character of the paradigm was diminished. Strong political institu-
tions that could ride herd over the forces unleashed by development were seen
as more important than popular participation in governance. In the 1980s, in
response to the massive debts accumulated by developing states, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund began to impose draconian structural adjustments on
those states in exchange for assistance in redressing their balance of payments
problems. In the 1990s communism collapsed, and the world witnessed a surge
toward democratization that was especially profound in Eastern Europe and
Latin America but was also felt in Asia and Africa. Together, these changes
seemed to suggest that Western free markets and polities were the only options
for developing states.

With capitalism supreme, the underpinnings for a unique development eco-
nomics or Marxian structural analysis were demolished. As Barbara Geddes has
shown, the center of gravity in the study of development in political science
shifted toward frameworks from neoclassical economics. Likewise, with the explo-
sion of democratic regimes, large-scale cross-national studies employing survey
research and quantitative methods could be employed in studying the politics of
development, just as they had been used in the Western world.19 The optimism
of the 1960s may not have been recaptured, but there is now the widespread
sense that the scientific study of development has become more rigorous.
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The World-System Paradigm

As we have noted, the modernization paradigm expressed the orientation of the
majority of scholars of development during the first decades of the cold war. In
the 1950s, a smaller but significant group of scholars emerged who were from the
developing countries and who began to analyze modernization from the perspec-
tive of the concrete experience of their countries. In a parallel fashion, a group
of Western scholars emerged who were critical of capitalist modernization and fre-
quently (though not always) advocated socialism. This structuralist school of
development studies evolved from the perceived failings of the UN Economic
Commission for Latin America (ECLA) in the early postwar period. As articu-
lated by Raoul Prebisch and others, this school argued that some of the most
imposing obstacles to modernization lay not in the internal dynamics of devel-
oping countries, but rather in the structure of their economic relations with the
advanced capitalist economies of the West. These scholars claimed that
autochthonous development and industrialization were inhibited when those in
power applied the principles of neoclassical economics to late developing
economies. Those countries had been encouraged to ascertain their economy’s
“comparative advantage” in order to produce commodities to earn the foreign
exchange needed to finance industrialization. But in a global setting in which
dozens of other countries were pursuing the same policies and exporting the same
mix of commodities, accelerated global competition for scarce markets generated
declining terms of trade, falling export earnings, and huge debts to the interna-
tional lending community.20

Prebisch and other scholars of his generation highlighted these issues to alert
policymakers to the need to devise ways of improving the competitive situation
for their economies. However, by the late 1960s, at about the same time mod-
ernization revisionism emerged, a group of scholars led by Andre Gunder Frank
took the ECLA analysis several steps further. They were deeply influenced by the
Cuban and, to a lesser extent, the Chinese revolutions. In the debate over
the role of the national bourgeoisie, these scholars asserted that the bourgeoisie
in Latin America were actually junior partners in the project of Western-centered
capitalist globalization. Local capitalists, therefore, were not thought to share
nationalist aspirations of industrialization and uplifting the poor masses. Frank
described them as “compradors,” those who were bought by external capitalist
interests. Further, the advanced capitalist countries were termed as the “metro-
pole” of the global economy, whereas Latin American countries along with the
rest of the developing world were called economic “satellites.”21

Theorizing in a similar vein and at about the same time, but in the real world
of politics, Kwame Nkrumah, the first president of Ghana, assailed neocolonial-
ism. It is not clear that Frank and the Latin Americanists ever read Nkrumah, but
his work influenced a number of Africans who came to work under the early depend-
ency framework; it undoubtedly, prompted Immanuel Wallerstein in his journey
from African studies through dependency and into analysis of a world-system.22

The conclusion of dependency theorists, generally, was that the satellite countries
had to break their economic and political ties to the metropole and establish
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stronger links to other underdeveloped states in order to achieve development. For
some of them, inspired by events in Cuba, that meant socialist revolution.23

Out of the debates over dependent development a new research program
evolved. The world-system approach made more explicit what the dependency
theorists had declared as part of their overarching argument. Dependency theory,
in juxtaposing itself to modernization, argued that structural economic arrange-
ments between metropolitan and satellite states in an international division of
labor forestall meaningful economic advancement in the latter states. In focus-
ing on national development in satellite states, it provided the outlines for the
argument that one world-economy existed. This new approach took the leap of
positing that what is really developing is the capitalist world-economy. Immanuel
Wallerstein is usually credited with initiating the world-system school of schol-
arship, but in a volume of this kind one must acknowledge the work of the Trinida-
dian American sociologist Oliver Cox, who toiled beneath the mainstream radar
screen, mostly at historically black universities, throughout the middle decades
of the twentieth century. In three books during that period Cox outlined the ori-
gins and evolution of the world-economy “beginning with the city-state of Venice
in the sixth century A.D.”24

Important historical developments influencing Wallerstein’s thinking were the
remarkable growth of East Asian economies and the crisis of state socialism, both
discernible by the 1970s. These occurrences, inexplicable under the dependency
framework, compelled Wallerstein to move beyond it. Along with his debt to
Lenin’s theory of imperialism and the dependency school itself, Wallerstein incor-
porated the approach of the Fernand Braudel and the French Annales school of
history and social science into his project. The Annales school called for the inte-
gration of history and the social sciences in the pursuit of a “total history.” Fur-
ther, it argued for the study of “la longue durée” (the long term). In this way history
could become less event-driven, and social science could historicize its attempts
to establish covering laws of societal development. Finally, the Annales school
advanced a problem-oriented approach that exhorted scholars to ask the big ques-
tions, such as why have the East Asian countries, generally, been successful at
development, whereas African states, by and large, have failed? Or what role does
racial stratification play in the comparative historical development of Africa,
Asia, and Latin America?25

In lobbying for a world-system perspective Wallerstein replaced the bimodal
model of metropole and satellite with a trimodal structure featuring a core, periph-
ery, and an intermediary level he termed the semiperiphery. This last sphere
served as a haven for capital investment when production costs grew too high at
the core. It also acted to ameliorate the potentially explosive consequences of eco-
nomic polarization and superexploitation of the periphery by creating a middle-
income sphere that was relatively better off than the poor peripheral regions.26

Additionally, the world-system approach enabled more in-depth analysis of polit-
ical forces, such as the role of states, the military, and state–class alliances at the
core, semiperiphery, and periphery. Most significantly perhaps, it conceded that
structural dependency could be overcome, that economic development was pos-
sible for semiperipheral and peripheral states, and that the movement of states
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and regions within the world-system could be upward toward core status or down-
ward toward peripheralization.27

Even with the refinements made by Wallerstein, neo-Marxian structural the-
ories were said to be pitched at too high a level of abstraction. Despite their
sweeping historical interpretations, both the dependency and the world-system
approaches were criticized for lacking empirical historical grounding. From both
perspectives agency seemed to emanate exclusively from the center. Missing were
analyses of concrete cases of the internal dynamics of dependency or how regions
or states at differing levels of the world-system really were produced out of the
workings of that system.28

By the mid-1970s a number of revisionist studies had been offered from the
dependency perspective that answered its critics. Cardoso demonstrated that
development could occur alongside economic dependency. O’Donnell and Evans,
building on Cardoso’s insights, portrayed the dynamics of the alliance of forces
around the state that constitute dependency.29 Those working from a more
orthodox Marxist orientation explained the role of the state and the evolution
of social classes in development.30 World-systems scholars also responded by
producing research on concrete cases of national development within the evolv-
ing world-system.31

Of greater interest here is the voluminous literature spawned partly by Waller-
stein, but also by scholars working in the traditions of international relations and
international political economy, which attempts to further delineate the features
of the world-system. These structuralist approaches to the study of development
have certainly not “all but disappeared” as Geddes would have us believe.32 Waller-
stein’s notion of the world-system has also been criticized for being economically
determinist. But the idea that a world-system existed and that national develop-
ment both produced and was a product of that system was not earth-shattering
news to students of international relations. For most of those working in the
mainstream of academia, of course, that system was essentially political. It was
composed of states and dominated by the struggle for power among the strongest
of them. A group of scholars working around John Meyer and Michael Hannan
also argued that the world-system was primarily political, but emphasized the
pressures exerted by international human rights norms in compelling states to pur-
sue social welfarist policies.33 Roland Robertson was perhaps foremost among
those advancing the argument that globalization is essentially a cultural phe-
nomenon.34 Simultaneously, a group of international political economists work-
ing from a neo-Gramscian perspective appeared. Led by Robert Cox, these
transnational historical materialists began to posit that there is a global system
with several interconnected and overlapping spheres.35 These elaborations of the
dynamics of the world-system were part of the intellectual underpinning for the
localglobalist paradigm, which is discussed below.

From the 1950s to the 1990s structuralist scholars can be seen as having come
full circle. In the 1950s Prebisch and company had pointed to the structure of
the world-economy as an obstacle to development that could be overcome with
appropriate policy orientations. By the late 1960s radical dependency theorists
led by Frank countered that capitalism was bad and meaningful development was
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impossible within the structural arrangements bequeathed by the world-econ-
omy. The world-system analysis of Wallerstein added sophistication to Frank’s
often crude formulations by clearly positing the existence of a trimodal histori-
cal world-economy in which states and regions experienced both upward and
downward movement over time. Though world-system theorists, like proponents
of dependency, have tended to be socialist-oriented, their flexibility allowed for
the possibility that development could occur for peripheral states, though they
were not sanguine about those possibilities. Finally, in the best places in the acad-
emy, students have at least been exposed to structural arguments. This has given
rise to an eclecticism in scholarship directed toward reflecting more accurately
the concrete realities facing developing countries since the 1970s.36 This eclecti-
cism has been made even more salient as a third paradigm, localglobalism, has
entered into the debate.

Localglobalism and the Postmodern Sensibility

History, it would seem, has decreed that we in the postcolonial world shall only
be perpetual consumers of modernity. Europe and the Americas, the only true
subjects of history, have thought out on our behalf not only the script of colo-
nial enlightenment and exploitation, but also that of our anticolonial resistance
and postcolonial misery. Even our imaginations must remain forever colonized.

—Partha Chatterjee37

In the Third World, modernity is not “an unfinished project of Enlightenment.”
Development is the last and failed attempt to complete the Enlightenment in
Asia, Africa, and Latin America.

—Arturo Escobar38

Despite the success of the East Asian countries and evidence that some industri-
alization had occurred in the large Latin American economies, most of the devel-
oping countries were experiencing economic decline by the early 1980s. The
second “oil shock” in 1979, the debt crisis of the early eighties, and the imposi-
tion of draconian IMF-led structural adjustments had precipitated huge cutbacks
in government social services and in protections for domestic producers. The col-
lapse of the Eastern bloc in the early nineties and the disappearance of socialism
both as a model and as an alternative source of financial and military support acted
not only to accelerate the power of this “capitalist globalization” but also to
deepen the resistance to it from the global South. From peasants, workers, and
even sections of the elite and intelligentsia, calls for an economic orientation away
from the mandates of the World Bank and the IMF began to be heard.

As I suggested at the outset, this surge of integration of the world-economy
is merely the latest phase of developments since the fifteenth century. But the
drive toward globalization and the attendant international organization and law
undergirding it fly in the face of a half-century of international law and discourse
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supporting the sovereignty of nation-states in choosing their economic and polit-
ical direction. They also seem to those in the global South to be unabashedly in
the interest of northern hemispheric capital and indifferent to the plight of the
masses of people in southern countries.39 If modernity involved a universal
drive for progress regarding the human condition, then from the perspective of
the developing countries, the modern era has surely come to a close.

The ideas that we have entered a postmodern world and that a postmodern
analysis of this world is required have both made a dramatic entry into the acad-
emy in the last generation. Introduced into philosophy through the work of
Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and others, postmodernism spread rapidly into
literary and cultural criticism, anthropology, and the other social sciences. Moder-
nity, as we have noted, is generally considered to be coextensive with the age of
European expansion since roughly 1492. Philosopher Cornel West has provided
one of the clearest statements of the characteristics of the shift to the postmod-
ern world. He places that shift at 1945 and sees three major changes in the struc-
ture of the world: the end of the epoch of European preeminence and dominance,
the beginning of an era of American dominance, and the self-determination of
the former colonial countries.40 As political theorist Stephen White observes,

Four interrelated phenomena constitute this problematic: the increasing
incredulity toward metanarratives, the growing awareness of new problems
wrought by societal rationalization, the explosion of new information technolo-
gies, and the emergence of new social movements.41

A full treatment of the impact of postmodern analysis in political science is
beyond the scope of this chapter, but it does address its impact on the study 
of development.

One kind of postmodern analysis of the developing world originated with the
late literary critic and activist Edward Said. His book Orientalism applied the dis-
course analysis of the French philosopher Michel Foucault to the study of Euro-
pean colonialism and postcolonial relations between the West and the former
colonial world. In contrast to the modern Western urge to seek universal knowl-
edge and truth through rationality and science, Foucault argued that, far from uni-
versal or objective, knowledge and truth were simply subjective constructions of
the powerful. Discourse was the explanation of what was known and also the
rationale for institutional arrangements. In this way knowledge was always polit-
ical, subjective, and biased and never universal or pure. Power and knowledge were
in a circular arrangement, with one producing the other successively, throughout
history. “Genealogy” was the term Foucault used for this method of analyzing how
discourse unfolds across history in concert with organizational evolution as the
handmaidens of efforts to accrue power and control.42

Said used Foucault’s analytical framework to examine the manner in which
the Orient was constructed as an inferior “other” in the European mind and, 
further, how that construction rationalized the imposition of a system of domi-
nation over the peoples of the East:
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Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the corporate institution for deal-
ing with the Orient—dealing with it by making statements about it, authorizing
views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short Orien-
talism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over
the Orient.

and

Without examining Orientalism as a discourse one cannot possibly understand
the enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was able to man-
age—even produce—the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologi-
cally, scientifically and imaginatively.43

Under Said’s reading European historical and social scientific discourse toward the
Orient is exposed as the ideological superstructure supporting an imperial proj-
ect, rather than as the expression of the universal, rational urge for knowledge
about the world. As Arturo Escobar puts it, “Genealogy is concerned with the
formation of discourse by nondiscursive practices, such as socioeconomic factors,
institutions, (or) administrative requirements.”44 Moreover, Said’s attention to dis-
course as a cultural mechanism for ideological and psychological domination
turns Foucaldian methodology toward relations of inequality between the global
North and South and heralds the beginnings of cultural studies, of which post-
colonial studies is a subset.

This focus on culture as opposed to economics or politics is another feature
of the postmodern sensibility. The disbelief in metanarratives mentioned above
leads to the rejection of the rationalist explanations of the Enlightenment. The
new social movements in existence since at least the 1960s can be seen, above
all, as cultural movements eschewing hierarchy, individualism, scientism, and
materialism in favor of egalitarianism, communitarianism, human experience,
and (often) spiritualism.45 In the modern era the great structural entities poised
against one another were the state and the economy. The debate between liber-
als and socialists has been over which of the two was to be dominant in the march
toward progress.46 The new social movements are based on an active citizenry in
civil society as the cutting edge in determining the direction for both the state
and economy. Cultural values, not the technically driven discourses of politics and
economics, have been posited as the guiding force for change.47 That modernist
ideological divide, as we have shown, penetrated development studies, with mod-
ernization theorists favoring development led by market forces and dependency
and world-system proponents favoring state-led development.

The alienation from large bureaucratic structures of power common to post-
modernism generally has been manifested in the development field in two ways.
On the ground a wave of localized grassroots movements attempting to seize the
initiative in development has developed in opposition to global capital and states
in the global South, and in the academy a generation of scholarship attuned to
these “subaltern” forces has emerged.
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In the early nineties three texts appeared that signaled movement toward this
postmodernist paradigm in development studies. Rethinking Third World Politics
brought together political scientists from northern and southern countries who
felt dissatisfied with the state of the field. In the introductory essay, editor James
Manor argued that the old paradigms were teleological and tended “to begin stud-
ies with the script half-written.” This group of scholars shared a bias toward
“studying how things actually work in third world political systems.” Their work
focused on three sets of concerns. First, they were interested in “the theatrical
and imaginary dimensions of politics” that emphasized the constructions of the
political by elites and the understandings of those constructions by citizens. Sec-
ond, they saw that processes of hybridization of local and Western political, eco-
nomic, and cultural forms were more common than transformations from tradition
to modernity or from peripheral capitalism to socialism. Finally, they advocated
a need “to reassert the importance of politics” in determining the course of devel-
opment while retaining an interdisciplinary approach to research.48

At roughly the same time another anthology, similarly titled Rethinking the
Third World, and with a parallel set of concerns, was produced by a group of West-
ern scholars from across the social sciences. The lead article by anthology editor
Rosemary Galli questioned the environmental and human sustainability of both
modern capitalism and socialism.49 In one of the more compelling articles in the
anthology entitled “In Defense of the Primitive,” K. P. Moseley called for 
the “delegitimization of the ideologies of progress, development and growth 
for growth’s sake.”50 She notes that, despite a half-millennium of being ravaged,
primitive communities still exist, want to exist, and as a human right ought to be
allowed to continue existing. These communities should be sustained, Moseley
said, not only because of their humanity but also because their approach to social
relations is more humane than that of modern industrial societies. Therefore, they
need to be available as models for humanizing the so-called advanced societies.51

Both of these Rethinking anthologies advanced a more idiographic and narra-
tive kind of research than did the old paradigms. Manor’s book foregrounds the
fictive in the politics of development in ways that amount to a fresh way of look-
ing at political culture. Galli and company lend integrity to the cultural lives and
aspirations of the masses, who are often left faceless and voiceless in modernist
analyses. Both texts move away from the economic determinism of the old par-
adigms while making culture and politics more salient. In doing so they point us
in new paradigmatic directions.

At about the same time the British economist Paul Ekins offered the outlines
of the new paradigm in a more concrete fashion in his A New World Order: Grass-
roots Movements for Global Change. Ekins identified militarism, poverty, environ-
mental degradation, and human rights abuses as four crises that, taken together,
constitute a “global problematique.” He acknowledged the work of major UN
commissions on these issues in the 1970s and 1980s, but lamented the general
lack of commitment from the world body toward addressing human rights issues.
This came despite the fact that the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is
widely considered to be the foundation for the vision of the future that the
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founders of the UN aspired to after World War II. Ekins attributed this paradox-
ical lack of commitment to human rights to the structure of the UN. It is com-
posed of states, and most states in the world were involved in the systematic
repression of some portion of their populations. Thus they could not counte-
nance a global regime on human rights that had real substance. Even the hand-
ful of liberal democracies, although they focused on human rights abuses of states
they opposed, routinely ignored those shortcomings in states with which they had
important economic or security ties. For these reasons Ekins doubted the capac-
ity of international institutions or states to do much more than pay lip service to
human rights problems, including the issue of meaningful development.

Because national and international institutions had failed to bring about
development, Ekins called for grassroots movements in every corner of the world
to seize the initiative in bringing development for themselves. He advanced a new
set of values, derived from the Dag Hammarskjold Foundation, around which
“another development” might be pursued:

Need oriented, . . . being geared to meet human needs, both material
and non-material

Endogenous, . . . stemming from the heart of each society, which defines
in sovereignty its values and the vision of its future

Self-reliant, . . . each society relies primarily on its own strength and
resources in terms of its members’ energies and its natural and cul-
tural environment

Ecologically-sound, . . . utilizing rationally the resources of the biosphere
in full awareness of the potential of local ecosystems as well as the
global and local outer limits imposed on the present and future gen-
erations

Based on structural transformation, required, more often than not, in
social relations, in economic activities and in their spatial distribu-
tion, as well as power structure52

Having charted a new trajectory for development, Ekins went on to identify
movements in every corner of the world that were already operating proximately
according to the principles that he laid out. His case studies included the micro-
financing movement initiated by the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, which was
serving over one million people by 1990 (80% of whom were women), and the
Six S federation of 4,000 peasant organizations, across nine West African coun-
tries working to bring “culturally appropriate” development there.53

Ekins’s observations were noteworthy for several reasons. First, they lent vis-
ibility to the emergence in processes of globalization of a third sector that illus-
trates the postmodern urge. Modernist studies of development had identified the
world-economy and the global system of states as the key international forces
motivating development. Ekins’s analysis added a third force—the global civil
society comprising citizens in grassroots movements organizing for a more humane
kind of development than that offered by the other two spheres. In their analy-
sis of interest group involvement in the foreign policy arena, Augelli and Murphy
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define “international civil society” as “the realm in which politics first emerges
from the international economy.”54 These citizens’ movements are cases in point.

Elsewhere, I have argued that each of the three spheres of the global system
has an ideological logic that animates action at its site. The ideology of the global
economy dominated by multinational corporations is capitalism, the ideology of
the global polity centered around the UN and the system of states is realism, 
and the ideology of global civil society embodied in these grassroots movements
is humanism, or human rights. In my research on African guerrilla movements,
I show how the ideological logic of the three spheres is contradictory and how
African revolutionaries mobilized support across global civil society on the basis
of the human-rights-based claims of self-determination of nations. That global
pressure, at its zenith in the struggle against South African apartheid, caused
actors in both other sectors to accede to the values of a mobilized global civil soci-
ety, and apartheid was dismantled.55

What Ekins described, likewise, was a contradictory situation. He depicted a
gathering consensus from every corner of the globe that citizens at the grassroots
of global civil society should dictate the terms of development discourse and poli-
cies, rather than political elites atop the world polity or the corporations and
wealthy strata who dominate the world-economy. The impetus for this emergent
movement was the differing values it held vis-a-vis the most powerful actors in
the world-economy and polity.

Another important arena in which Ekins moved beyond the conceptual log-
jam of modernity is in his views toward the economy. Most leftists have seen the
state as the only set of institutions capable of neutralizing the power of capital in
the quest to provide social welfare. Because Ekins distrusted both states and the
market economy, he introduced the notion of the “progressive market” wherein
“economic activities are undertaken through the market for specific ethical, social,
or environmental purposes as well as for financial return or in pursuit of self-
interest.”56 He identified the components of this economy as progressive (or
socially responsible) businesses, investors, and consumers and provided examples
of increasing activity along all of these lines from around the world. This use of
the capitalist market to achieve “socialistic” ends is an example of an ideological
pragmatism that sidesteps the rigidity of the modernist left and right while cre-
ating new principles that embrace the best of both ideological poles.57 The third
sphere of civil society is thus given primacy, but is still dependent on citizen
action in a democratic polity and market economy for achieving its aspirations.

Ekins’s research had pointed the way toward movements that possessed knowl-
edge of the logic of capitalism, could harness parts of the local economy toward
humane ends and network with like-minded actors to address the same agenda
globally. In 1994 three events spurred a qualitative leap in localglobal activism
and in scholarship under this emerging paradigm. Two of the events were linked
organically. On January 1, 1994 the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) between the United States, Canada, and Mexico went into effect. On
the same day native Mayans led by the Zapatista front in Chiapas state in Mex-
ico began a rebellion against their government and NAFTA. Later in the year,
the Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)
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ended with the establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO). The
WTO sought to bring to the world what NAFTA promised for North America:
the nearly total elimination of all barriers to trade and investment among states
in the world-economy.

Thus, at the same time that economic globalization was making its most
important strides since World War II, local indigenous peoples in the south of
Mexico were mounting a bold challenge to its principles. By declaring their griev-
ances in local cultural terms the Zapatistas turned the elitist economic emphasis
of the development debate on its head. By anticipating negative outcomes for
indigenous peoples with the implementation of NAFTA, they questioned the
morality of economic globalization and the basis of sovereignty of the Mexi-
can state.58

Expert at propaganda and the use of the media, the Zapatistas quickly gained
national and international attention and support; all to the embarrassment of the
Mexican government. International activism in opposition to NAFTA among
activists from the three countries involved had already sprung up as the treaty
was being debated, and concerns had been raised regarding the treaty’s weak envi-
ronmental and labor standards. To those grievances the voice of indigenous peo-
ples was now added as the anti-globalization movement of the turn of the century
began to take shape.59

In 1996 Jerry Mander and Edward Goldsmith edited a volume featuring a
group of scholars associated with the International Forum on Globalization (IFG),
entitled The Case Against the Global Economy. IFG brings together scholars from
all over the world who share Ekins’s view that the world-economy is dysfunctional
regarding the satisfaction of human needs. Its membership included several promi-
nent Southern scholars representing the voice of the poor from those regions. The
IFG’s emphasis on localism offered a venue for those voices to be heard. The Case
Against the World Economy critiques economic globalization from several per-
spectives. Korten questions the efficacy of Bretton Woods institutions and calls
for economic structures that meet basic human needs, maintain biodiversity, and
leave ecologically sustainable practices for posterity. Shiva and Holla-Bhar cite
the tyranny of trade-related intellectual property rights because of their dismissal
of local traditional knowledge and practices. Bello argues that IMF structural
adjustment programs regularized debt payments and further entrenched the South
into the world-economy, but brought neither sustained growth nor development
to those countries. Heredia and Purcell show how structural adjustments precip-
itated increased poverty and economic polarization in Mexico. Khor points out
that the world-economy transfers wealth from the South to the North via the con-
tinuous decline in the terms of trade and via debt. He suggests that a restructured
world-economy is necessary and that it might be achieved through force either
by a unified Southern bloc or by a “physical collapse” of the present order because
it is ecologically and humanly unsustainable.60

The final section of the text echoed Ekins in advancing relocalization as an
alternative to globalization. Norberg-Hodge promotes limited and voluntary trade
between relatively self-sufficient localities. Berry declares the need for locally
based political parties to advance localist practices against the big government
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politics of the traditional left or the big business leanings of the traditional right.
Kumar advocates Gandhi’s conceptualization of Swadeshi, meaning local self-
sufficiency. He envisions the nation-state as a “confederation of self-governing,
self-reliant, self-employed people living in village communities.”61

In 2000 IFG collaborated with the Food First/Institute for Food and Devel-
opment Policy to produce Views from the South: The Effects of Globalization and
the WTO on Third World Countries. As the title suggests, the volume includes sev-
eral scholars from across the global South, and it trumpets many of the themes
from The Case Against the Global Economy. Khor points out that the Uruguay
Round of GATT talks wrenched disproportionate concessions from the South in
the rush to make a set of trade rules advantageous to more powerful northern
economies.62 Shiva terms the initial structure of WTO proceedings “economic
totalitarianism”; the WTO was not only an undemocratic global forum denying
meaningful input from developing countries, but it also subverted democracy at
home by eliding the particular characteristics and economic histories of differing
countries that might make them petition for a more flexible global trade regime.63

Larrain and Douglas provide short case studies of Chile and Nigeria, two coun-
tries that have been very compliant with the trend toward globalization. Chile
in particular rushed headlong into free markets under Pinochet in the 1970s and
1980s. But Larrain concludes that the economic miracle of those years brought
economic polarization along with growth, and she describes Chile as “a corpo-
rate state with no concept of a social contract” left.64 Douglas summarizes Nige-
ria’s economic development in the colonial and postcolonial eras, focusing on the
plunder of palm oil and petroleum industries. He describes Nigeria as a nation
“designed by corporations for corporations (that) simply disregards the people who
live there.”65 The final chapter written by Anuradha Mittal of the Food First
Institute outlines thirteen principles for “selective or negotiated integration into
the global economy.” Prominent among them are unconditional debt cancella-
tion, national sovereignty over economic policy, and the movement of humans
as freely across national borders as goods, services, and capital.66

At about the same time, African scholars, largely outside of the IFG network,
were theorizing in a parallel fashion about the fate of their beleaguered continent.
Under the auspices of the Council for the Development of Social Science
Research in Africa (CODESRIA) and the International Development Research
Centre (Canada), Thandika Mkwandawire and Charles Soludo wrote Our Con-
tinent, Our Future: African Perspectives on Structural Adjustment. The volume deliv-
ers a damning assessment of how sub-Saharan Africa suffered under the IMF
conditions imposed on the continent since the early 1980s to induce the payment
of international debts. They illustrate how the IMF, in the rush to get debts paid,
was already denying any historical-structural specificity to African states. They
cite a whole range of factors that the IMF tends to dismiss, such as:

per capita income; the development of human capital; the natural resource base; the
levels and structure of production; the degree of the economy’s openness and its form
of integration into the world system; the development of physical infrastructure; and
institutional variables such as governance, and tenure, and property rights.
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but also including

the nature of colonial rule and the institutional arrangements it bequeathed the
former colonies, the decolonization process, and the economic interests and poli-
cies of the erstwhile colonial masters.67

Eschewing the technocratic approach of the IMF, Mkwandawire and Soludo assert
that economic development is fundamentally political. And referencing Peter
Evans’s work, they call for an “embedded autonomy” in which the developmen-
tal state is “embedded in the social fabric that constitutes the nation.”68 This is,
latently at least, an endorsement for the subordination of economic policy to cultural
values and political processes in much the same way called for by the IFG people.

In 2002 the IFG published Alternatives to Economic Globalization, which pres-
ents “Ten Core Principles for Sustainable Societies.” The principles mirror those
of Ekins, but go beyond them, advancing a “new,” more substantive democracy,
cultural diversity, food security, and human rights.69 The people associated with
the IFG are a diverse group. Most have some academic training, and many have
or presently hold academic positions and have conducted mainstream field
research. Others left academia to form or join think tanks, foundations, or advo-
cacy groups. Some are simply activist intellectuals. Their work is not value-free
and most of them are probably beyond concerning themselves about scientific
standards, but their positions are based on first-hand experience of the pitfalls of
development over the past half-century. Like the contributors to the books edited
by Galli and Manor, this research is idiographic and theoretical. These scholars
are trying to tell stories that illuminate the problems of the global system and to
speculate about how to create new institutions and ways of living.

In the African American intellectual tradition this kind of activist scholarly
commitment is much more mainstream, being embodied in the life and work of
W. E. B. Du Bois and followed by legions of African American scholars since his
time. The competing demands of scholarship and activism are difficult to do jus-
tice to simultaneously, but many African Americans pursue postgraduate studies
as a means of gaining additional skills and credentials that can be lent to the cause
of social justice. In this regard, the work of those under the localglobalist para-
digm is both familiar and laudable.

I have focused on research produced by IFG-based scholars, but they are rep-
resentative of a whole generation of academics connected to progressive think
tanks and social movements around the world. In the last ten years millions of
people have engaged in street demonstrations at numerous times and places in
opposition to the direction of development advocated by existing global institu-
tions. For example, the Cancun Ministerial summit of the WTO in the fall of 2003
failed in its goal of creating freer trade for agricultural commodities because the
United States refused to decrease its farm subsidies. The massive street demon-
strations in Cancun in response to the summit were accompanied by a walkout
of developing countries led by Brazil, China, South Africa, Egypt, and Indone-
sia. These large economies are at the forefront of the “Group of Twenty-One,” a
nascent bloc of Southern states formed to extract concessions from the North over
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the direction of the global economy. The IFG and a whole host of scholars
involved in grassroots organizations were present at those meetings.70

The list of researchers and organizations associated with the IFG is too long
to mention here, but many can be found in the network surrounding the World
Social Forum, which began meeting in 2001 in Porto Alegre, Brazil. By 2003 the
Forum was drawing over 100,000 activists from all over the world. Working from
the premise of “globalization from below,” the Forum has promoted grassroots
forces emanating from civil society over states, multinational corporations, or
existing global economic institutions such as the WTO or the IMF.71 This world
forum has been organized as a conscious alternative to the World Economic Forum
held annually at Davos, Switzerland, which is organized by those who support the
dominant forces directing globalization as we have known it thus far.

In addition to the large throngs that gather to protest economic globalization
or to attend international meetings, large numbers of people from grassroots move-
ments have waged protests against national or local government policies or seized
power democratically and begun to govern based on a different set of priorities.
In India “literally millions” of people have taken to the streets “in protest against
the World Trade Organization’s Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights agree-
ment” since the late 1990s. In Brazil a movement of the landless “has won actual
title to over fifteen million acres of farmland that are able to serve 250,000 fam-
ilies.”72 In Venezuela the populist President Hugo Chavez withstood months of
massive street demonstrations trying to topple him, because demonstrations sup-
porting him were even larger. Chavez had incurred the wrath of the Venezuelan
upper classes by instituting political and economic reforms that would empower
poor citizens. Conversely, the indigenous majority in Bolivia drove President
Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada from power after a month of demonstrations protest-
ing his pro-U.S., natural resource and trade policies. In Africa Nigeria is worth
watching. Local ethnic communities have fought the environmental degradation
of the oil industry in the Niger River delta. Protests have been continual and gov-
ernment repression has been consistent. However, the situation gained interna-
tional attention when foreign oil workers were held hostage and had to be rescued
by British forces in early 2003.73 The point of all of this is not to engage in a jour-
nalistic overview of global social movements, but to highlight the importance of
scholarship that chronicles them and gives voice to the people involved in them.

Most of the scholars reviewed under the localglobalist paradigm thus far have
mounted their arguments based on a critique of mainstream economics and devel-
opment policymaking. Another strain of localglobalist research is engaged more
actively in a more postcolonial kind of genealogical approach to studying devel-
opment. The work of two scholars, Arturo Escobar and Partha Chaterjee, is per-
haps the most incisive of a whole range of work using this methodology.

The Colombian anthropologist Arturo Escobar applies Foucault’s genealogi-
cal method to the evolution of the discourse on development after World War II.
We said earlier that genealogy attempts to examine the way that discourse as a
representation of knowledge is enunciated by those with power to rationalize the
deployment of resources through institutional mechanisms that serve to stabi-
lize or extend that power. Escobar shows how the Western powers’ concern for
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the allegiances of newly independent countries in the early cold war period
spawned the production of a new language. Until World War II, colonial dis-
courses had offered the natives civilization but not progress in terms of material
wealth. With the advent of a communist bloc offering progress under state social-
ism, it was necessary to generate a discourse tendering a Western liberal alterna-
tive to communism. For Escobar and any postmodernist, that discourse was created
not from a sense of concern for the plight of the peoples emerging from colo-
nialism, but rather from the global security dilemma for capitalism facing a pow-
erful communist bloc. Because the West was rich and the South was poor, the
elimination of poverty became a central concern for development from the very
beginning, but attacking poverty opened up an entire Pandora’s Box for Western
policymakers. As Escobar points out, “Not only poverty, but health, education,
hygiene, (and) employment . . . were constructed as social problems, requiring
extensive knowledge about the population and appropriate modes of social plan-
ning.”74 These social problems became “fields of intervention” around which an
entire industry and set of institutions and professions geared toward development
were elaborated. Also noteworthy is the fact that, although development dis-
course was clothed in compassionate language, the eventual designation of soci-
eties as “backward” and “underdeveloped” mirrored earlier racist categories, such
as savage, pagan, and uncivilized, in suggesting that something was wrong with
those people and that Europeans could fix them. Escobar emphasizes the fact that
before colonization Third World areas did not often experience modern poverty.
Although they frequently lived close to a subsistence level, they organized eco-
nomic production and distribution communally in ways that addressed basic
human needs for all. Colonialism generally eroded traditional collectivist values
while introducing (European) market incentives, individual initiative and
achievement, and the gap between rich and poor. This point was ignored by
Western policymakers, although in all fairness, it was probably not part of their
socialization or general understanding of the Third World. Poverty and the atten-
dant “problems” now existed and they had to be addressed.

Escobar also emphasizes the economic fundamentalism of development dis-
course. Economics has achieved the status of a science that offers an objective
representation of the way a part of the natural world operates, but Escobar avers
that the economy is not a natural phenomenon. Rather, it is socially, and indeed
politically constructed by powerful interests with the resources to make and
enforce its rules of operation. In this sense the economy is a cultural phenome-
non. From this vantage point Western capitalism can be seen as a construct com-
prising systems of power, production, and signification. In other words, it is a
cultural form in which human beings are made into rational producing sub-
jects.75 This analysis is part of Escobar’s mission to “anthropologize” the study
of development by identifying “Western modernity as a culturally and histori-
cally specific phenomenon . . . produced by historical practices combining
knowledge and power.”76

In succeeding chapters, Escobar examines hunger and malnutrition as early
fields of Western intervention, and peasants, women, and the environment as
“others” not originally accounted for in development discourse, which then
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required intervention as well. He notes that, although the scientific knowledge
about and attention to each of these issue areas increased, the problems failed to
be stemmed. This is in large part because the people that were to be improved
were not considered to have relevant knowledge regarding their predicament 
and were never consulted. In that way the technical application of scientific
knowledge acts not only to depoliticize policymaking but also to deny the human
subjects agency and voice in the improvement of their circumstances. Escobar also
calls attention to peasant resistance and validates the creation of spaces where
the politics of that resistance can be mobilized.

In his closing chapter “Imagining a Postdevelopment Era,” Escobar asserts that
after several centuries of European domination, including a half-century of devel-
opment, Latin America is “neither on the way to the lamentable eradication of
all traditions nor triumphantly marching toward progress and modernity.” He
calls instead for a “hybrid modernity” that melds local traditions with the mod-
ern in ways negotiated between locals and the national state, and lastly, with
global economic forces.77 Writing in the mid-nineties he could allude to the
already numerous examples of local resistances to Western modernity.

Ongoing work by Escobar and his colleagues investigates these local social
movements throughout Latin America with sensibilities akin to IFG scholars.78

Development for Escobar and colleagues is first a cultural question of how life can
be improved without doing fundamental violence to people and their ways of life.
Second, it involves a politics of holding conversations within communities about
what they value and negotiating with national and international power holders
to sustain their ways of life. Economics is determined by culture and politics. In
Escobar’s world the job of the scholar is to engage in “participatory action
research” to involve the locals directly in research and policy implementation.79

If development has traditionally meant that the ultimate means and ends were
economic, and modernity entailed bringing progress from above, then Escobar is
postmodern in turning all of these orientations and practices on their heads.

The Indian political theorist Partha Chatterjee is a student of nationalism in
the postcolonial tradition. His project is to unpack Western discourses on nation-
alism, the state, and civil society to discern their relevance for the postcolonial
world. He demonstrates that European philosophical debates about the relative
purviews of state and civil society came to be contained within the modern lib-
eral state. He views European nationalism, following Benedict Anderson, as the
product of the alliance between print-capitalists and state rulers.80 At the same
time that powerful princes were bringing broader geographic territories under
their dominion, standardized forms of languages were spread via the print media.
In addition, capitalist social relations of production spread throughout the coun-
tryside, undermining feudal and other traditional forms of production and the
community life and identities based on them. These processes unfolded unevenly
across Europe.81

But by the twentieth century, alongside the expansion of European influence
via colonialism, the liberal capitalist state with an autonomous realm in civil
society regulated by that state was the modular framework for nationalism and
political community. The nation then became the reservoir for feelings “of love,
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duty, welfare, and the like.”82 Anderson calls nations “imagined communities,”
because they existed in the minds of print capitalism and rulers and then were
constructed politically, economically, and culturally. Anderson pitches his argu-
ment in universal terms. As we see in every other sphere of life in this era of
globalization, the West has provided the models for human activity and behav-
ior. This leads Chatterjee to ask what people in the postcolonial world “have
left to imagine.”83

Chatterjee’s question sits at the core of localglobalist critiques of development.
He argues that in the colonial world the discourse on nationalism arises not in
the context of trade-offs between the state and civil society, but rather as the mode
of resistance to colonialism and the capitalist destruction of communal life. He
shows that Indian nationalisms emerged culturally, at least a generation before
modern political nationalism. As political nationalism came to the fore in the
generation before independence, it built on the autonomous identities buttressed
by cultural nationalism, but sought to benefit from the scientific and organizational
know-how of the West. In this “material domain of the outside . . . the West had
proven its superiority and the East had succumbed.” However, political nation-
alism was the vehicle for achieving independence so that “the spiritual inner
domain bearing the essential marks of the cultural identity” could remain insu-
lated from Western contamination and be allowed to develop autonomously.84 The
precolonial Indian polity was culturally pluralistic, and colonialism brought
together several communities in most other places. Chatterjee analyzes the evo-
lution of postcolonial India, lamenting the way that political nationalists used the
state to pursue Western-styled industrialization and suppressed, often violently,
local communities along the way. They used as their model the classical national
ideas from the West, which posit the homogeneity of the nation under the state.85

In a closely argued concluding chapter, Chatterjee asserts that the European
philosophical discourse on state-civil society relations may not even apply to the
whole of Europe, and it certainly does not apply to the rest of the world. What
is really universal is the narrative of capital and its relentless effort to destroy com-
munities, as he writes

What then, are the true categories of universal history? State and civil society?
public and private? Social regulation and individual rights?—all made significant
within the narrative of capital as the history of freedom, modernity and progress?
Or the narrative of community—untheorized, relegated to the primordial zone of
the natural, and denied any subjectivity that is not domesticated to the require-
ments of the modern state, and yet persistent in its invocation of the rhetoric of
love and kinship.86

Communities other than the national state are left untheorized, invalidated, and
indefensible before the technical rationality of the state and capital.

Modern political and economic discourse has no place for a narrative funda-
mentally based on affective relations or love for one’s fellows. Nigerian anthropol-
ogist Ifi Amadiume enlarges this theme in her research on rural social structures in
postcolonial Africa. Working from the Afrocentric perspective charted by Cheik
Anta Diop, she argues that traditional African communities were matriarchal.
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Although a great deal of institutional variety was found from locale to locale,
women controlled religion, production, distribution, and exchange, and they were
politically organized, often in structures parallel to men’s organizations. Thus,
African systems of checks and balances existed, but with woman as mother,
provider, nurturer and foundation of the cultural cosmology. The encroachment
of the international state system and the world-economy over the centuries frag-
mented and in many places completely destroyed matriarchal institutions. Ama-
diume was able to show that vestiges of those older social systems featuring
matrifocality abound in contemporary Africa, though they have been inaccu-
rately analyzed by Northern scholars.87 These matrifocal structures, where they
still exist, continue to be the repository for compassion and love vis-a-vis patri-
focal institutions that valorize competitiveness, force, and violence. In Reinvent-
ing Africa Amadiume calls for the reinvigoration of matriarchal values “as the basis
of affective relationships so badly needed as an alternative to the present politi-
cal culture of violence underlying all the current problems of Africa.”88

In a manner similar to Chatterjee, Amadiume gives voice to communities
other than the nation-state that are based on the irrational rhetoric of affection
and love. Modern states may appropriate the love of nation to manipulate their
citizens, but they are almost always under the control of a modernizing national
political elite, who themselves are handmaidens for global capital. The supremacy
of capital and the myth of progress are made stronger by the absence of a narra-
tive that links them to violence, misery, sociopsychological dislocation, and the
cultural death of communities. Some of the black communities that Escobar works
with alluded to this discursive lacuna in 1994:

We don’t know exactly when we started to talk about cultural difference. But at
some point we refused to go on building a strategy around a catalogue of “prob-
lems” and “needs.” The government continues to bet on democracy and devel-
opment; we respond by emphasizing cultural autonomy and the right to be who
we are and have our own life project. To recognize the need to be different, to
build an identity, are difficult tasks that demand persistent work among our com-
munities, taking their very heterogeneity as a point of departure. However, the
fact that we do not have worked out social and economic alternatives makes us
vulnerable to the current onslaught by capital. This is one of the most important
political tasks at present: to advance in the formulation and implementation of
alternative social and economic proposals.89

From this vantage point scholars like Escobar, Chatterjee, and Amadiume are able
to valorize the right of communities to defend their autonomy from their national
states and globalizing capital. They offer us an episteme for completely reconfig-
uring our understanding of the politics of what is going on outside of the global
North. They interrogate the forces of Westernization and Americanization driv-
ing the world system from a powerful culturalist perspective that demands our
attention. Although Escobar and Amadiume are more concerned with the plight
of indigenous communities and Chatterjee focuses more on the construction of
the nation, all are interested in the articulation of the local to the national in
ways that affirm sovereignty from a Western-biased globalization. The analyses of
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Chatterjee and Escobar in particular are based on countries that are “democratic”
and can be studied with neoclassical economic theories and quantitative research
methodologies and not only on authoritarian countries to which those theories
and methods cannot be fruitfully applied. But Chatterjee might say that main-
stream scholarship, despite its claims of objectivity, is uncritically serving the grand
narrative of capitalist modernity and conveniently overlooking those who have
not had “voice” or “positionality” within that narrative. This is an oversight that
postcolonialists like Escobar, Chatterjee, and Amadiume are struggling to address.

Conclusion

This chapter has reviewed the major paradigms in the study of development since
the beginning of the cold war and the era of decolonization over fifty years ago.
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TABLE 5.1 Typology of Paradigms of Development90

Modernization World-System Dependency Localglobalism

Unit of Analysis nation-state nation-state, world sub-nation-state 
system forces, 

world-system

Research Focus underdeveloped states underdeveloped states, social movements, 
spheres of world system spheres of world-system

Theoretical liberalism, ECLA program, poststructuralism, 
Heritage functionalism, Neo-Marxism Neo-Gramscianism

evolutionary theories

Theoretical bimodal bimodal, trimodal bimodal
Structure tradition—modernity metropole—satellite, local—global

core—semiperiphery—
periphery

Civilizational Eurocentric, Enlightenment
Genealogy Eurocentric, Enlightment-

pluralist, globalist, post-
Enlightenment

Sociological Basis economic economic determinism cultural determinism
determinism

Leading Social capitalist-oriented socialist-social democratic new social movements
Strata economic and political elites

political elites

Main Classical Weber, Parsons, Said, Escobar, Ekins, 
Thinkers Rostow, Easton, Chaterjee

AlmondLenin,
Prebisch, Frank, O. 
Cox, Wallerstein

Some Main Huntington, Powell, Cardoso and Faletto, Goldsmith and 
Revisionist Thinkers Apter, Roett, Rodrik, Meyer Amadiume Mander, 

and Hannan, R. Cox, Robertson
Laitin



It has argued that a new paradigm of development emerged in the 1990s that has
been overlooked by other recent overviews of development. Table 5.1 shows a
revised typology for development that incorporates the localglobal paradigm. I
hope that, given the foregoing discussion, no extended explanation of this typol-
ogy is essential for the reader. It is merely offered here as a heuristic device in our
ongoing debates about development.

No attempt was made in this chapter to review work over the last decade done
under the modernization paradigm, and very little attention was given to recent
research from the world-system or dependency perspective. Such research is amply
addressed elsewhere.91 However, having argued vigorously on behalf of local-
globalism, we must at the same time acknowledge the enduring relevance of
research under the older paradigms. The modernization paradigm’s observations
of elections, parties, and institution building in the new democracies and the
advances made in our understanding of how ethnicity operates in politics are of
continuing importance. And it is obvious that the drama of an emerging “anti-
Western-styled globalization” historical bloc fueled by new social movements
from below reminds us of the lingering salience of the question of dependent
development in a capitalist world system. As Alvin So found over a decade ago,
the most significant research in the new millennium will probably employ con-
cepts and methodologies popular under each of these newly configured paradigms
in an eclectic fashion.
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P A R T  I I I

Civic Engagement and Voting

AS THIS VOLUME WAS BEING EDITED, the nation was anticipat-

ing the 2008 presidential elections. Clearly the vote is the most crit-

ical political resource available to African Americans. Because it has

become so predictable, does it lose some of its significance? In recent national elec-

tions, blacks have voted as a bloc. Most black voters did not vote for President

George W. Bush even though he made a relatively weak appeal to black voters

at the annual Urban League Conference. He reminded blacks that the Democ-

ratic Party takes their vote for granted and that they should leverage their vote

to exact benefits from both parties. However, this did not deter blacks from vot-

ing overwhelmingly for John Kerry. The large turnout of black voters indicated

that they saw the election as critical. The 2008 national elections will present a

new set of candidate options. Will black voters play a similar role to the one they

played in 2004? Will the issues change? Do racial issues trump those of gender for

the black community? Do the increased number of minority candidates stimulate

more civic engagement among blacks? The essays in Part III discuss African

American public opinion and voting behavior.

Some African American organizations are nonpartisan but are still engaged

in political activities. Citizen groups also provide opportunities for political par-

ticipation. Blacks are involved in a variety of interest groups ranging from self-

help organizations to advocacy associations. Involvement in these groups increases

the social capital in the black community.

Political participation poses a special problem for African American political sci-

entists. Many of them live in communities with few highly educated individuals



and they cannot afford to stay on the sidelines and take notes. They feel obli-

gated to get involved politically. A number of them become community activists,

candidates, and pundits. In some cases, this involvement has enriched the polit-

ical process, and in other cases, it has sidetracked an academic career. One of the

essays in Part III examines these career choices.
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C H A P T E R  S I X

Political Science and the Study of
African American Public Opinion

MELISSA V. HARRIS-LACEWELL

HANES WALTON’S FOUNDATIONAL TEXT, Black Politics, asserts that
“black politics in America is continually changing” (1972, 15). His asser-
tion confirms observations that black political leadership has grown,

diversified, and taken on new shadings in the past half-century. This assertion of
a diverse black politics is less transparent in the study of black public opinion.
Marked by a striking homogeneity of electoral preferences dominated by Demo-
cratic partisan affiliation, African American political thought is often wrongly
assumed to be unidirectional and to lack the internal complexity of white Amer-
ican political attitudes. Despite the assumption that there is little surprising to
uncover in African American attitudes, political scientists have spent the last sev-
eral decades developing the field of black public opinion into an important con-
tribution to our understanding of black American politics.

Political science scholarship has convincingly demonstrated a wide and per-
sistent gap between the political attitudes of white and black Americans. The dis-
cipline also draws connections between specific elements of black cultural life and
collective psychological predispositions that contribute to the particular shape of
black public opinion. This research on black public opinion demonstrates that
African Americans are engaged members of the political system, rather than apo-
litical, uninvolved participants at the margins. However, although it lays the
groundwork for understanding black political thought, the emphasis of much of
this work on a unique black politics obscures the heterogeneity of black public
opinion. This scholarship inadequately captures the ways that politics is a con-
tested terrain within blackness. More recent work challenges the notion of uni-
tary black politics, drawing attention to the cross-cutting identities and
communities within African American politics. This chapter both reviews the
accomplishments of several decades of scholarship on black public opinion and
offers a critique of the shortcomings that often mark this work. It also takes up
the issue of methodology, questioning how scholars of public opinion can con-
tinue to do their work in the face of a shortage of survey data. The chapter then



sets out a number of thematic and methodological items for a new research agenda
of black public opinion.

Conclusions in the Study of Black Public Opinion

In their 1993 chapter for Political Science: State of the Discipline, McClain and
Garcia trace the study of African American politics through four generations. The
study of black public opinion emerges most forcefully in the fourth generation of
their history of black politics within political science. In the early-to-mid-
twentieth century, black politics was engaged with questions of political theory
(Bunche 1935; Myrdal 1944), regional politics (Gosnell 1935; Key 1949), lead-
ership studies (Dunbar 1961; Ladd 1966; Matthews and Prothro 1966; Walker
1963; Wilson 1960, 1961), power relations (Carmichael and Hamilton 1967;
Jones 1972), and political participation (Holden 1973; Walton 1973). Although
these issues continued to be studied throughout the twentieth century, the study
of mass-based public opinion only emerged as a subfield within the study of black
politics in the early 1970s. This intellectual interest was spurred in part by the
historical realities of black political life.

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 and the urban riots of the late 1960s forced
political scientists to consider the opinions of the masses of African Americans,
both because Southern blacks entered the electorate and because urban blacks
entered the American consciousness. The urban riots of the 1960s, the emergence
of youth-led black power organizations, and the growing prominence of racial pol-
itics in the American Midwest, Northeast, and California exposed the fault lines
between the black political leadership and the black masses. As it became clearer
that elites did not necessarily speak for whole communities, it likewise became
clearer that understanding the goals, ideas, and tactics of African American polit-
ical leadership was insufficient for understanding mass opinion. As a result of
these changes in the political world and the increasing availability of African
American samples in national public opinion data, political scientists increasingly
turned their eye to the study of black political thought. Political science makes
fewer claims to cumulative knowledge than other social science disciplines. Still,
after thirty years of concentrated effort studying the public opinions of African
Americans, two questions are worth asking: what have we learned, and what find-
ings about black public opinion are reasonably stable and consistent?

What we have learned can be grouped into two broad categories: First, polit-
ical science scholarship has convincingly demonstrated the existence of a wide
and persistent gap between the political attitudes, ideological positions, partisan
affiliations, and policy preferences of white and black Americans. Using statisti-
cal analysis of national survey instruments, political scientists show that African
Americans perceive and exist in a political world very different from that of whites.
Second, political science has drawn the connections between specific elements of
black cultural life and collective psychological predispositions that contribute to
the particular shape of black public opinion. These scholars have argued for the
importance of African American institutions like the church in shaping political
attitudes and have identified racial heuristics that guide policy preferences.
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Black Thought is Different from White Opinion

Black American public opinion is substantially different from that of white Amer-
icans (Kinder and Sanders 1996). Perhaps the most consistent finding of black
public opinion research is that African American partisanship differs from that
of whites in its overwhelming support for the contemporary Democratic Party.
African American allegiance to the Republican Party of Lincoln was solid for the
half-century between emancipation and the New Deal, but “by 1936 blacks had
moved overwhelmingly into the Democratic column” (Weiss 1983, xiii). Con-
temporary black voting patterns and self-assessments of partisan identification
reflect consistent attachment to the Democratic Party (Dawson 1994, Tate 1993).
Democratic partisanship makes African Americans unique both in terms of the
direction of their affiliation and in the homogeneity of the attachment. This dif-
ference in how blacks perceive the Democratic Party is substantive and not just
affective. “The movement of African Americans into and out of the Republican
party was never blind or random, but was based on a realistic assessment of which
party would best further black political and economic interests” (Dawson 1994,
106). African Americans have supported the Democratic Party because they per-
ceive it as the party most interested in pursuing policies that advance racial group
interests. This attachment to the party based on racial interests leads some schol-
ars to believe that black attitudes are more sophisticated than that of other racial
groups because of the ability to perceive partisan differences (Glaser 1995).

Despite the strength of this attachment, black Democratic partisanship is not
a simple dimension of black public opinion. The Democratic Party itself is fraught
with a racial division of public opinion in which black Democrats differ greatly
from white Democrats; for example a “virtual gulf exists between black and white
Democrats” on issues of economic redistribution, affirmative action, and attitudes
toward the presidents (Hadley 1994, 597). In summary, political science schol-
arship finds that black public opinion differs from white public opinion both
because of the broad attachment of blacks to the Democratic Party and in terms
of more liberal policy preferences by blacks within the party.

In addition to these differences in partisanship, public opinion research shows
a substantial racial divide in attitudes toward public policy, particularly with
respect to policies associated with issues of race (Kinder and Winter 2001). Sigel-
man and Welch (1991) demonstrate that throughout the 1980s African Ameri-
cans and whites differed dramatically on their perception of the existence of
prejudice and discrimination and their assessment of the potential for realizing a
racially fair society. Generally, whites were nervous that blacks were pushing too
hard, whereas blacks believed that they were still forced to battle a biased system
(Sigelman and Welch 1991). These differing perceptions of racial discrimination
translated into enormous gaps between blacks and whites in support for race-
based public policies.

One of the most comprehensive studies of change in U.S. racial attitudes,
Schuman, Steeth, Bobo, and Krysan’s Racial Attitudes in America (1997), uncov-
ers “large differences in the perspectives of blacks and whites about the causes of
black disadvantage. Blacks emphasize continuing discrimination; whites stress
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low motivation on the part of blacks. This disagreement in perceptions of causal-
ity sets the stage for many other differences” (Schuman, Steeth, Bobo, and Krysan
1997, 275) Blacks continue to support affirmative action, school integration, pref-
erential hiring, open housing laws, and a number of other racial policies at lev-
els far exceeding those of whites. An increase in white support for certain
race-targeted government policies and a slight attenuation in black support for
these same policies have led to a marginal narrowing of the gap between black
and white attitudes in the 1990s; however, the racial gulf in public opinion per-
sists (Bobo and Kleugel 1997; Shipler 1997; Sigelman and Welch 1991)

The racial gap in public opinion is equally deep around attitudes toward polit-
ical leaders. African American animosity toward Presidents Reagan and Bush, who
were well liked by most whites, was a salient feature of black public opinion
throughout the 1980s (Barker 1989; Dawson 1994; Tate 1993; Walters 1988).
Black respondents to national surveys in the 1980s reported very cool affect
toward Presidents Reagan and George H. W. Bush. When asked to rate their
warmth toward Reagan on a scale from 0 to 100, black respondents averaged a
rating of 29 points in 1984. Michael Dawson’s 1994 text on contemporary black
politics finds that “having consistently bypassed and denounced the recognized
leadership of the black community, [Reagan] was viewed as extraordinarily hos-
tile to black aspirations” (Dawson 1994, 117). In a 1984 volume on blacks in
America, Pinkney goes as far as to argue that “the Reagan administration has given
increased impetus to the conservative movement in the United States, ranging
from such neofascist groups as the Ku Klux Klan to the Moral Majority” (Pinkney
1984, 178). Initially received somewhat more warmly than Reagan, the first Pres-
ident Bush ultimately fared poorly within black public opinion. Black attitudes
toward President Clinton were quite different. In 2000, black respondents reported
an average warmth rating toward Clinton of 79 points, a score that outstripped even
the ratings for Jesse Jackson. Thus whereas Presidents Reagan and Bush were widely
liked among whites, they were reviled by blacks. Alternately, whereas Clinton
enjoyed only moderate warmth among white voters he was beloved among African
Americans (Harris-Lacewell and Albertson 2004; Wickham 2002).

New research in political science demonstrates that the racial divide in pub-
lic opinion extends beyond the statistically significant gaps in support for parties,
policies, and leaders. It also is manifest in processes of political reasoning. Evi-
dence shows that blacks respond differently from whites to race-laden messages
in the media, suggesting that the racial gap is a matter not only of different streams
of information but also of differing processes of reception and interpretation
(Gilliam and Iyengar 2000). In recent decades, political science research has
demonstrated a renewed interest in the effects of social trust on political ideas
and action (Putnam 2001). Findings show both a substantial racial gap in trust
(Aberbach and Walker 1970; Abramson 1972; Howell and Fagan 1988; Rodgers
1974 ) and racial differences in how trust influences policy preferences. African
Americans are considerably less trusting of both fellow citizens and of many social
and political institutions than whites (Aberbach and Walker 1970; Brehm and
Rahn 1997; Kramer 1994). This lack of trust has important but different impli-
cations for blacks and whites. Those whites who are less trusting of government
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are less likely to support affirmative action, school integration, and education quo-
tas (Hetherington and Globetti 2002). For African Americans political trust is
responsive to the presence of black political leadership. Those blacks who live in
cities with black mayors or who have black representatives are more likely to trust
the government (Abney and Hutcheson 1981; Howell and Fagan 1988). These
trust findings demonstrate that white and black citizens maintain very different
attitudes about their government and about their fellow Americans. They also
suggest that blacks and whites use trust differently with respect to formulating pol-
icy positions.

The gap in public opinion between whites and blacks is a widely agreed-on
conclusion in the field. Public opinion surveys dating to the middle of the twen-
tieth century indicate that African Americans and whites perceive different polit-
ical realities, support different political parties, assess political leaders differently,
and stake out different positions on matters of policy. This divide emerges from
differences in class position, self-interest, and tradition, but there is also a deeper
basis for this gap: “The racial divide is, as we’ve seen partly philosophical dis-
agreement between African Americans and white Americans over the importance
of equality and the proper scope of government” (Kinder and Winter 2001, 451).
Among the things that political science has learned is that black public opinion
as a whole is distinctive from white opinion in content and direction.

Distinctive Racial Culture and Experiences Affect Black Opinion

Political science scholarship has not only documented the ways that African
American public opinion is distinct from white attitudes, but it has also mapped
the unique contributions of black cultural practices, psychological processes, and
political traditions in shaping this distinctive constellation of public opinion.
First, we have learned that black public opinion is deeply affected by racial con-
sciousness, solidarity, and identity. Second, we know that black cultural and social
traditions play complicated but critical roles in shaping black political attitudes
and directing black political action. Finally, we know that the expression of black
public opinion is affected by racial context.

Research on African American political participation throughout the 1960s
and 1970s convincingly demonstrated that African Americans participated in pol-
itics at surprisingly high levels despite being overrepresented among those with
lower socioeconomic status (Olsen 1970; Verba and Nie 1972). Part of the expla-
nation for these higher levels of political action was the acknowledgment that
racial consciousness operated as a resource for political action. Verba and Nie
(1972) argue that black consciousness makes African Americans aware of their
subordinate status and encourages political participation. Shingles (1981) shows
that racial consciousness combines political mistrust with political efficacy in a
potent participatory combination. Although this stream of research suggests the
ways that racial consciousness influences political action, it only hints at its influ-
ence on the shape and direction of black attitudes.1 It was Michael Dawson’s
decisive text, Behind the Mule (1994), which articulated the role of racial con-
sciousness in the development of black political attitudes.
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Dawson’s work intervenes in a debate about the relative importance of class
in shaping black political attitudes. Responding to Wilson’s (1987) assertion that
economic bifurcation among black Americans has created distinctively classed
communities within black America and that these communities did not neces-
sarily share common experiences, interests, and opinions, Dawson offers an alter-
native analytic framework for understanding how African Americans use group
interests as a heuristic for assessing individual political interests. Dawson’s black
utility heuristic provides a convincing mechanism that connects black public
opinion to a sense of linked fate among African Americans based on the histor-
ical and structural realities of their position as a subordinate racial group (Daw-
son 1994). Research in the 1970s and 1980s demonstrated that black
consciousness was a “missing link” (Shingles 1981) capable of explaining African
American political participation despite the challenges of socioeconomic status.
Dawson’s account articulates the role of racial consciousness in shaping African
American public opinion in spite of the shifting economic realities that distin-
guish middle-class black experiences from the realities facing the black poor. In
the decade of research that has followed Dawson’s contribution, the role of black-
linked fate has been debated and challenged, but grappling with the idea of the
black utility heuristic is a necessary element of all contemporary black public
opinion research. Those who want to map black attitudes must consider the ways
that an assessment of racial group interests shapes and defines individual politi-
cal attitudes. We may not know precisely how collective psychological predispo-
sitions influence individual ideas, but political science has clearly shown that
public opinion among blacks is not just an aggregation of individual, self-inter-
ested individuals; black opinion is connected to assessments of the welfare of the
collective (Davis and Brown 2002; Dawson 2001; Harris-Lacewell 2004).

In addition to knowing that racial consciousness is at work at the level of indi-
vidual psychology, we also know that aggregate features of culture, tradition, and
institutions operate to shape black public opinion. Levine (1977) and Henry
(1990) provide evidence that black politics in the United States is rooted in cul-
tural traditions, such as folklore, blues, and the church. This research draws out
elements of black cultural traditions, such as defiance, orality, collectivism, and
redemptive suffering, and ties them to the unique ways that African Americans
think about and perform politics. For example, Davis and Davenport (1997) find
that the film Malcolm X and the media attention surrounding it had an influence
on black political attitudes, making African Americans more racially conscious,
knowledgeable, and racially concerned. Their findings reinforce the importance
of shared cultural experiences in the development of African American attitudes.

Political science scholarship has also used our understanding of black cultural
practices to explain the explosive popularity of Jesse Jackson during his mid-
1980s presidential bids. Jackson’s primary candidacies were critical for invigorat-
ing work on black public opinion because they revealed the tensions within the
Democratic Party and prompted the collection of national survey data2 that made
the quantitative study of mass opinion possible in new ways (Dawson 1994; Tate
1993). Further, Jackson’s style and popularity encouraged discussion of how
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black cultural practices shape opinion (Reed 1986; Walters 1988). Jackson’s
moral fervor and church-based oratorical style were important elements in his
explosive popularity among black voters (Dawson 1994; Henry 1990; McCormick
and Smith 1989; Washington 1985). Black voters assessed Jackson as more intel-
ligent, compassionate, moral, inspiring, knowledgeable, and honest than either
Dukakis or Bush in 1988 (Dawson 1994, 142). In the 1980s Jackson was perceived
as a true leader who was deeply concerned with addressing racial inequality. Black
support for him in the 1980s further emphasized the connection among black con-
sciousness, black cultural practices, and public opinion.

Research on Jackson’s candidacies can also be linked to the work of political
scientists who study public opinion and political action in the church. In turn,
their work links them with scholars who claim that the black church was crucial
in initiating and sustaining the modern civil rights movement (Genovese 1974;
McAdam 1982; Morris 1984). Reed (1986) critiques the connection between
the church and progressive, racial, social movements as a myth, but such schol-
ars of the black church as Lincoln and Mamiya (1990) and researchers of black
political behavior such as Tate (1993) continue to find empirical evidence link-
ing black churches to the political mobilization of African Americans. Whether
in the mid-century civil rights movement or the 1980s presidential bids of Jesse
Jackson, the black church seems to have provided organizational resources for
black political involvement (Dawson 1994; Nelsen, Madron, and Yokley 1975).

Important new contributions in this field find that both macro- and micro-
level resources support a variety of political activities by African Americans.
Macro resources include “indigenous leadership, communication networks, easy
availability of mass memberships, and social interaction of political actors” (Har-
ris 1999, 28). Micro-level resources include the psychological and cultural fac-
tors that help individuals do the work of politics, including religiously inspired
efficacy and oppositional civic culture (Calhoun-Brown 1996; Ellison 1993; Har-
ris 1999). “Religion’s psychological dimensions could potentially empower indi-
viduals with a sense of competence and resilience, inspiring them to believe in
their own ability, with the assistance of an acknowledged sacred force, to influ-
ence or affect governmental affairs, thus—in some instances—to act politically”
(Harris 1999, 82). Although there is still debate about whether the black church
discourages political action by encouraging followers to focus on the rewards of
an afterlife (Drake and Cayton 1962; Frazier 1974; Marx 1967; Orum 1966; Reed
1986; Silberman 1964), there is a good deal of respected, empirical evidence that
many black churches are actively committed to providing worshipers with the
organizational and psychological resources necessary for political action.

Whereas those who study political participation have drawn convincing link-
ages to the black church, researchers of black public opinion have articulated the
connections between religiosity and political attitudes. It is clear that African
Americans are among the most religious members of American society. Follow-
ing in the tradition of Holden (1973), Levine (1977), and Stuckey (1987), Smith
and Seltzer (1992) provide evidence that a high level of personal religiosity is one
of the distinguishing characteristics of black public opinion. They also uncover
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a complex role for religiosity in shaping black political attitudes. Religiosity
encourages greater social and moral conservatism among African Americans with-
out generating concomitant political conservatism (Smith and Seltzer 1992, 129).

The church stands out as the most extensively studied black institution.
Research on the church demonstrates the centrality of black cultural practices
to encouraging political action and shaping political attitudes and opinions
among blacks. We have learned that black culture matters to black opinion and
that the church is among the most important sites of the reproduction of black
cultural practices.

In addition to knowing that collective psychological predispositions, such as
the black utility heuristic, and black cultural practices, such as the church, influ-
ence black opinion, we also know that context affects the expression of black pub-
lic opinion. Some researchers have demonstrated that blacks living in certain
racial environments have distinct racial opinions. Bledsoe, Welch, Sigelman, and
Combs (1995) explore the influence of residential segregation on feelings of racial
solidarity and find support for a social density hypothesis that blacks living in cities
and black neighborhoods have greater racial solidarity. Cohen and Dawson (1993)
find that living in communities with high concentrations of poverty (over 30%)
increases feelings of political efficacy but decreases the sense of community effi-
cacy. They also find that “living in a neighborhood with over 30% poverty has a
chilling or isolating effect” (Cohen and Dawson 1993, 291) on organizational
involvement; thus African Americans from economically devastated communi-
ties express a greater sense of “political isolation” (Cohen and Dawson 1993,
295) in opinion surveys. In an increasingly economically bifurcated black com-
munity, not all African Americans build their political views within the same
structural context. Some live in relatively more economically and racially mar-
ginalized communities than others. Political science scholarship offers convinc-
ing evidence that these structural contexts of race and class affect the shape and
content of public opinion among African Americans.

The influence of context on the shape and expression of black public opin-
ion is also evident in the findings on how black public opinion is affected by per-
ceptions of the race of the interviewer in survey research. Because our knowledge
of public opinion relies heavily on empirical evidence gathered in surveys, it is
important to know how the effects of racial context in surveys direct the expres-
sion of black political views. More than thirty years of research have found that
the expression of black public opinion depends in part on the perceived racial
context of the interview. When respondents believe that they are in an interra-
cial survey environment their views are different from those expressed when they
believe themselves to be in an intraracial interaction. Schuman and Converse
(1971) find that African American respondents give differing responses to white
and black interviewers when asked about protest and feelings toward whites. Ander-
son, Silver, and Abramson (1988) find that blacks interviewed by whites express
more warmth and closeness to whites. Davis (1997) concludes that black respon-
dents acquiesce to white interviewers on a number of contradictory evaluations
of parties, leaders, and racial political position. These effects are more than sim-
ply empirical realities that complicate the task of studying public opinion. They
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are also markers of the ways that the expression of black attitudes is marked by
racial context. Davis (1997) links this deference to white interviewers to the tra-
dition of racial accommodation that is a necessary feature of African American
life, given the subordinate status of the group. Similarly, Harris-Lacewell (2004)
argues that intraracial contexts provide unique opportunities to study the devel-
opment of black political attitudes because these contexts are free from the 
surveillance by whites that often constrains expression of black attitudes.

The systematic study of African American public opinion within political sci-
ence is now more than thirty years old. During these decades scholars have con-
tributed importantly to our understanding of the contours of black public opinion.
The firm conclusions we have in this field can be summarized as follows:

• Black attitudes are different from white attitudes.
• This distinctiveness exists across a wide range of political realms

including partisanship, policy stances, and assessments of political
leaders.

• Black public opinion is shaped by distinct psychological processes,
cultural practices, and racial contexts.

• Black consciousness, identity, and the sense of linked fate are criti-
cally important to understanding the contours of black opinion.

• African American cultural tropes and practices influence political
thought. The church and black religiosity are among the most
important elements of this distinct racial culture.

• Structural context affects both the content and expression of black
political views.

Untested Models and Unasked Questions

Two important weaknesses continue to plague the study of black public opinion.
Much of the scholarly work in this area has emphasized the unique elements of
African American thought. This research has not only demonstrated the dis-
tinctiveness of black public opinion relative to white attitudes, but it has also
shown the ways that collective racial attitudes and experiences shape black pol-
itics. Whether it is Levine’s (1977) assertions of a single black cultural tradition
or Dawson’s (1994) description of a single heuristic for black political decision
making, these scholars have often inadequately captured the ways that politics is
a contested terrain within blackness. Although this research has taught us a great
deal about African American thought, this focus also has obscured the hetero-
geneity within black public opinion.

In addition to the discipline’s failure to investigate intraracial diversity in
attitudes, the study of black public opinion has been hampered by a kind of
“drunkard’s search” that has limited the range of topics investigated in the field.
In the allegory of the drunkard’s search, the drunk looks for his lost keys beneath
the streetlight not because it is the most likely location for the keys, but
because the light is best there. Similarly, the study of black public opinion has
focused almost exclusively on the study of African American attitudes about
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racial issues and policies not because these areas are most inherently varied or
interesting, but because data and previous literature exist on these topics. The
result is that we have very little information about other dimensions of black polit-
ical thought.

Intersectionality and Heterogeneity of Opinion

Despite the titular assertion of Wilson’s (1980) volume, the significance of race
has not declined in the role that it plays in shaping black political attitudes.
African Americans demonstrate stunning agreement across class, sex, age, region,
and urbanity on many important political attitudes. For example, it is a robust
finding that African Americans of all classes share political attitudes that are
more like African Americans of other class positions than like non-blacks of the
same class (Huckfeldt and Kohfeld 1989). In 1993, Dawson and Cohen found that
“most black people, regardless of poverty status, agreed on the evaluation of the
president, the need for a strong state, redistributive economic politics, and choices
for elected office” (Dawson and Cohen 2002, 298). Smith and Seltzer (1992) find
important differences between middle-class and poorer African Americans, but
they still concede a spectacular similarity across educational and income divisions.

These empirical findings mask the sites of heterogeneity in black public opin-
ion, discouraging researchers from complicating their investigations of black atti-
tudes with a thorough intersectional approach. To the extent that political
scientists have sought heterogeneity in black opinion, it has been through nar-
rowly empirical means, most frequently through the use of various demographic
regression equations. Research on black public opinion has used measures of edu-
cation, income, sex, urban dwelling, Southern identity, and age to uncover cleav-
ages in African American thought. These standard socioeconomic and
demographic variables are placed in complex regression equations. Sometimes
they reach statistical significance, offering additional explanatory power to mod-
els of black opinion (Schuman, Steeh, Bobo, and Krysan 1997; Sigelman and
Welch 1991). Scholars report, for example, that black women tend to be more
religious than black men (Smith and Seltzer 1992); that young African Ameri-
cans are more connected to black popular culture than older African Americans
(Davis and Davenport 1997); or that poor blacks remain under the spell of the
American dream while middle-income blacks are succeeding more and enjoying
it less (Hochschild 1995). These studies dispute the notion of an entirely unitary
black politics by demonstrating the ways that various personal characteristics
have an independent effect even after accounting for race. However, they have
not led to a comprehensive or cumulative base of knowledge about the role of
difference in shaping black opinion. This approach acknowledges that some diver-
sity exists within African American attitudes, but it rarely offers fully theorized
investigations of how internal divisions within the black community might shape
black politics and opinion.

By thinking about intraracial diversity in attitudes as individual variables to
be analyzed for their independent effect, political scientists are missing the value
of a truly intersectional analysis. “Scholars must move away from individualist
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models where respondents and their political views and actions are examined or
counted independent of the historical and social context in which their racial and
ethnic identities are given meaning. . . . Without any attention to the historical
and current context of these interactions or phenomena we may be severely mis-
interpreting the meaning of the data” (Dawson and Cohen 2002, 491). A com-
prehensive intersectional approach to the study of black public opinion would
borrow from black feminist theorizing about the ways that race is part of an inter-
locking system of identity and subordination. Gender, class, sexual orientation,
and age are not simply variables. These concepts represent socially constructed
realities that have material consequences for the lives of those who are at their
intersections. Feminist scholars (Collins 1991); sociologists (Gilroy 2000; Pattillo-
McCoy 1999); historians (Holt 2000), and critical race theorists (Roberts 1995)
have theorized and demonstrated empirically the ways that race has very differ-
ent influences on individuals when it intersects with gender, class, age, and sex-
ual identity.

Some innovative studies within political science have made contributions to
an intersectional analysis. Cohen’s (1999) Boundaries of Blackness is a definitive
text that uncovers the ways that traditional African American political strate-
gies, centered on a narrow politics of respectability, marginalize and silence sub-
ordinate groups within the black community. As an example, Cohen traces the
unresponsiveness of the African American political machinery to the AIDS cri-
sis. She cites the realities that the disease was linked in the public imagination
with homosexuality and drug use and traces the unwillingness of black leaders to
acknowledge its impact on African American communities. This text forces a
reevaluation of notions of a single black identity and unitary black politics, but
it is not primarily a text about pubic opinion.

The field of black public opinion continues to await multiple contributions
of intersectional analyses. One promising article by Gay and Tate (1998) does
make inroads into theorizing on the complicated relationship between race and
gender that influences the ways that black women form opinions on political
matters. Although they demonstrate that both racial and gendered identities are
important to black women, they also find that racial identification exerts a more
powerful influence on political attitudes than does gender identification (Gay
and Tate 1998). Their work attempts to think about the multiplicative effect of
black womanhood, but it remains nearly unique in this attempt.

Not only does political science scholarship know little about the intersections
of gender, sexual identity, and class within black opinion but it has also failed to
investigate the effects of black ethnic identity. Blackness is a socially constructed
category that includes not only the descendants of African slaves from the Amer-
ican South but also black people of multiple ethnic backgrounds, including recent
immigrants from Africa and the Caribbean. Although blackness is a complex
social category, most public opinion research assumes a single black ethnic iden-
tity. Public opinion surveys from the 1980s and 1990s rarely asked respondents
about their ethnic heritage or identity and assume that a model of black public
opinion could be equally applied to all black ethnic groups. Sociologist Mary
Waters (1999) argues that we must complicate the notion of blackness itself by
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recognizing that black people comprise many ethnic groups, including more recent
immigrants to the United States from the black Diaspora. Her research details
the experiences, identities, and expectations of West Indian immigrants and their
children. She traces both their shared and distinct interpretations of America
when compared with those of native-born blacks. Waters’s research is an invalu-
able contribution to understanding blackness at the intersection of ethnic identity,
but this is a contribution made by a sociologist, not a political scientist. There
are still many unanswered questions within the study of public opinion. How do
the political attitudes of first-generation Caribbean or African blacks compare
with those of native-born blacks? Are they guided by the same sense of linked
fate? How is linked fate made more complicated by ethnic identity?

A review of the literature suggests that the study of public opinion has
remained largely silent on the investigation of intersectional identities and polit-
ical attitudes. As we move into the second half-century of research on black pub-
lic opinion, political science scholarship must be willing to confront a number of
unanswered questions in this arena. How are the contours of public opinion dif-
ferent for African American gays and lesbians than for heterosexual blacks? How
might the utility heuristic be deployed differently for a group that is marginalized
within blackness? Can racial linked fate still stand as a reasonable shortcut for
assessing individual interests if the racial group itself is hostile toward the mar-
ginal community, as is sometimes the case with black women, black gay men and
lesbians, and other groups labeled as “deviant”? How might assumptions about
gender, class, ethnicity, and sexual orientation influence the questions that pub-
lic opinion researchers ask? How do public opinion researchers influence findings
by assuming a male, straight, native-born respondent to our surveys, interviews,
and focus groups?

Related to the failure of public opinion research to adequately offer an inter-
sectional approach to the study of black public opinion is its inability to move
beyond the black-white paradigm in the study of political attitudes. The United
States is becoming a more multiracial society. The relationship between a pow-
erful white majority and a subordinated black minority has been the guiding struc-
ture for research in African American politics, but this paradigm is quickly
becoming a less useful way of thinking about racial politics in the United States.
It is therefore less useful as a structure for the study of black public opinion, yet
political science scholarship knows little about black attitudes toward and in rela-
tion to other racially marginalized groups.

The field of political science does know something about blacks in multira-
cial contexts, however. Multiracial electoral coalitions in American cities in the
1980s and 1990s prompted research in the subfield of urban politics that situated
African Americans within a strategic, multiracial electoral environment. (Brown-
ing, Marshall, and Tabb 1984, 1997; Gilliam 1996; Jackson, Gerber, and Cain
1994; Sonenshein 1993) More recently in this tradition Kim (2000) offers an
analysis that goes beyond the black-white paradigm of American racial politics
with an urban study of the conflict between African American and Korean com-
munities in New York City. All of these studies demonstrate the ways that African
Americans position themselves within urban contexts that require sharing power
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through coalitions of racial minorities. We know from the urban politics litera-
ture that African American officeholders and voters share some concerns, styles,
and political practices with Hispanic and Asian American communities; and we
also learn that they are unique from and even hostile to other issues that arise in
these minority communities. Although this work has made valuable contribu-
tions to our understanding of black politics, it has rarely focused on public 
opinion and the intersections of black public opinion with that of other minor-
ity groups.

To the extent that we do know something specifically about black public
opinion in a multiracial context, political science scholarship has tended to take
the models of black-white attitude cleavages and simply tried to extend them to
include other racial minorities (Jackson, Gerber, and Cain 1994; Lien 1998; Thor-
ton and Mizuno 1999; Welch and Sigelman 1992). This approach is similar to
the one that adds variables like income, sex, and region to models of public opin-
ion and then analyzes the coefficients on these variables without entering into a
full intersectional analysis. Similarly, the research on multiracial attitudes has
tended to add Latinos and Asians to models that were originally generated to test
differences in attitudes among blacks and whites.

Another model for studying black attitudes in context with other minorities
is to ask black people what they think of immigrants, of Latinos/Hispanics, of
Asians, or of policies that affect other minority communities. These studies seek
to validate or repudiate an inter-minority conflict theory by determining whether
blacks view other minorities in the ways that whites view blacks (Morris 2000).
These public opinion studies tend to be narrowly empirical and fail to contribute
to a comparative racial framework theory that would illuminate the role of power,
privilege, history, and attitudes in shaping a complicated racial society. To date,
political science’s study of black public opinion has not produced a comparative
racial theory that will situate African American political attitudes in a complex
global society and help us understand how black attitudes respond to and help
generate this new racial politics.

Unexplored Dimensions of Black Public Opinion

Although it has outlined the contours of black political thought, the discipline
of political science has not provided significant insight into our understanding of
black public opinion at the intersection of other relevant identities or beyond 
the black-white paradigm. Further, the discipline has done little to expand our
knowledge of black public opinion beyond a very narrow range of issue domains.
Nearly everything that political science scholarship has learned about black polit-
ical attitudes has been in the realm of racial attitudes, opinions toward policies
that disproportionately affect African Americans, and assessments of national
candidates, officeholders, and parties. Very little is known about black public
opinion in other political areas.

In a post–September 11 America, perhaps the most glaring omission in our
knowledge of black public opinion is our failure to learn anything meaningful
about black public opinion toward foreign policy. Terrorism, war, immigration, and
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globalization are making domestic politics an increasingly global affair. For exam-
ple, it would be impossible to discuss American attitudes toward President 
George W. Bush without attention to issues of war, foreign aid, and involvement
in international conflicts. Yet political science scholarship implies that the only
attitude dimensions of interest in black political thought are those that revolve
around narrowly constructed racial concerns. In an increasingly global society,
political science must understand the shape and direction of black people’s opin-
ions on matters of foreign policy. Otherwise the discipline will both promote the
notion that African Americans are parochial and will limit our own understanding
of the multiple forces affecting black thought.

The few research endeavors that have sought to investigate black attitudes
toward foreign policy have demonstrated that black opinion in this realm may be
different from black opinions on other attitude dimensions. For example, Gart-
ner and Segura (2000) examine black and white support for the Vietnam War as
a function of war casualties, paying attention to the proximity and the race of the
casualties. They find that it is proximity, not racial similarity, that affects black
and white attitudes toward the Vietnam War. This is important because that it
is a very different conclusion from findings on domestic issues. Gartner and Segura
show that in this arena race does not emerge as the single most powerful indica-
tor of attitudes. We know so little that it is difficult to hypothesize in what direc-
tions this research might take political science or what insights it might provide
about African Americans as political beings. It is clear, however, that political
science’s failure to investigate other issue dimensions is a significant shortcom-
ing. When Martin Luther King Jr. spoke out against the Vietnam War, he was
vilified in the American press. Many journalists suggested that this Nobel Peace
Prize recipient did not have the expertise or right to speak about international
warfare and that he should remain focused on domestic issues of racial inequal-
ity. King, of course, recognized the interconnection between racial inequality at
home and unjust war abroad, and he spoke out against the war until the end of
his life. African American public opinion does not stop at the shores or borders
of the United States, yet we know little about the shape of or influences on black
political attitudes beyond a narrowly defined domestic, racial agenda.

Foreign policy, war, and international affairs stand out as glaring examples of
how little we know about African American public opinion outside a narrowly
defined realm of racial policy issues. Even in well-researched domains, political
science scholarship still has not mapped important areas. For example, although
we know that African Americans express a high level of religiosity and we know
that black churches are important sites of political mobilization, we know rela-
tively little about how the theological content of black religious belief might
inform political positions. The current debate on gay marriage has revealed this
hole in the literature because scholars of public opinion are unsure whether black
religious ideas can be deployed for or against a constitutional ban on gay mar-
riage. While pundits conjecture, public opinion researchers are unable to provide
empirical evidence about the content of black religious ideas and their connec-
tion to political and policy positions.
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Over the past fifty years, the study of African American public opinion has
taught us a great deal about the shape and development of black political 
attitudes. But, like any field, it has shortcomings that can be summarized 
as follows:

• The discipline lacks a comprehensive intersectional approach to the
study of intraracial differences in black public opinion.

• Among the most important areas needing investigation are the inter-
sections of race with gender, sexual identity, and black ethnicity.

• Political science research on black public opinion is mired in a
black-white paradigm for understanding political attitudes.

• The study of black public opinion has focused on a narrow set of
domestic, racial policy issues and has not asked questions across a
wide array of other attitude dimensions, most notably foreign policy.

Methodology, Publishing, and 
Other Structural Constraints

Many of the limitations in public opinion research can be traced in part to
methodological constraints, rather than attributed entirely to a lack of imagina-
tion or insight on the part of researchers. For example, an important reason for
the discipline’s failure to construct an intersectional framework or an international
focus in its study of black public opinion is the reliance on national survey data.
These data have shortcomings even in the field of white public opinion, but their
limitations are infuriating in the study of black political attitudes. In their chap-
ter on racial politics for Political Science: The State of the Discipline Dawson and
Cohen write, “For a number of years researchers interested in conducting public
opinion or elections studies of people of color have labored under the handicap
of using the American National Election Studies or the General Social Survey.
Neither important study is designed to provide adequate coverage of minority
communities or the survey instrumentation necessary for probing the political
beliefs and behaviors of communities with their own significantly distinct polit-
ical histories and outlooks” (Dawson and Cohen 2002, 506). This handicap is a
significant one accounting for many of the weaknesses in the field. Without ade-
quate samples or uniquely crafted surveys, researchers of black public opinion
face substantial obstacles to producing scholarship that is sophisticated, replica-
ble, and capable of making unique contributions to the field.

Researchers in black public opinion not only face a shortage of reliable sur-
vey data but they also suffer implicit and explicit discrimination when attempt-
ing to publish in refereed journals in the discipline. The political science discipline
continues to reward a narrowly constructed concept of race and to insist on a lim-
ited menu of methodological approaches. In a discipline in which publication in
one of three journals remains the gateway for professional success, the study of
black public opinion is hampered by the inability of innovative researchers to pub-
lish in those journals.
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Data: Feast or Famine

The Jackson presidential primary bids of the mid-1980s prompted support for col-
lecting data on black voters. With Jackson making a serious bid for the Ameri-
can presidency, it suddenly seemed worth the investment to do professional,
academic surveys on the order of the American National Election Studies (ANES)
that had been repeated every four years since the mid-twentieth century. The two
election-year panel studies of black public opinion, the 1984 and 1988 National
Black Election Studies, laid the groundwork for a whole new generation of schol-
ars interested in black public opinion (Dawson 1994; Tate 1993). These studies
provided adequate black samples and replicated questions commonly asked in
ANES studies. Their two-wave panel procedures seemed to open up the possi-
bility of time-series analysis among black respondents for the first time. But just
as quickly as they appeared, they disappeared. Although the 1992 election of Bill
Clinton represented only the second time in more than three decades that the
presidential candidate preferred by a majority of African Americans secured
the White House, there was no 1992 National Black Election Study.

Even in the booming financial times of the nineties, when foundations and
government increased funding for social scientific endeavors, it was difficult to
field national surveys of black Americans. In 1994, Dawson and Brown secured
support for the 1994 National Black Politics Study (NBPS).3 This unique study
has provided the basis for research in black public opinion for the last decade.
But in the nineties only one other national, random digit telephone survey was
completed. In 1996 the National Black Election Study was finally replicated,4 but
it was less well funded and could not provide the continuity of the 1984 and 1988
studies. Still, the 1996 study is an important contribution to data collection
efforts, and though it is nearly ten years old, it is the most recent, comprehensive
survey of black political attitudes. No academic surveys of a national sample of
African Americans on this scale have been completed in the twenty-first century.
The ANES and General Social Survey (GSS) still fail to offer oversamples of
black populations sufficient for testing statistical models, and neither survey organ-
ization has accounted for new findings in the field that would alter the question
wording or issue domains around topics of race and politics.

The utter lack of contemporary survey data is an enormous structural con-
straint for researchers of black public opinion. These researchers are forced to rely
on media-collected data that are notorious for sampling failures and problematic
question wording. Because surveys have not been replicated among black sam-
ples, it is nearly impossible to complete a time-series analysis of black public opin-
ion, making it difficult to trace dynamic change in black attitudes. The lack of
survey data traps political scientists in a study of snapshots of black thought that
are often a decade old before they are published. Further, these studies are often
constructed around the narrow, parochial racial policy issues that framed black
politics thirty years ago. Those collecting new data must always decide between
replicating older questions to provide opportunities to study attitude change or
asking questions about innovative new areas of opinion. This trade-off is one
that has severely handicapped our understanding of black public opinion.
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Committed scholars are working to collect national samples of African Amer-
icans through new surveying technologies. Most notable is the 2000 election
study fielded by Lawrence Bobo and Michael Dawson of Harvard University. 
This study was collected in partnership with an innovative new firm, Knowledge
Networks. Knowledge Networks employs a random digit dialing (RDD) tele-
phone methodology to develop a representative sample of households for partic-
ipation in its panels. Once a Knowledge Networks household is selected, members
are contacted first by an express delivery mailing and then by telephone for enroll-
ment in the panel. The panel structure enables clients to conduct surveys of low-
incidence populations, such as African Americans, more efficiently and
inexpensively than would otherwise be possible. Every participating Knowledge
Networks household receives free hardware, free Internet access, free e-mail
accounts, and ongoing technical support. Participants receive a short multime-
dia survey about once a week. Surveys are delivered by e-mail on the same stan-
dardized hardware through the television set. Although the 2000 election study
is an important contribution to publicly available data, it cannot replace the
large-scale, national telephone surveys that are the discipline’s standard.

Publishing: The Anecdotes That Tell the Story

Lack of survey data not only hinders intellectual progress for the discipline but it
also affects the professional goals of scholars who study black public opinion. Sta-
tistical analysis of national survey data remains the gold standard for publication
in the discipline’s major journals. There is no systematic, empirical evidence
demonstrating that studies of black public opinion are rejected more frequently
than other kinds of American politics manuscripts when submitted to the disci-
pline’s leading peer-reviewed journals. But in recent years a group of political sci-
entists became concerned about hegemonic methodological practices in political
science, and to address these concerns they created a “Perestroika movement” in
the discipline. This movement resulted in, among other actions, the creation of
a new journal, Perspectives, launched in 2001. Perspectives maintains explicitly and
self-consciously that its role is to offer more substantively and methodologically
diverse perspectives than are currently available in the discipline. The existence
of the Perestroika movement and the emergence of Perspectives provide anecdotal
evidence that the intellectual assumptions that underlie political science have
made it difficult for scholars working on communities of color to publish in polit-
ical science journals. The Perestroika movement prompted discussions in the
panel rooms and lunch tables at the American Political Science Association
meetings where black public opinion researchers shared the stories of their per-
sonal difficulty with finding an audience for their work in political science.

With only unsystematic, narrative evidence it would be easy to overstate this
issue, but it is at least worth taking note of a nearly universal impression among
emerging and established scholars of black public opinion that it is difficult for
them to publish in the top journals in political science. Like data shortages, lack
of publishing opportunities represents a second structural constraint on the
study of black public opinion. If it is difficult to publish in their field and journal
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publications are necessary for tenure and promotion at the nation’s top research
institutions, then the subfield of black public opinion will find it difficult to attract
and retain the most innovative, exciting, and ambitious young scholars.

Toward a New Agenda

The study of black public opinion enjoys decades of contributions by established
researchers, but it also faces deficiencies in research knowledge and data avail-
ability and structural constraints. The future of the study of black public opinion
lies in addressing the intellectual shortcomings in the field and developing inno-
vations to overcome the structural constraints facing researchers.

As political science moves into the twenty-first century, black public opin-
ion researchers must reorient the study of African American political attitudes
to a more complicated racial and political world. This means that scholars must
grapple with the intersections of race with other social cleavages and identities.
A new agenda for the study of black public opinion must begin with a compre-
hensive intersectional approach to the study of race that acknowledges its shift-
ing dynamics and meanings in marginal communities. This new agenda must also
employ a comparative racial framework that situates African American opinion
within a broader multiracial context. Finally, the new agenda for black public
opinion research must shed parochial assumptions about what constitutes the appro-
priate areas for study of black opinion. African Americans are complicated politi-
cal beings with attitudes that extend across multiple political domains. It is the job
of public opinion researchers to discover, map, and analyze those opinions.

In addition to broadening the substantive focus of the field, public opinion
research must also use methodological innovations. This means not only demand-
ing more responsiveness from the ANES and GSS to survey racial oversamples
and to include relevant batteries of questions but also thinking creatively about
sources of knowledge. Experimental work offers one largely untapped method-
ological possibility. Those who study white racial attitudes have made extensive
use of experimental findings to test mechanisms of racial reasoning among white
citizens, but very few researchers of black public opinion have followed suit.
Experiments are relatively inexpensive when compared with national surveys and
offer the possibility of making causal statements and exploring mechanisms of
change and reproduction in black attitudes (Harris-Lacewell 2004). Black pub-
lic opinion researchers can also potentially form a vanguard in counter-hege-
monic movements in political science by questioning the epistemological
assumptions that elevate statistical evidence over other ways of knowing.

African American political thought can be studied in many ways. Dawson’s
(2003) Black Visions provides a rich historical account of the nuances of black
political thought. Harris-Lacewell’s (2004) Barbershops, Bibles, and BET com-
bines survey data, experimental research, and ethnographic research to map con-
stellations of contemporary black opinion. Historian Barbara Savage (1999) has
pointed the way to using an analysis of media outlets to understand influences on
public opinion. Taeku Lee (2002) uses correspondence to the President as a site
for understanding race and public opinion. These projects represent some of the
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innovations that are possible for challenging the ways that political scientists
claim to understand the attitudes and ideas of the mass public. These are the the-
matic and methodological concerns that will shape the study of black public
opinion in the years to come.

Notes
1. After the high participation periods of the 1960s and 1970s black political participation

began to look more consistent with expectations of socioeconomic status, but researchers did con-
tinue to find populations of African Americans who defied participatory expectations. For exam-
ple, Bobo and Gilliam (1990) find that African Americans living in areas of high black
empowerment are more likely to participate politically.

2. The 1984 and 1988 National Black Election Studies (NBES) were prompted by the pres-
idential bids of Jesse Jackson. These national surveys spawned a generation of research by young
black political scientists. I discuss these studies in more length in a section below. The 1984 NBES
included telephone interviews with 1,150 blacks of voting age respondents prior to the presiden-
tial election and postelection re-interviews with 872 of the original respondents. The 1988 NBES
attempted to re-contact all 1,150 original respondents and was successful in completing 473 pre-
election interviews and 392 post-election interviews. The sample was drawn using a random-digit
dialing design that selected disproportionately from geographic areas representing varying densi-
ties of black populations. Respondents were selected randomly from all eligible households. The
1984 and 1988 NBES were administered through the Interuniversity Consortium for Political and
Social research (ICPSR) at the University of Michigan–Ann Arbor under principal investigator
James Jackson.

3. The data from the National Black Politics Study (NBPS) come from a probability sample
of all African American households, yielding 1,206 observations of African Americans 18 years
or older. The survey was conducted by telephone between November 20, 1993 and February 20,
1994, with a response rate of 65 percent. The survey was administered through the University of
Chicago with principal investigators Ronald Brown of Wayne State University and Michael Daw-
son of the University of Chicago. NBPS respondents ranged in age from 18 to 88, with 43 being
the average age. Sixty-five percent of NBPS respondents were women. Eighty-six percent had com-
pleted at least a high school diploma.

4. The 1996 NBES was administered through the Interuniversity Consortium for Political
and Social research (ICPSR) at the University of Michigan–Ann Arbor under principal investi-
gator Katherine Tate. This survey was modeled after the original 1984 NBES. Telephone inter-
viewing began July 19 and ended on November 4, 1996. The data included telephone interviews
with 1,216 voting-eligible blacks. Immediately following the election, 854 respondents were
re-interviewed; the post-election re-interviewing ended January 6, 1997. Sixty-three percent
of the sample was female. The 1996 NBES sample was very similar to the original 1984 sam-
ple. Both overrepresent women, middle-income and educated blacks, and blacks in the labor
force and working.
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A Black Gender Gap?

Continuity and Change in Attitudes 
toward Black Feminism

EVELYN M. SIMIEN

USING DATA FROM the 1993–1994 National Black Politics Study and
the 2004–2005 National Black Feminist Study, I observe a gender gap
in attitudes toward black feminism among African Americans. The

male-female difference is attributable to an attitudinal shift on the part of men
that has persisted and widened over time. The attitudes of African American
men are, on the whole, more liberal and progressive than the attitudes of African
American women. In this chapter, I consider whether black feminist conscious-
ness affects political behavior in general and various modes of political behavior
in particular. I find that black feminists have been successful at galvanizing a mass
following that actively participates in politics.

Introduction

One thing about African American public opinion is clear. Both the women’s lib-
eration and black civil rights movements have had a profound effect on attitudes
toward gender equality and feminist priorities among African Americans. It is not
so much the case that black civil society has come to embrace feminisms, nor has
it come to identify with the goals and objectives of the women’s liberation move-
ment per se. Rather, the effect is seen in the controversy that black feminism has
engendered within African American communities concerning the simultaneity
of oppression and the belief that such co-dependent variables as race, class, gen-
der, and sexuality cannot be separated (or ranked) in lived experience.

Time and time again, African American women have felt forced to choose
between their commitments to women’s liberation and to black civil rights. The
Anita Hill/Clarence Thomas and Desiree Washington/Mike Tyson episodes have
made this much clear. In 1991, U.S. Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas was
accused of sexual harassment. His accuser, Anita Hill, was a black female law pro-
fessor at the University of Oklahoma. Despite her testimony, the Senate voted
52 to 48 to confirm Thomas’s nomination to the Supreme Court. In 1992, the



former heavyweight boxing champion, Mike Tyson, went on trial for the rape of
Miss Black Rhode Island, Desiree Washington. Tyson was convicted on February
10, 1992. Both controversies drew critical attention to issues of vital concern to
black women—sexual harassment and rape. However, the interests of black
women and black men were pitted against each other, and many in black com-
munities across this country lined up on the side of black men (Gay and Tate 1998;
White 1999). Supporters saw Clarence Thomas and Mike Tyson as high-profile
victims of racial discrimination. Anita Hill and Desiree Washington, on the other
hand, were considered part of a larger conspiracy to sabotage the successful careers
of upwardly mobile black men (White 1999). In light of these two examples, the
gender gap in attitudes toward black feminism has real-world implications for the
conduct of legislative proceedings and outcomes of judicial decisions.

An understanding of the gender gap in attitudes toward black feminism can
alert us to issues relevant to racial group consensus that black politicians and civil
rights activists can use for the purpose of mobilizing the electorate and organiz-
ing the grassroots. Hence, the role of political scientists in raising consciousness
and awareness about those circumstances that impinge on the lives of black
women—sexual harassment and rape—cannot be overestimated, as they are not
divisive issues but matters of vital concern to all people committed to social jus-
tice within and outside black communities.

The formation of African American public opinion takes place constantly as
individual members of the race react to the world around them. African Ameri-
cans are bombarded with persuasive communications daily from media outlets and
information networks, local black leaders and civil rights activists, and voluntary
organizations and religious spaces, as well as friends and family (Harris-Lacewell
2004). This flood of incoming information has a tremendous impact on the way
African American men and women think about the simultaneity of oppression,
which makes it especially difficult to predict the nature of African American
public opinion and how it changes. To date, the aggregate patterns and trends in
race and gender (or feminist) consciousness have not received considerable atten-
tion. Relatively little is known about the level of support for black feminist con-
sciousness among African Americans, particularly over time.

Utilizing data from the 1993–1994 National Black Politics Study (NBPS) and
the 2004–2005 National Black Feminist Study (NBFS), I update findings pub-
lished in earlier work on attitudes toward black feminism among African Amer-
icans (Simien 2004; Simien and Clawson 2004). More specifically, I examine
whether male and female respondents display a different level of support for black
feminism than they did a decade ago. Along the way, I discover an important trend
in African American public opinion that clearly attests to the fact that certain
political attitudes are more persistent and consequential than others. For instance,
I observe a gender gap in black feminist attitudes that points to a process whereby
men are, in some cases, more likely to support black feminist tenets than are
women. The male-female difference is attributable to an attitudinal shift on 
the part of men that persists over time. This finding is consistent with evidence
reported in prior work, which suggested that a gender gap in African American
public opinion toward gender equality and feminist priorities might become more
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pronounced in the future (Simien 2004). Item analysis reveals both the distinc-
tiveness and heterogeneity of African American public opinion. The attitudes of
African American men are, on the whole, more liberal and progressive than the
attitudes of African American women toward black feminist tenets.

Here I also consider whether black feminist consciousness affects political
behavior in general and various modes in particular—for example, voting in pres-
idential elections, contacting public officials and signing petitions, attending
protest meetings or demonstrations, giving someone a ride to the polls, aiding a
voter registration drive, and donating money to a campaign. I find that black fem-
inist thinkers have been successful at disseminating their beliefs about the matrix
of domination and galvanizing a mass following that actively participates in pol-
itics. Therefore, I conclude that black feminists have had a recognizable impact
on the constituency they aim to serve.

Previous Research

Much of the literature on African American public opinion ignores the issue of
male-female differences or the gender gap in attitudes toward gender equality and
feminist priorities among African Americans. To date, only two political scien-
tists have tracked male-female differences in public opinion toward feminist belief
systems over a long period of time using a comparative approach that included
both African American men and women in their analyses—namely, Fulenwider
(1980) and Simien (2004). Using data from the 1972–1976 American National
Election Studies, Fulenwider (1980) discovered a startling trend in minority atti-
tudes toward feminism. In 1972 minority men were almost twice as likely as
minority women to oppose feminism, but by 1976, the reverse became true.
Whereas 29 percent of minority women opposed feminism, only 13 percent of
minority men opposed feminism. Item analysis revealed that minority women
were more opposed both to the women’s liberation movement when asked to rate
the movement according to a feeling thermometer and to its tactics for social
change that involved women—of any race—organizing and working together.

Given that the women’s liberation movement reflected the aims and objec-
tives of white middle-class women, its leadership treated the interests of black
women as less important. Therefore, it is not particularly surprising that many
black women organized separately around their own interests during the years of
1972–1976 (Roth 2004; Springer 2005). Since then, however, Simien (2004)
discovered a like trend in attitudes toward black feminism among African Amer-
icans. From 1984 through 1988, African American men were less likely to exhibit
an awareness of sex-role socialization and the comparative influence of women
in society, but by 1993 and 1994, African American men were equally and, in
some cases, more likely than African American women to exhibit such aware-
ness. More specifically, Simien (2004) found that there was a significant differ-
ence in the responses to three items by African American women and men using
data from the 1984–1988 National Black Election Study (NBES). One item asked
respondents whether men were better suited emotionally for politics. Another
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asked whether men possess too much influence, just about the right amount of
influence, or too little influence; a third item asked the same question about
women. This analysis indicated that roughly 39 percent of black women strongly
disagreed with the statement that men are better suited for politics versus 27 
percent of black men. And although less than half of the male respondents (45 per-
cent) indicated that men have too much power, the majority of women 
(60 percent) indicated that men did in fact possess too much power. Finally, just
under one-third of black women (30 percent) believed that women have far too
little power, in contrast with less than a quarter of black men (24 percent).
Although these items do not capture the full essence of black feminist thought,
they do successfully capture some component of feminism. In prior research, schol-
ars used similar items that tapped perceptions of sex role socialization and the com-
parative influence of women in society. In fact, Fulenwider (1980, 44) identified
such items as “basic to the core belief structure of a feminist belief system.”

Using data from the 1993–1994 NBPS, Simien (2004) found that African
American men were more likely to recognize that the problems of racism, poverty,
and sexual discrimination are linked together; that black feminist groups help the
black community; and that they share a common fate with black women. How-
ever, African American men were somewhat less likely to support the idea that
black women should share equally in the political leadership of the black com-
munity and to acknowledge that black women suffered from both sexism within
the black movement and racism within the women’s movement. Although these
differences were not statistically significant in 1993 and 1994, this does not imply
homogeneity on the part of African American women and men in their attitudes
toward black feminism. When Simien (2004) examined only those who “strongly
agreed” with the position that there should be more black women clergy, a twelve-
point difference existed between African American women and men. African
American men, in this case, were far more likely to take a progressive stance on
the issue of black women clergy.

One view has emerged to explain this trend in attitudes toward black femi-
nism among African Americans. Although the objective condition of African
American women seemingly warrants the development of black feminist con-
sciousness, as they occupy the lower stratum of the social hierarchy, the idea that
racism is the sole cause of black female subordination has inhibited its develop-
ment. Many African American men and women continue to hold the view that
feminism is the cultural property of white women and that black women who iden-
tify with it are less authentically black. That is to say, the acute awareness of “inter-
locking systems of oppression” on the part of African American women cannot
be assumed. When some African American women still feel that black feminist
groups do little more than divide black communities by working to advance their
position, being both black and female does not automatically lead to support of
black feminist tenets. According to the 1993–1994 National Black Politics Study,
just under one-third of its female respondents (31 percent) held this view.

A long-standing debate exists within the black community about the rela-
tionship between black feminist consciousness and race loyalty. Black civil rights
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organizations and their predominately male leadership have argued that fem-
inism detracts from race loyalty and divides its membership into separate
camps. From this perspective, a focus on sex discrimination inhibits, or even
precludes, the development of racial awareness and black empowerment.
Robert Staples avers, “Any Movement that augments the sex-role antagonisms
extant in the black community will only sow the seed of disunity and hinder
the liberation struggle. Whether black women will participate in a female lib-
eration movement is, of course, up to them. One, however, must be cognizant
of the need to avoid a diffusion of energy devoted to the liberation struggle
lest it dilute the over-all effectiveness of the movement” (1970, 15-16). That
is to say, the need to subordinate matters of vital concern to African Ameri-
can women for the sake of black liberation should take precedence, so as to
protect African American men from the forces of racism. Despite this position,
many black feminist activists have spoken out against patriarchy in their com-
munities only to find themselves sharply criticized by both African American
men and women alike who argued that airing “dirty laundry” only fed white
efforts at racial domination.

Given that African American women are targeted and, to some extent,
mobilized by women’s liberation and black civil rights organizations, contro-
versies like that of Anita Hill/Clarence Thomas and Mike Tyson/Desiree Wash-
ington only exacerbate their unique situation of occupying a subordinate
position within two marginalized groups for which they must forge alliances
(Gay and Tate 1998; Mansbridge and Tate 1992; Simien 2005; Simien and
Clawson 2004). During the highly publicized confirmation hearings for
Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas, black feminists published a state-
ment in support of Anita Hill that appeared November 17, 1991, in the New
York Times, as well as in six black newspapers. Black feminists also launched
an anti-rape campaign in the wake of the appeals case of Mike Tyson, which
involved obtaining signatures in support of a full-page ad that appeared April
15-21, 1993, in the St. Louis American and included educational workshops,
radio interviews, and television appearances, as well as flyers and mailings
debunking racist and sexist myths about rape. Working in this way, black fem-
inists participated in a process that wedded black feminist theory with various
modes of political behavior.

Such political acts on their part are significant because, at the very least, they
attest to the lengths at which black feminists are willing to resist patriarchal
power aimed at their families and communities. Black feminists are situated at
the center of two political movements that, when cast as diametrically opposed,
create uneasy alliances. Therefore, the ability to adopt a dispassionate, objective
stance toward such cross-cutting issues as sexual harassment and rape that so
obviously affect them personally is virtually impossible. By virtue of their intense
and passionate advocacy, black feminists have found a voice, and this new-
found voice is unwilling to be dismissed, belittled, or rejected by other mem-
bers of the adult African American population who refuse to recognize the
simultaneity of oppression.
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Significance of the Research

Although the above evidence seems somewhat mixed and contradictory, the fact
remains that African American men were equally and, in some cases, more likely
to endorse black feminist tenets than African American women in 1993–1994.
In keeping with this trend, I anticipate a growing divide or gender gap in atti-
tudes toward black feminism among African Americans with the understanding
that prior research has paved the way for this analysis. Although the results cited
above are neither absolute nor fixed in time, my expectation is that the male-
female differential will not be attributable to any attitudinal shift on the part of
African American women but rather to growing liberalism on the part of African
American men that has persisted over time. Here, I pick up where Fulenwider
(1980) and Simien (2004) left off. Using data from the 1993–1994 NBPS and
the 2004–2005 NBFS, I extend their work by determining the level of support
for black feminist consciousness in recent years and investigating whether black
feminist consciousness stimulates active participation in politics.

Until recently, black feminist consciousness had not been defined and meas-
ured formally, let alone incorporated into empirical investigations of black polit-
ical behavior (notable exceptions being Dawson 2001; Simien 2004; Simien and
Clawson 2004). The present analysis of survey data allows me to investigate the
extent to which black feminist thinkers have been successful at disseminating their
core beliefs and galvanizing a mass following of African American men and
women who actively participate in politics. To date, the question that remains
unanswered is whether black feminist thinkers can realistically compete in the
ideological marketplace amidst nationalist and liberal formations. Assuming that
black feminist thinkers wish to translate their ideas into mass political behavior,
they must make their intellectual pursuits available to non-elite actors. Ideally,
black feminist thinkers must merge theory and practice so as to affect the lives of
those most vulnerable to oppression. Otherwise, the study of black feminist thought
and praxis will remain largely limited, with little prescriptive utility for individ-
uals and groups that confront interlocking systems of oppression.

Research Questions

At the heart of this chapter are answers to the following questions: Does the
level of support for black feminism differ across gender and persist over time?
Given that African American women are often asked to choose between their
commitments to women’s liberation and to black civil rights, my expectation is
that African American women will support black feminist consciousness to a
lesser extent than African American men. Does black feminist theorizing trans-
late into political behavior generally and various modes specifically? Given that
black feminists have used various mobilization strategies to recruit both male and
female supporters for collective action, my expectation is that black feminist con-
sciousness will serve as an impetus for political behavior in general and various
modes in particular. Answers to these questions speak to whether black feminist
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thinkers have made their intellectual work accessible to those outside of acad-
eme and have mobilized successfully the constituency they aim to serve.

Data

The present study requires that attitudes toward black feminism among African
Americans be measured on two separate occasions. To assess continuity and
change in these attitudes. I compare two distinct samples of the adult African
American population. The 1993–1994 NBPS is a unique study in that it contains
questions that measure black feminist consciousness with multiple survey items
that address the core of black feminist thought. It was conducted between Decem-
ber 1993 and February 1994. The data for the NBPS were obtained from a national
probability sample of all black households: 1,206 telephone interviews were com-
pleted, each one with an African American respondent who was eligible to vote.
Modeled after the NBPS, the data for the 2004–2005 NBFS was obtained from
a national probability sample of all black households: 500 telephone interviews
were completed, each one lasting about fifteen minutes. To be eligible, respon-
dents had to be both African American and eligible to vote. The survey was con-
ducted between November 2004 and January 2005 and administered by the
Center for Survey Research (CSRA) at the University of Connecticut. Like 
the NBPS, the NBFS provides general information about the public attitudes and
political preferences of voting-eligible African Americans. However, the focus of
the NBFS is on black feminist consciousness and its effect on various modes of
political behavior. To facilitate comparisons, the survey includes several of the
questions that measure black feminist consciousness from the 1993–1994 NBPS
(Dawson, Brown, and Jackson 1993). Demographic information on respondents
included sex, age, education, marital status, income, and employment status.

The Samples

Table 7.1 compares several important demographic characteristics in the NBFS
and the NBPS samples. When each sample is considered separately, one of the
most noticeable features is their remarkable degree of similarity to the demo-
graphic characteristics of the overall African American population. This similarity
is important for drawing inferences to African Americans generally. As is often
the case with telephone surveys of the adult African American population, both
samples were disproportionately female. However, the figure of 56 percent female
in the NBFS is closer to the proportion of women in the overall African Amer-
ican population than the 65 percent figure in the NBPS. As usual in telephone
surveys of African Americans that correlate census tract density information with
directory-listed telephone households using a computer-assisted telephone inter-
viewing (CATI) system, the sample population was relatively older (Dawson
2001). The mean age for respondents was 37 for the NBFS and 43 for the NBPS.
These samples were also biased upwardly in terms of socioeconomic status in that
high school dropouts make up 21 and 17 percent of respondents, respectively. In
addition, the NBFS was slightly better at picking up the high end of the income
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distribution and the NBPS the low end. Of course, this difference might be attrib-
utable to inflation.

Operational Definitions and Measurement

Black feminist consciousness refers to the recognition that African American
women are status-deprived because they face interlocking systems of oppression
on the basis of race and gender (Collins 2000; D. King 1988; M. King 1975;
Simien 2004). A complex concept, black feminist consciousness includes several
interrelated attitudes and beliefs derived from the ideas and experiences of African
American women. Several recurring themes delineate the contours of black fem-
inist thought and appear in black feminist intellectual work: intersectionality, gen-
der inequality, black feminism as benefiting the black community, and the linked
fate of black women (Simien 2004; Simien and Clawson 2004). The first, inter-
sectionality, involves an acute sense of awareness that the struggle to eradicate
racism and sexism is rooted in other “isms” that plague humanity—namely,
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TABLE 7.1 Characteristics of the Samples, 2004–2005 NBFS versus 1993–1994
NBPS

2004–2005 NBFS 1993–1994 NBPS
Percent N=500 Percent N=1206

79 High School Graduate 83 High School Graduate

Income Income
11 Less than $10,000 12 Less than $10,000
15 $11,000–$20,000 22 $11,000–$20,000
11 $21,000–$30,000 20 $21,000–$30,000
26 $31,000–$50,000 23 $31,000–$50,000
22 More than $50,000 15 More than $50,000
15 DK/Refused 8 DK/Refused

Marital Status Martial Status
37 Married 36 Married
63 Not Married 64 Not Married

Sex Sex
44 Male 35 Male
56 Female 65 Female

Age Age
16 18–24 13 18–24
20 25–34 23 25–34
29 35–49 33 35–49
21 50–64 20 50–64
11 65 & over 11 65 & over
3 DK/Refused 0 DK/Refused

61 Employed 64 Employed

Source: 2004–2005 National Black Feminist Study (NBFS) and 1993–1994 National Black Politics Study
(NBPS).



classism and heterosexism (Crenshaw 1993, 1995; D. King 1988). It is measured
by two survey items: The first question asked whether racism, poverty, and sex-
ual discrimination were linked together and should be addressed by the black com-
munity (Address All Discrimination), and the second question asked whether
black women suffered from both sexism within the black movement and racism
within the women’s movement (Both Movements). The second theme is the
acceptance of the belief that gender inequality and patriarchal practice exist
within black communities, and the third is the acceptance of the belief that fem-
inism benefits the black community by advancing the agenda of black women
(Collins 2000; Harris 1999; hooks 1984, 1989; Robnett 1997; Stone 1979). The
second theme is measured by two survey items: The first question asked whether
black women should share equally in the political leadership of the black com-
munity (Black Women Leadership), and the second question asked whether more
women should become members of the clergy in black churches (More Women
Clergy). The third theme is measured by one survey question that asked respon-
dents whether black feminist groups help the community by advancing the posi-
tion of black women (Feminist Help Community). The fourth theme, linked fate,
involves an acute sense of belonging or conscious loyalty to the group in question
(i.e., black women) on account of having a shared experience. In this instance, the
individual who identifies with the group label has come to realize that individual
life chances are inextricably tied to the group (Dawson 1994). This theme is meas-
ured by one survey item that asked whether respondents thought that what gen-
erally happens to black women in this country will have something to do with
what happens in their own lives (Linked Fate with Black Women).

The same six items were asked of African American women and men. All
items were rescaled to a zero to one format with 1 indicating high black feminist
consciousness. Using factor analysis, I determined whether all six items were
closely related and equally effective measures of black feminist consciousness.
On the basis of factor scores, I created an acceptable scale for which to meas-
ure black feminist consciousness. See Appendix A for exact question wording
and response choices.

The measurement items chosen for political behavior have been examined
previously (see, for example, Timpone 1998; Verba and Nie 1972; Verba, Schloz-
man, and Brady 1995). They have been tested and retested over the course of the
landmark National Election Studies (NES) and the NBES. Comprised of those
questions that best measure political behavior, this project replicates operational
definitions that typically set the standard in political science survey research.
Political behavior refers to those efforts by citizens to influence the selection
of elected officials or public policy outputs (Beckwith 1986; Conway 1991;
Guterbock and London 1983; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba and Nie
1972; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). It is important to note that there
are several types or modes of political behavior and that voting is merely one
type. Here, I consider an array of political activities that can be distinguished
in terms of difficulty or desired impact on government. It is also the case that
some activities require more initiative than others and that black citizens will
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engage in activities requiring the least amount of motivation because of their
lack of resources—money, civic skills, and time—that have been shown to influ-
ence the likelihood of political participation (Angus et al. 1960; Rosenstone
and Hansen 1993; Timpone 1998; Verba and Nie 1972; Verba, Schlozman, and
Brady 1995). Thus, citizens who participate in electoral and governmental pol-
itics tend to come from the most advantaged sectors of society. Typically, they
are wealthy, well-educated Americans. They also tend to be more informed, polit-
ically interested, and efficacious than others (Bobo and Gilliam 1990; Rosenstone
and Hansen 1993).

Of all types of political behavior, presidential election turnout is thought to
be the easiest to engage in because political parties, media outlets, and campaign
organizations try the hardest to mobilize the electorate during national elections
(Beckwith 1986; Verba and Nie 1972; Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980). The
basic argument is that voting does not require much attention to politics (Camp-
bell et al. 1960; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba and Nie 1972; Verba, Schloz-
man, and Brady 1995). Signing a petition is another political activity that is
among the least difficult to engage in because it requires little personal initiative
on the part of the citizen (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba and Nie 1972).
Both voting and signing a petition yield collective outcomes through coopera-
tive behavior among citizens (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba and Nie 1972;
Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). It is assumed here that voting, signing a peti-
tion in support of a specific candidate, and signing a petition in support of or
against some issue are indirect forms of communicating messages to government
officials (Verba and Nie 1972; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995).

Direct contact behavior, on the other hand, constitutes a more difficult polit-
ical activity to engage in because it requires much initiative on the part of the
citizen. As Verba and Nie (1972) have suggested, citizens have to decide whom
to contact, when to contact the person, and why to do so by certain means-
namely, writing a letter and making a phone call. Communal and campaign activ-
ities are also among the most difficult participatory acts because such political
engagement involves volunteerism on the part of the citizen—devoting hours to
the campaign, contributing dollars to the candidate, dispatching communica-
tions to various media outlets, and attending protests (Beckwith 1986; Conway
1985; Guterbock and London 1983; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba and Nie
1972; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995).

Respondents were asked whether they had voted in the last presidential elec-
tion, contacted a public official, provided transportation to the polls, attended a
protest rally or fundraiser, signed a petition, helped in a voter registration drive,
donated money to a political candidate, or handed out campaign material. Using
factor analysis, I determined whether thirteen items were closely related and
equally effective measures of political behavior. On the basis of factor scores, I
created a scale by which to measure black political behavior in general, as well
as separate scales for voting, indirect and direct contact behavior, and commu-
nal and campaign activity by which to measure various modes of political behav-
ior in particular. See Appendix A for exact question wording and response choices.
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Results

The first goal was to determine who supports black feminist tenets and whether
the level of support for black feminist consciousness differs by gender. Cross-tab-
ulation was the method of choice to organize, describe, and summarize observa-
tions. I compared the proportion of black women who possess black feminist
consciousness to the proportion of black men who support its fundamental tenets.
Tables 7.2 and 7.3 present the results from the 2004-2005 NBFS and the
1993–1994 NBPS. The data show that black feminist attitudes did change some-
what over time, though there are some areas of striking stability. It appears that
black feminist intellectuals have been successful in disseminating their beliefs
about the matrix of domination.

Analysis of the 2004–2005 NBFS shows that roughly 72 percent of all respon-
dents believe that racism, poverty, and sexual discrimination are linked together.
Another 68 percent report that black feminist groups are beneficial to the black
community. Even more respondents endorse the notion that black women should
share equally in the political leadership of the black community and express that
what generally happens to black women in this country will have something to
do with their own lives—96 percent and 75 percent, respectively. Although there
is less support for black female clergy, the majority (67 percent) indicate that more
black women should be allowed to become members of the clergy. These num-
bers reflect an upward trend in the level of support for black feminist conscious-
ness for both sexes.

Analysis of the 1993–1994 NBPS showed that 70 percent of all respondents
believe that racism, poverty, and sexual discrimination are linked together.
Another 68 percent report that black feminist groups are beneficial to the black
community because they advance the position of black women. An even greater
proportion, 78 percent, endorse the notion that black women should share equally
in the political leadership of the black community and 71 percent agree that
what generally happens to black women in this country will have something to
do with their own lives. Although there was less support for black female clergy,
the majority, 55 percent, indicate that more black women should be allowed to
become members of the clergy.

The results from the 2004–2005 NBFS bear a striking resemblance to those
of the 1993–1994 NBPS in that black feminist consciousness appears to be wide-
spread for both sexes when African American women and men are studied
together. The gender gap in African American public opinion becomes apparent
when we examine African American men and women separately. When we exam-
ine those who agree that problems of racism, poverty, and sexual discrimination
are linked together, a twelve-point difference exists between African American
women and men. Whereas an eleven-point difference exists when we examine
those who agree with the statement that black feminist groups help the black com-
munity, a nine-point difference exists when we examine those who agree with the
statement that black churches or places of worship should allow more women to
become members of the clergy.
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The fact that African American men are equally and, in some cases, more
likely than African American women to support black feminist tenets in 2004-
2005 clearly bolsters prior research. Based on data from the 1984–1988 NBES and
the 1993–1994 NBPS, Simien (2004) reported a similar trend in black attitudes
toward gender equality and feminist priorities. Moreover, the 2004–2005 NBPS
contains enough respondents to allow us to be confident that these changes are
real—they are no accident. The data show that support for black feminist tenets
increased from 1993–1994 to 2004–2005 and that many of the differences in
male-female attitudes reached statistical significance.

To date, scholars have debated the societal effects of such interrelated trends
as increased female participation in the paid labor force, better educational oppor-
tunities for women, the breakdown of the traditional family unit, and the trans-
formation of gender roles in the home (Klein 1984). Perhaps the rise of
single-parent female-headed households in African American families might
explain contemporary attitudes toward black feminism. Of course, more work
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TABLE 7.2 Support for Black Feminist Consciousness in 2004–2005

Black Women Black Men TOTAL
N=278 N=222 N=500

The problems of racism, poverty, and sexual 67** 79** 72
discrimination are all linked together.
(Address All Discrimination)

Black feminist groups help the black community 63** 74** 68
by advancing the position of black women.
(Feminist Help Community)

Black women should share equally in the political 95 96 96
leadership of the black community.
(Black Women Leadership)

Black churches or places of worship should allow 63* 72* 67
more women to become members of the clergy.
(More Women Clergy)
Strongly agree 47 49 48

What generally happens to black women in this 74 75 75
country will have something to do with your life.
(Linked Fate with Black Women)

Black women have suffered from both sexism 75 72 74
within the black movement and racism within 
the women’s movement.
(Both Movements)

Source: 2004–2005 National Black Feminist Study.

Note: For all of the items, except for the linked fate item, table entries are the percentage of respondents
who indicated that they strongly agreed or somewhat agreed with that statement. For the linked fate
item, the table entry is the percentage of respondents who indicated that they thought what generally
happens to black women will affect them a lot or some.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; for 2–tailed test



must be done to conclusively link the rising incidence of single-parent female-
headed households among other factors to liberal attitudes toward gender equal-
ity and feminist priorities. Unfortunately, no survey items were available in either
the 1993–1994 NBPS or the 2004-2005 NBFS to make this determination.

The second goal was to determine the effect of black feminist consciousness
on political behavior in general. Table 7.4 presents the estimates for the regres-
sion model of political behavior separately for black women and men. The first
important finding is that black feminist consciousness stimulates political behav-
ior among black women. Both educational attainment and church attendance
have a positive effect on black female political behavior. Marital status is also a
significant predictor of political behavior for black women, indicating that sin-
gle women are more likely to participate in American political processes. How-
ever, such variables as income, home ownership, age, and urban residence are
not significant predictors of political behavior for black women. Table 7.4 also
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TABLE 7.3 Support for Black Feminist Consciousness in 1993–1994

Black Women Black Men TOTAL
N=781 N=425 N=1206

The problems of racism, poverty, and sexual 71 68 70
discrimination are all linked together.
(Address All Discrimination)

Black feminist groups help the black community 
by advancing the position of black women. 69 65 68
(Feminist Help Community)

Black women should share equally in the 77 79 78
political leadership of the black community.
(Black Women Leadership)

Black churches or places of worship should allow 54 59 55
more women to become members of the clergy.
(More Women Clergy)
Strongly agree 41** 53** 47

What generally happens to black women in this 70 72 71
country will have something to do with your life.
(Linked Fate with Black Women)

Black women have suffered from both sexism 55 49 53
within the black movement and racism within 
the women’s movement.
(Both Movements)

Source: 1993–1994 National Black Politics Study.

Note: For the first three items, table entries are the percentage of respondents who chose that option
when presented with two choices. For the More Women Clergy item, the first table entry is the percent-
age of respondents who indicated that they strongly agreed or somewhat agreed with that statement, and
the second table entry is the percentage of respondents who indicated that they strongly agreed with that
statement. For the linked fate item, the table entry is the percentage of respondents who indicated that
they thought what generally happens to black women will affect them a lot or some.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; for 2–tailed test



presents the estimates for the regression model of political behavior for black
men, and the findings here differ from those reported above. Although black fem-
inist consciousness stimulates black male political behavior, such predictors as
marital status and church attendance do not. Especially striking is the fact that
only two variables—black feminist consciousness and educational attainment—
predict black male political behavior.

Next, I determine the effect of black feminist consciousness on various modes
of political behavior in particular. Tables 7.5 and 7.6 present the estimates for the
regression models of voting, indirect and direct contact behavior, and communal
and campaign activity separately for African American women and men. With
regard to voting in presidential elections, black feminist consciousness is statisti-
cally significant for both sexes. Other standard predictors of presidential voting
include age, education, home ownership, and marital status for women, whereas
income, urban residence, and church attendance are significant predictors for
men. Given that the core themes of black feminist consciousness emphasize the
importance of political activism, a particularly interesting finding is that black
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TABLE 7.4 Determinants of Black Political Behavior, Estimated Separately for Gender

Independent Variables Black Women Black Men
Group Consciousness
Black Feminist 0.207** 0.226**

(0.069) (0.079)

Socioeconomic Status
Education 0.326** 0.224**

(0.088) (0.094)

Income 0.017 0.067
(0.054) (0.053)

Other Predictors
Urban Residence 0.081 0.077

(0.043) (0.048)

Age 0.035 0.101
(0.064) (0.071)

Home Ownership 0.010 0.022
(0.032) (0.035)

Marital Status –0.071* –0.049
(0.030) (0.034)

Church Attendance 0.026** 0.050
(0.040) (0.046)

Constant –0.100 –0.147
(0.079) (0.084)

Adjusted R2 0.169 0.115

Source: 2004–2005 National Black Feminist Study.

Table entries are unstandardized OLS regression coefficients, followed by the associated standard error.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; for 2–tailed test



feminist consciousness does not predict communal behavior for either sex. How-
ever, it clearly serves as an impetus for indirect and direct contact behavior among
black women—that is, signing a petition in support of some issue or someone run-
ning for elective office, as well as contacting a public official or agency. It also
serves as an impetus for campaign activity among black men—that is, donating
money, helping in a voter registration drive, giving people a ride to the polls,
attending fundraisers, and handing out campaign material. In this analysis, com-
munal behavior was limited to taking part in a neighborhood march and attend-
ing a protest meeting. Considering that communal behavior was defined by only
two political activities, it seems reasonable to assume that an expanded model of
communal behavior inclusive of either non-political or additional political activ-
ities might yield different results.

I contend that black feminist consciousness and its effect on communal behav-
ior warrant further investigation, especially when considering that such other
variables as urban residence, age, and marital status constitute the driving force
behind communal activity for black women. Whereas younger, single black
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TABLE 7.5 Determinants of Various Modes of Political Behavior, Estimated
Separately for Black Women

Independent Variables Voting Indirect Direct Communal Campaign
Group Consciousness
Black Feminist 0.528** 0.491** 0.280** 0.042 0.126

(0.123) (0.120) (0.118) (0.106) (0.081)
Socioeconomic Status
Education 0.419** 0.502** 0.608** –0.222 0.360**

(0.156) (0.152) (0.149) (0.134) (0.103)

Income –0.087 0.082 0.025 0.076 0.031
(0.096) (0.094) (0.092) (0.082) (0.064)

Other Predictors
Urban Residence 0.104 0.152* 0.145* 0.131* 0.008

(0.077) (0.075) (0.074) (0.066) (0.051)

Age 0.234** 0.043 0.057 –0.199* 0.115
(0.114) (0.111) (0.109) (0.098) (0.076)

Home Ownership 0.121* 0.010 –0.001 0.003 0.018
(0.056) (0.055) (0.054) (0.048) (0.037)

Marital Status –0.175** –0.071 –0.106* –0.152** –0.024
(0.054) (0.053) (0.052) (0.047) (0.036)

Church Attendance 0.085 0.003 0.055 0.015 0.028
(0.072) (0.070) (0.069) (0.062) (0.048)

Constant 0.088 –0.214 –0.270* 0.209 –0.108
(0.140) (0.137) (0.134) (0.120) (0.093)

Adjusted R2 0.188 0.158 0.159 0.072 0.073

Source: 2004–2005 National Black Feminist Study.

Table entries are unstandardized OLS regression coefficients, followed by the associated standard error.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; for 2-tailed test



women living in urban areas are more likely to engage in neighborhood marches
and attend protest rallies, highly educated black men are more likely to partici-
pate in such activities because educational attainment constitutes the single pre-
dictor of communal behavior for black men. All in all, the effects of black feminist
consciousness, socioeconomic status, and other standard predictors, such as age,
urban residence, marital status, home ownership, and church attendance, on var-
ious modes of political behavior often differ across gender.

Conclusion

For years, African American men and women have exhibited similar aggregate
patterns and trends in policy preferences and political partisanship. In fact, the
search for a black gender gap was considered futile when studies revealed no
appreciable differences in African American public opinion toward a series of
issues ranging from military spending to social welfare (see, for example, Welch
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TABLE 7.6 Determinants of Various Modes of Political Behavior, Estimated
Separately for Black Men

Independent Variables Voting Indirect Direct Communal Campaign
Group Consciousness
Black Feminist 0.321* 0.296 0.145 0.064 0.294**

(0.143) (0.156) (0.157) (0.129) (0.095)

Socioeconomic Status
Education 0.070 0.419* 0.470* 0.357* –0.005

(0.170) (0.185) (0.186) (0.153) (0.112)

Income 0.284** 0.020 0.013 0.112 0.091
(0.097) (0.105) (0.106) (0.087) (0.064)

Other Predictors
Urban Residence 0.185* 0.131 0.215* 0.066 0.006

(0.087) (0.095) (0.095) (0.079) (0.058)

Age 0.009 –0.003 0.141 0.055 0.147
(0.129) (0.141) (0.142) (0.117) (0.085)

Home Ownership 0.017 0.058 0.062 –0.089 0.036
(0.063) (0.069) (0.069) (0.057) (0.042)

Marital Status –0.019 –0.096 0.044 –0.071 –0.059
(0.061) (0.067) (0.067) (0.055) (0.040)

Church Attendance 0.198* –0.075 0.065 –0.066 –0.165*
(0.084) (0.092) (0.092) (0.076) (0.071)

Constant 0.148 –0.056 –0.248 –0.007 –0.198*
(0.153) (0.167) (0.167) (0.138) (0.101)

Adjusted R2 0.120 0.064 0.063 0.080 0.091

Source: 2004–2005 National Black Feminist Study.

Table entries are unstandardized OLS regression coefficients, followed by the associated standard error.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; for 2–tailed test



and Sigelman 1989). Not surprisingly, political scientists paid little attention to
these seemingly inconsequential findings as they were not extensively reported
and summarized in subsequent research. For this reason, I expect the findings
cited here to stimulate additional scholarly work when the obvious question that
emerges is why a black gender gap surfaced in the last two decades. Future research
must consider the theoretical importance of contextual factors. More specifically,
future empirical investigations should continue to focus on intragroup differences
by paying close attention to gender role socialization and generational effects.
Such a focus on how messages of gender role socialization are transmitted from
mother to daughter, as well as from father to son, and how such information influ-
ences the development of black feminist consciousness would likely result in bet-
ter models of black feminist support and predict the conditions under which black
feminists of both sexes might support collaborative efforts to end patriarchy today.

It is also important to bear in mind that changes in aggregate attitudes may be
at least partially the result of intergenerational differences. Younger generations have
very different life experiences and values from those of older generations. Unlike
the previous generation that came of age during the 1960s and 1970s, when atti-
tudes toward traditional sex roles were changing, those who came of age during
the 1980s and 1990s were more like to grow up in a single-parent household. That
is to say, political scientists must clarify the theoretical bases for expecting black
men to be more supportive of gender equality and feminist priorities than are 
black women by identifying several factors not investigated in prior research-
specifically, gender role socialization and generational effects.

Notably, this research identifies a gender gap in attitudes toward black femi-
nism among African Americans. It dispels the notion that African American
men have not supported or have had no engagement with black feminism. Updat-
ing prior analysis, I show that the male-female differential in African American
public opinion is attributable to growing liberalism on the part of African Amer-
ican men toward gender equality and feminist priorities. I recognize some strik-
ing stability in African American public opinion, which means that the present
study provides additional evidence to support the claim that African American
men have truly progressed in their thinking about traditional gender roles and
have supported black feminist tenets for longer than many realize. African Amer-
ican women are similarly supportive of black feminist tenets, but to a lesser extent
than African American men.

Although many African American women may be aware of the ways in which
male privilege and white privilege operate to erase their lives and perspectives,
some African American men and women continue to hold the view that femi-
nism is the cultural property of white women and that black women who iden-
tify with it are less authentically black. For this reason, African American women
often feel that they must reject feminism to avoid being labeled a traitor to the
race (Gay and Tate 1998; Mansbridge and Tate 1992; Simien 2005; Simien and
Clawson 2004). The dilemma of having to choose between women’s liberation
and black civil rights constitutes a crisis for most African American women as
they are uniquely situated at the center of these respective movements.
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Given that prior studies have neglected the importance of such intragroup
relations in determining African American public opinion and political behav-
ior, additional research is necessary to examine this phenomenon in more detail.
The present study represents a step forward in this regard, especially when con-
sidering that black feminist consciousness is significantly related to black politi-
cal behavior. Black citizens who recognize that the problems of racism, poverty,
and sexual discrimination are linked together; that black feminists are beneficial
to black communities; that black women should share equally in the political lead-
ership and take on a more prominent role in the black church; and that they share
a common fate with black women are more likely to actively participate in pol-
itics than those who do not subscribe to these core beliefs. To the extent that black
politicians and civil rights activists value consensus issues over cross-cutting issues,
the study of the gender gap in attitudes toward black feminism and its over-time
variation alerts us to issues relevant to gender that promote racial group consen-
sus and, at the same time, stimulate various modes of political behavior.

Appendix A: Variables and Coding

Items Tapping Black Feminist Consciousness

All of the variables were coded on a 0 to 1 scale, with 1 indicating greater sup-
port for black feminist consciousness.

“People have different ideas and opinions about politics. We would like to
know what you think about the following matters. For the next several questions
I’m going to give you two choices. Please tell us which choice is most true for you.”
(Some respondents volunteered “both”; those respondents were coded as a 0.5.)

Address All Discrimination: The problems of racism, poverty, and sexual
discrimination are all linked together and must be addressed by
the black community or blacks should emphasize the struggle
around race.

Black Feminist Help Community: Black feminist groups help the black
community by working to advance the position of black women or
black feminist groups just divide the black community.

Black Women Leadership: Black women should share equally in the
political leadership of the black community or black women should
not undermine black male leadership.

Common Fate with Black Women: Do you think that what generally
happens to black women in this country will have something to do
with what happens in your life? Will it affect you a lot, some, or not
very much?

“I’m going to read some questions and please tell me if you strongly agree,
somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree.”
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More Women Clergy: Black churches or places of worship should allow
more women to become members of the clergy.

Both Movements: Black women have suffered from both sexism within
the black movement and racism within the women’s movement 
or black women mostly suffer from the same type of problems as
black men.

Items Tapping Political Behavior

All of the variables were coded on a 0 to 1 scale, with 1 indicating greater polit-
ical engagement.

Political Activity

“As I read from a list of political activities that people sometimes do, please tell
me whether or not you have engaged in these activities in the last TWO years?
Have you…” Respondents who replied yes were coded 1, and respondents who
replied no were coded 0.

Voting

Presidential: Did you vote in the past presidential election?

Indirect Contact Behavior

Signed Petition Supporting Candidate: Signed a petition supporting a can-
didate who was running for office.

Signed Petition Supporting Something: Signed a petition in support of
something or against something

Direct Contact Behavior

Contacted Public Official: Contacted a government agency.
Contacted Elected Official: Have you ever contacted an elected official

about a concern or problem that you have had?

Communal Activity

“Now, I’m going to read you a list of things people have done to address such prob-
lems as neighborhood crime, drug trafficking, the quality of education or the
safety of children. Please tell me if you have done any of these things in the last
2 years.”

Attend Protest Meeting: Attended a protest meeting or demonstration
Take Part In March: Taken part in a neighborhood march

Campaign Activity

Helped in Voter Registration: Helped in voter registration drive.
Give Ride to Polls: Given people a ride to the polls on Election Day.
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Give Money: Given money to a political candidate
Attend Fundraiser: Attended a fundraiser for a candidate
Hand out Campaign Material: Handed out campaign material or placed

campaign material on cars.
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Going It Alone

Black Women Activists and Black 
Organizational Quiescence

ANDREA Y. SIMPSON

Introduction

THE DOMINANT CULTURE perceives African American women as aggressive
in both public and private life (Bell 2004; Childs 2005; Givens and Monahan
2005). On the one hand, the characterization of Black women as aggressive sug-
gests high levels of self-confidence and agency. On the other hand, it may 
suggest social pathology or learned impertinence. This perception of high levels
of confidence and agency is in contrast with other realities of Black women’s
lives—overrepresentation in the ranks of single parenthood, high levels of under-
employment, and political invisibility. This reality, expressed in essays, com-
mentaries, literature, popular novels, magazines, and talk shows, raises questions
about how we address political and social issues that affect Black women (Mey-
ers 2004a, 2004b). Mainstream political actors marginalize Black women, and this
marginalization affects how Black women respond politically. They relate to the
political realities of their lives from the space where race, class, and gender inter-
sect. This intersectionality of identities, discussed in the literature of critical race
feminists, determines the extension of rights and the availability of opportunities
for Black women (Austin 1995; Cohen 1999; Crenshaw 1995; Roberts 1995).
How multiple marginalized identities interact to constrain the Black woman’s life
determines if she votes and for whom, and what party she supports. They also de-
termine whether or not she organizes and how she organizes to address challenges.

One of the tasks of political scientists is to research, organize, and analyze the
different realities of Black women to obtain a deeper understanding of the dynam-
ics of all citizens—regardless of gender and race. To some extent, White female
political scientists are beginning to tease out the differences between the politi-
cal attitudes of White males and White females, but this process is still in its nas-
cent stages for Black male and Black female political scientists (Flammang 1997).

In an effort to inspire new discourses in African American politics this
chapter attempts to marry issues of intersectionality and Black organizational



agenda-setting using critical race theory and the scholarship of Kevin Gaines on
racial uplift ideology. These new discourses would place working-class women at
the center of analyses, perhaps yielding new strategies for expanding the rights of
all oppressed groups, especially African Americans. African American politics is
not limited to electoral politics—it includes life issues, such as access to jobs, child
care, environmental justice, crime, and affordable housing. However, we know
that it is not just about race or just about gender. The junction where race, class,
and gender meet and intersect is fraught with political challenges. Residential seg-
regation, familial and community responsibility, health issues, criminal justice, and
welfare are some issues that take on new meaning from this junction. Occupying
the space where working-class status meets marginalized racial and gender iden-
tities might require one to do battle with those who represent Black elite inter-
ests, as well as with those representing White elite interests. The struggle for
political agency is at the heart of democratic politics and needs exploration
by scholars.

The New Frontier of Political Activism

Research on the nature of Black politics includes studies of electoral politics,
identity and political attitudes, religion and efficacy/mobilization, public policy,
and ideology, among other topics. We need further research on the enduring
nature of gender bias in Black politics; the diverging interests of Black Ameri-
cans along class and gender lines; the development of gender consciousness in
Black civil society; Black organizations; and new movements in social justice. We
need to explain and analyze how Blacks are responding to the global movements
for economic, environmental, and gender equity. Collapsing Black males and
females into a single political category—Blacks—erases the critical differences
between the genders. Tate and Gay’s characterization of Black females being “dou-
bly bound” (i.e., constrained by race and gender status) captures the presence of
a sense of shared fate among Black women (Gay and Tate 1998). It is imperative
that political science as a discipline recognize these differences and shape a dis-
course aimed at understanding both the Black gender divide and the racial divide
among all Americans.

In our efforts to understand gendered perspectives on political agendas and
strategies, many social science researchers have relied on survey data, much of
which is inadequate for answering these questions. We know that it is inadequate
because issue cleavages among Black Americans are difficult to locate using sur-
veys. Gender differences also elude us in most studies. Scholars have established
that, thus far, race trumps gender when it comes to political priorities in the Black
community (Mansbridge and Tate 1992).

Contemporary economic and political life encourages a single-issue focus and
the formation of professional, civic, and social organizations. Where does that
leave the community without access or membership to these mostly middle-class
circles? Stepping into this political gap is the working-class Black woman, who
seeks political redress through entrepreneurial political activities in her commu-
nity. As Todd Shaw demonstrates so eloquently in his article on welfare rights

C H A P T E R  E I G H T152



activism, declining resources and a shift in public opinion on the merits of wel-
fare forced activists and grassroots organizers out of the civil rights tradition and
into restructuring and reshaping their organizations (Shaw 2003).

Why is it important to understand the activities of Black women and of
working-class Black women in particular? Given the objective policy interests 
of this group—education for their children, crime and the criminal justice sys-
tem, housing, environmental justice, and other issues—it is worth understanding
what compels some to act in the face of tremendous odds. If rates of participa-
tion are linked to socioeconomic status, which determines the policy issues that
make it onto the national agenda, then the work that these women do in their
communities is vital to changing this process.

Recent U.S. Census statistics reveal that 26 percent of African American
women are in managerial and professional specialty occupations as compared
with 18 percent of African American men.1 At the same time, 19 percent of
Black men are in the service sector compared with 27 percent of Black women.
This is indicative of the complex status of the Black woman. She is a professional
and a service worker—a boss, a mother, and a sole provider. Black women are key
factors in our understanding of the feminization of poverty (Northrop 1990). The
Black woman’s misunderstood position is partly the result of society’s continuing
negotiations on the role of all women. Research on women indicates that for
career advancement, employers must perceive women as both feminine and able
(Rudman and Glick 2001). If notions of femininity and agency encourage per-
ceptual distortions, these distortions may create particularized obstacles to polit-
ical power and incorporation. Black women need representation for the kinds of
issues that emerge from the multiple stigmatized identities carried by this group.

The political behavior of African American women is perhaps the least under-
stood in political science. Data with substantial numbers of Blacks and nearly
equal numbers of Black men and Black women are difficult to obtain, which
means that social scientists do not have as many tools with which to extract
intraracial differences along gender lines. However, some studies have addressed
the competing identities of sex and race in the African American community.
Most find that racial group identity eclipses gender identity (Gay and Tate 1998;
Wright 1999); however, we know little about the variety of attitudes and activi-
ties of the African American woman and her role in the community. A number
of policies disproportionately affect this group. Abuse by partners or other loved
ones, issues of crime and punishment, HIV/AIDS—all affect the African Amer-
ican woman. Black women between the ages of 20 and 24 are more likely to be
victims of domestic violence than White women or Latinas.2 Black women 
have an incarceration rate of 205 per 100,000, which compared with the rate for
White women (34 per 100,000), and Latinas (60 per 100,000), is staggering. We
can look to the mandatory minimum sentencing laws associated with the “War
on Drugs” as the primary culprit for the ever-increasing number of Black women
behind bars.3 The Centers for Disease Control reports that 64 percent of new HIV
infections among women in the United States affect African American women,
compared with 18 percent of White women and 18 percent of Latina women.4

Yet, political scientists rarely reference these data. The issues confronting Black
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women are not on the political agenda of the political parties, political candidates,
or national Black organizations.

Black Organizations and Racial Uplift Ideology

The work of Kevin Gaines is crucial to understanding the failure of Black organ-
izations to set agendas that reflect the needs of working-class and poor Black
women. Gaines identifies an ideological framework that he calls “racial uplift ide-
ology.” According to Gaines, one can recognize such an ideology in an agenda
that “emphasizes self-help, racial solidarity, temperance, thrift, chastity, social
purity, patriarchal authority, and the accumulation of wealth” (Gaines 1997, 2).
Gaines argues that this ideology dominated Black social and political thought after
Reconstruction and into the 1920s in response to virulently racist attitudes and
policy (Gaines 1997). The hope was that if Black elites could promote “Ameri-
can” values among poorer Blacks, White attitudes and public policies would
become more favorable. It was an effort to “earn” full-fledged citizenship. The cur-
rent racial climate continues to support Gaines’s theory that opposition to racial
equality inspires racial uplift ideologies.

The post–civil rights era ushered in a rollback of efforts to guarantee oppor-
tunities to Blacks and other minorities. The retreat from affirmative action pro-
grams is evident in the anti-affirmative action initiatives passed by the states of
California and Washington. So-called “Minutemen” or citizen volunteers troll the
border between Arizona and Mexico, creating a dangerous and hostile atmosphere
for immigrants seeking employment in this country. Most recently, the events in
the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina are painful reminders of the continuing sec-
ond-class citizenship of Blacks. Black residents of the Ninth Ward of New Orleans
were left to fend for themselves during the post-hurricane flooding. Levees that
protected the ward broke, and there was no plan to evacuate these residents. The
federal agency responsible for rescuing citizens in emergencies, FEMA, was
astoundingly slow in responding to the crisis. As of this writing, the death toll is
1,100 in Louisiana alone, and 2,700 people are on a “Missing Persons” list kept
by the state.5

The most important ideological components of racial uplift theory for the pur-
poses of this chapter are the linkage of this ideology to patriarchy and its power
in locating the source of the oppression of Blacks within Blacks themselves.
Embedded in racial uplift ideology is the placement of patriarchy, middle-class
respectability, and economic advancement at the center of strategies for achiev-
ing racial equality (Gaines 1997). In uncertain times, Black organizations are
loathe to associate themselves with issues of prison abuse, incarceration, drug
laws and mandatory minimum sentencing, welfare rights, affordable housing, HIV
prevention programs, or any issues that are tinted or tainted with the image of
Blacks as morally deficient, lazy, or incompetent. The problem is that these issues
are precisely the ones that strike at the heart of the Black community. How we
respond to these issues reveal whether or not we are moving toward a true democ-
racy. The democratic ideal must have equality as its cornerstone. Equality allows
citizens to live, work, and participate in communities confident in the knowledge
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that the rights enjoyed by the the most socioeconomically privileged among 
us are theirs, too. The difficult issues named above are not rooted in Black 
“pathology”—they are rooted in democratic inequality. When, how, and where they
appear on the agendas of Black organizations should matter for political scientists.

In the next section, a review of the agendas of Black social, civic, and polit-
ical organizations illustrates how racial uplift ideology drives their agendas. The
orientation of these agendas in a patriarchal and middle-class ethos is apparent.
There is no doubt that many of these organizations contribute positively to the
Black community. This chapter only seeks to point out the need for more research
on Black organizational efforts, politics, and policy with the hope that such
research encourages an expansion and enlargement of those efforts.

Social and Civic Organizations

A search for national Black civic and political organizations on the World Wide
Web using three search engines—Google, Yahoo, and Teoma—resulted in the fol-
lowing Web sites: 5,822 sororities and fraternities (these include all of the local
chapters); 92 academic, research, or historical organizations or sites;16 religious
organizations or church denominations; 28 professional organizations; 9 organi-
zations for women; and numerous chapters of large organizations such as the
NAACP and the Urban League. Professional organizations are those associated
with a profession—engineers, attorneys, and physicians, for example. One might
argue about whether fraternities and sororities are social or civic organizations,
but one cannot argue about the strength of their numbers in Black communities.

Black Greek organizations can be socially oriented and civic-minded; how-
ever, these kinds of organizations, as are organizations such as Jack and Jill of
America, Inc. and The Links, Inc., are not centers of political engagement. Jack
and Jill of America’s membership is by invitation only and admission is based on
the evaluation of current members. The dues for this organization, whose main
goal is to provide activities for young African American preteens and teenagers,
range from $200 to $600 annually, and chapters sponsor an annual service proj-
ect in November each year.6

Links, Inc. has over 274 chapters and a membership of 10,000 “professional
women of color.”7 Education, civic, and cultural service are the three goals iden-
tified by the national organization that guide the activities of the chapters. On
the Web site for the Los Angeles chapter of The Links, the organization lists the
Achiever Program as one of its major projects designed to fulfill its educational
service goal. This program has granted $1,190,000 in scholarships to over 673
young men since 1981.8 The fact that this organization of professional Black
women prioritized the needs of young Black men, not young Black women, indi-
cates that central to its ideology are conservative and traditional notions that the
education of young Black men is key to the progress of Black people.

Not all Links chapters function in the same way. One of the Chicago chap-
ters participates in the Chicago Community Trust, which supports a range of
community agencies serving people in public housing and the arts, as well as
ex-felons.9 However, it, like many chapters, also organizes cotillions or formal
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balls as fundraising and social events for the middle- and upper-middle-class 
Black community.

The point here is that these organizations, which have many resources at their
disposal, have agendas that, for the most part, meet the social and networking
needs of the middle- to upper-middle-class Black community. To become a mem-
ber of a Greek organization, one joins either a college chapter or a graduate chap-
ter. The requirement for a college or graduate school education serves as a barrier
to the inclusion of members from a range of socioeconomic levels. The cost of
joining Jack and Jill of America and The Links, Inc. require financial invest-
ments, as well as social capital in the form of professional power and authority,
and friends or associates in positions of power and authority. This power and
authority may be limited to Black civil society, but it remains one of the criteria
for entry into these organizations. Social position is currency, and the right asso-
ciates and contacts enhance one’s currency. These organizations serve to enhance
the individuals’ social capital through membership and any social or business
relationship that may develop.

Political and Civic Organizations

An Internet examination of a few of the major political and civic organizations’
Web sites reveals mission statements that neglect some of the more pressing prob-
lems of the working class. Such organizations as the National Council for Negro
Women have broad goals, as in “promote community empowerment, build on the
rich heritage, traditional values, and historic strengths of the African-American
family, and celebrate the legacy of Mary McLeod Bethune,”10 but they do not
address the specific needs of the Black community. The National Political Con-
gress of Black Women lists six areas of interest in its mission statement, includ-
ing11 to “encourage African American women to engage in political education,
voter registration, forums, and seminars” and to advocate for public policy issues.
There is nothing about mandatory minimum sentencing laws, health, or Blacks
as crime victims. For example, more Whites use cocaine than Blacks, yet 65 per-
cent of Blacks in federal prison are convicted on drug charges, as opposed to 54
percent of Whites.12 Black adolescents are more likely to be uninsured than White
adolescents and are four times more likely to have public health insurance, which
offers substandard coverage.13 Although the Web site does state that a project to
fight AIDS among women and children is underway, it describes the organization’s
“assault against ‘Gangsta Rap’ and ‘misogynistic lyrics’” as a primary activity.

In general, many of the organizations whose roots were formed before and dur-
ing the civil rights movement are ineffectual in combating problems of abuse,
incarceration, and HIV/AIDS. The NAACP, in 1999, chose to focus its energies
on the representation of Blacks in sitcoms and dramas on the major television
networks. Right now, HIV/AIDS is the number one cause of death for Black men
and the second leading cause of death for Black women ages 25 to 44—before
heart disease, cancer, and homicide. African Americans account for 57 percent
of new infections of HIV and 60 percent of AIDS cases. It took the NAACP until
October 1999 to launch an AIDS awareness campaign—and that campaign took
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a back seat to its negotiations with the networks for more Black actors in net-
work sitcoms.

The NAACP does list a prison program as one of its activities. However, this
program does not address sentencing inequities, HIV/AIDS risk in prison, or
prison overcrowding. Instead it focuses on establishing NAACP branches in pris-
ons, working to re-enfranchise former felons through voter education and regis-
tration, and addressing unequal treatment of inmates and disparities in the
criminal justice system. It also is interested in “collaborative partnerships to assist
in providing services to inmates.”14

However, the NAACP lists only 22 prison branches on its Web site, which
represents a fraction of the 1,668 state and federal prisons throughout the nation.15

Moreover, one could argue that this NAACP program fails to take into account
the underlying causes of incarceration and focuses on post-incarceration issues,
such as voting and skills training. A vast literature chronicles problems of pris-
oner abuse in this country, and the NAACP could make its efforts noteworthy
by including prisoner abuse in its agenda (Abramsky 2002; Beckett and Sasson
2004; Herivel and Wright 2003.) It is unlikely that prisoners could effect much
change from within the institution, even in the form of organizational branches,
without considerable commitment from the national organization. Moreover,
skills training programs should be combined with taking action against the dis-
crimination that many ex-felons face on their return to their communities.

Finally, the NAACP Image Awards program, which is nationally televised,
is a major medium through which the organization could send messages, politi-
cal and otherwise, to the entire nation. In 2004, of 37 total awards, 35 went to
movie actors and R&B and hip-hop entertainers, and over half went to men. Only
one literary writer received an award, Toni Morrison, and there were no awards
for public service, community organization, or political activism.16 Contrast this
awards program to the Essence Awards program, which is sponsored by the fash-
ion magazine, but issued awards in 2003, as in previous years, to “street warriors”—
people who have devoted their time to causes in their communities, often at great
sacrifice. Angela Dawson, a woman who fought drug dealers in her community in
Baltimore, received an Essence award in 2003. Her activities had resulted in the
firebombing of her home and the deaths of her husband and five children. Janice
Ferebee, the founder of GIGO (Got It Goin’ On Foundation), an organization to
help young Black women in Washington, DC, also received an award.

Why do these kinds of awards matter, and why are they more important than
the NAACP Image Awards and the myriad awards given out by other civic and
social organizations? These awards matter because they provide a way for the
entire country, especially African Americans, to recognize the activities of grass-
roots women activists who are improving the living conditions in their commu-
nities. People are empowered by the stories of activists who are not entertainers,
athletes, or men. If organizations are going to sponsor media events that high-
light individuals of merit, an emphasis on the real struggles in our communities
is a preferable centerpiece for such events.

The Urban League’s programs seem almost quaint when scrutinized in the 
current climate. Its mission statement lays out a “three-pronged strategy” for 
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pursuing economic self-reliance, parity, power, and civil rights. These strategies
promote “good jobs, homeownership, entrepreneurship, and wealth accumula-
tion.” Blacks can obtain equal rights by “eradicating all barriers.”17 These goals
are laudable, but they fall short of addressing the needs of Black Americans in
the urban trenches. Programs sponsored by the Urban League encourage home
ownership and promote the acquisition of technical knowledge—all positive
endeavors. However, an individualist and conservative ethos drives these goals.
There is no program for building political skills and knowledge or for community
empowerment or assessment of community needs.

In a ground-breaking book on the AIDS crisis in the Black community, Cathy
Cohen argues that the NAACP, along with the Urban League and the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference, has done little to address the problem:

We need to recognize that not all Black institutions can effectively organize the
most vulnerable, alienated, and stigmatized groups of African Americans. Estab-
lished organizations and leaders such as the NAACP and the Urban League may
be so distanced—physically, culturally, and normatively—from certain subpopu-
lations in Black communities that the provision of truly inspired transformative
leadership may be beyond their reach. Moreover, traditional leaders, incorpo-
rated into dominant institutions to fulfill, in part, managerial roles, may view the
transformational demands of those in the second tier of Black communities as
working against their specific interests and mobility (Cohen 1999, p.291).

The new economy, new political landscape, and the complex interplay of
race, class, and gender may be confounding to older organizations such as the
Urban League and the NAACP. How do the programs of more recently organ-
ized groups, such as the 100 Black Men and 100 Black Women of America, com-
pare with those of older organizations? The 100 Black Men of America, Inc.
comprises eighty-three chapters in twenty-four states and the District of Colum-
bia. Their mission statement is to improve the quality of life in Black communi-
ties and enhance educational and economic opportunities for Blacks: “to serve as
a beacon of leadership by utilizing our diverse talents to create environments
where our children are motivated to achieve, and to empower our people to
become self-sufficient shareholders in the economic and social fabric of the com-
munities we serve.”18 Again, the mission statement of this organization reinforces
the conservative and traditional message of educational and material advance-
ment as the way to full citizenship.

Regarding HIV/AIDS, the 100 Black Men sponsor the “Black Church Week
of Prayer” in an outreach effort specifically to Black men. During this week, they
suggest that chapters encourage Black churches and pastors to do the following:

Deliver a sermon on HIV and the role of the church on the designated
Sunday.

Hold a special prayer for the healing of AIDS during the worship
service.

Disseminate information on HIV/AIDS educational material to the
church community on Sunday and throughout the designated week.
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Invite members infected with, or affected by, HIV/AIDS to testify
about their experiences.

Invite a guest speaker who has been involved with HIV/AIDS issues
and services.

Distribute red ribbons and other items for members to wear on Sunday
and during the week.

Invite HIV/AIDS activists from a service or advocacy organization in
your community.

Invite an elected official to make remarks.

This organization is a serious one and worthy of our respect. However, this nod
to an overwhelming problem in the community is, to put it mildly, inadequate.
This program ignores the special vulnerability of Black women to HIV/AIDS
(Hawkins 2005; Johnson 2005). One week of superficial activities for the
scourge of the twenty-first century is not enough. The fight against HIV/AIDS
must become part of the fabric of our political, civic, and community agendas
and activities.

The National Coalition of 100 Black Women of America, Inc. states as its
purpose the empowerment of the Black woman and the recognition of her unique
status among minority groups. Toward that end, this group sponsors leadership
programs, literacy and reading programs for young single mothers, and mentor-
ship programs. In addressing reproductive and health rights, its Web site states
that an awareness program was launched in 1989 and “addresses a range of top-
ics related to reproductive health: values, economics, religion, public policy, abor-
tion, teen pregnancy, drug addiction, AIDS, stress and nutrition.”19 Note that
AIDS comes almost at the bottom of the list and that “values” and economics
are listed first. Again, the emphases on reading, literacy, and values are all posi-
tive. However, these emphases flow from a conservative perspective that im-
plies that all of the responsibility for the conditions of marginalized groups belongs
with that group—and that this group is unprepared intellectually and morally to
compete in the world.

Are these organizations out of touch with the needs of the working-to-lower
class members of the African American community, or is it more likely that they
are simply more in touch with the needs of the middle-to-upper class members,
which now have a combination of class-based and race-based needs? Cohen calls
this advanced marginalization, which is evident in the examples above. Black elites
use organizational resources to “[expand] integration into the dominant society”
(Cohen 1999, 64). If organizations reward those who have “made it” by majority
society standards and emphasize “values” in moral, religious, and economic terms,
the goal must be to demonstrate that with the “right” attitude, individuals can
succeed. This approach, rooted in racial uplift ideology, dismisses all considera-
tion of systemic inequality as the root of suffering.

It is not my intent to demean the work of these organizations or to cast their
mission statements, goals, and programs in a negative light. There is no claim
being made here that this essay contains the full spectrum of good works done by
the organizations discussed. Rather, my intent is to cast a critical eye on the
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underlying ideologies of these organizations. Rarely do these organizations mount
challenges to mainstream political ideologies. In the next section, I chronicle
the activities of Black working-class grassroots activists. What are their agendas,
and how are they attempting to address the issues absent from the agendas of
Black organizations?

Working-Class Black Women and 
Spheres of Political Activism

Although it is true that grassroots mobilization has always been a catalyst for
change, one has only to look at one of the most successful social movements, the
civil rights movement, to see that one of the most efficient ways to effect change
is for grassroots mobilizers to work in partnership with middle-class organizers
(Robnett 1997). Social movements have undergone a significant transformation
since the civil rights movement. Although successful movements require organi-
zational infrastructure and benefit from the resources and skills of more-established
national organizations, many grassroots leaders cannot access or develop rela-
tionships with national organizations that might provide them with structural
resources. I argue that established Black civic and social organizations could
increase their utility for improving conditions in the Black community by
reaching out to these grassroots activists. The Internet and other technologies
have increased the ability of citizens to create virtual communities that are not
geographically close, but share certain interests. However, these new ways of
organizing and creating multiple political identities potentially leave out groups
that do not have as much access to these technologies and for whom the geo-
graphic community is the locus of desired change.

Why are so many women serving as grassroots activists today? A brief look at
census data explains part of the reason. Women head nearly 30 percent of the 14
million Black households in the United States, and almost 40 percent of these
Black households are below the poverty line.20 We know that poverty is concen-
trated in urban areas, which is why we find numerous anecdotal stories of Black
women at the frontlines of community organization and activism, fighting for bet-
ter housing, schools, a reduced crime rate, and a cleaner environment.

Given the limited opportunities for Black women to run for elective office,
grassroots organizing becomes a viable alternative. Why are these opportunities
limited? As other scholars have argued, it takes resources to run for public office,
and we hold women to different standards than men when running for office. The
public holds women accountable for the actions of their family members and
friends, and they must balance their public image so that they do not appear too
feminine or too masculine (Takash 1997; Witt et al. 1994). If all women face the
resistance of voters when running for elective office, it makes sense that Black
women would encounter even more resistance. Figure 8.1 compares the percent-
age of women in Congress, state elected office, and state legislatures in 2004 to
the percentage of African American women.

This chart indicates that women comprise 24 percent of Senators and mem-
bers of Congress. Of these, Black women comprise only 15 percent of the women
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in the House of Representatives and there are no Black women in the Senate.
Black women are less than 1 percent of women holding statewide elective office
compared to White women who hold 25 percent of those positions. White
women comprise 23 percent of state legislators, and of that group of women,
Black women comprise only 13 percent. African American women hold less
than 1 percent of statewide elective executive offices, and only one mayor is a
Black woman—Shirley Franklin of Atlanta. We all recognize that running for office
requires resources—one needs financial and political backing to make a successful
bid for elective office. So what are other ways of engaging in civic and political life?

One such way is to employ grassroots organizing as a means of empowerment.
Black mothers’ children face violence, substandard public education, and high lev-
els of lead exposure. Yet, where are the voices of Black leaders on these issues?
They are mute. These grassroots activities are fundamentally different in form and
emphasis from those of the national civic and political organizations discussed in
the previous section, which serve primarily as networking and single-issue groups.
Grassroots activists work with small groups and are loosely organized with few
material resources. They are involved and seeking to change undesirable condi-
tions in everyday living rather than access to higher education and policy issues
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The percentage for women is the percentage of total members of the House and Senate,
all state elective offices, and all state legislatures. The percentage for Black women is a
percentage of the total number of women.
Source: Center for American Women in Politics, Rutgers University, Women of Color
in Elective Office, 2004, http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/FACTS/Officeholders/cawpfs.html.



on a national scale. It is no wonder that Black women everywhere are staking out
political territory in their own backyards.

One area in which we find significant grassroots organizing efforts is in the
environmental justice movement. This movement is an informal collective of
local, and mostly urban, movements throughout the nation. Led primarily by
women of color, with a significant African American presence, this movement
seeks policy redress for the unjust distribution of toxic waste sites and industries
with toxic emissions. A number of studies have found evidence that locally unde-
sirable land uses (LULUs) are disproportionately located in poor and minority
communities (Boer et al. 1997; Bowen et al. 1995; Davidson and Anderton 2000;
Stretesky and Lynch 1999). One study showed that ethnic minorities are 47 per-
cent more likely than Whites to live near a toxic waste facility (Ember 1994).

Black women serve at the center of the most publicized local movements for
environmental justice. In Warren County, North Carolina, Dollie Burwell led the
fight against the dumping of toxic PCB-laden fuel along the highway in her com-
munity. The struggle of women who live in Cancer Alley, the stretch of land
between Baton Rouge and New Orleans, against the building of the chemical
plant, Shintech, made national news and was made into a Lifetime network movie.
Black women are fighting for clean air and water in East St. Louis, Richmond,
Los Angeles, Houston, Seattle, and Chicago.

Renee Morrison of Oakland, California has been fighting toxic waste in her
West Oakland community for years. A leader of the Chester Street Block Club
Association and Citizens for West Oakland Revitalization, Morrison fights plants
that produce air toxins such as the Red Star Yeast/Lasaffre Yeast Corporation.21

In Memphis, Tennessee, Doris Bradshaw leads the fight against buried toxins at
the South Memphis Army Depot. In North Memphis, Balinda Moore leads the
struggle against toxic emissions from the Velsicol Chemical Plant (Simpson 2004).

Grassroots organizing is alive and well in working-class Black communities.
Two years after the Million Man March was held in October 1995, the Million
Woman March was held in Philadelphia. Unlike the Million Man March, which
was organized by the Nation of Islam and supported by a wide network of organ-
izations and leaders, the Million Woman March was organized by two grassroots
activists, Asia Coney and Phile Chionesu. Coney had been a housing activist in
Philadelphia, and Chionesu ran a store that also served as a cultural center
(Fletcher and Brown 1997). Attendance estimates for the march ranged from
500,000 to two million. Participants cut across socioeconomic lines, much like
the participants in the Million Man March.

The platform developed by the founders and organizers of the Million Woman
March lists education concerns as the second point.22 The platform is as follows:

Support a probe into the CIA’s participation in the drug trade
Support the development of Black independent schools
Address the development of Black women who leave the penal system
Support the development of health facilities
Support the formation of Rites of Passage centers and academies
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Support the development of Black women who wish to become 
professionals, entrepreneurs, and politicians

Support the development of facilities to help Black women in 
transition

Examine human rights violations of African Americans
Support the development of a better environment for Black youth
Combat homelessness
Halt gentrification of Black communities
Reclaim Black elders’ rights

More formal Black women’s organizations have not addressed these issues.
Although there has been little follow-up coverage of the Million Women
March, individual working-class women continue to struggle for issues that
affect their communities.

In Boston, Candelaria Silva works to improve Roxbury, a poor and predom-
inantly Black community, through arts and culture initiatives. As director of the
Arts, Culture, and Trade (ACT) Roxbury Consortium she struggles to build com-
munity interest in the work of artists, thereby creating economic opportunities.
Her organization sponsors workshops for artists on legal issues, negotiating in the
music industry, and writing. Talks have begun of building an arts and entertain-
ment complex in the area, which will lead to employment opportunities and
increased numbers of customers for businesses already in the area (Coleman 1999).
In October 2001, ACT moved to a new building in the Dudley Square Business
District in Boston.23

In Chicago, Jamesetta Harris has received national recognition for her efforts
to reduce the level of terror inflicted on her community by drug dealers and gang
members. She lobbied for additional police patrols and planted grass and flowers,
inspiring other neighbors to plant gardens and clean vacant lots (Lawrence 1997).
She is still a community activist and works with CAPS, the Chicago Alternative
Police Strategy, a community policing program.

Margaret Madden of Long Beach, California, heads the Safe Streets Now! pro-
gram for the city and is a veteran of community activism around gang and drug
activity. After relatives visiting from Arizona witnessed a drive-by shooting in the
community, she decided to confront wrongdoers (Shuit 1997). Madden even set
up lawn chairs so that she and others could sit and stare drug dealers down while
they conducted their business. Madden was, as of 2006, a board member of Neigh-
borhoods USA or NUSA, a nonprofit national organization dedicated to build-
ing communities through networking and information sharing.24

In Milwaukee, Annette Polly Williams led the fight for school vouchers. She
was an early advocate for educational reform from the ranks of the working class
and is now a state representative. Williams believed that the magnet school plan
so popular in many school districts was “private education at public expense.”
Williams justifies the support of vouchers, saying, “I simply say that my Black par-
ents want the same choice they do. None of the people who oppose my plan
[vouchers] lack choice in education themselves. They have no idea what the lack
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of choice in education means, the damage it does when you have to go to an infe-
rior school that will trap you for life.”25 Although the use of school vouchers is
considered a conservative strategy for improving public education, Annette
Polly Williams shares support for school vouchers with other working-class
women of color.

The House Judiciary Committee held a hearing on the effectiveness of manda-
tory busing in September 1996. At the hearing, Genevieve Mitchell, a Cleveland,
Ohio, activist and proponent of school vouchers, had this to say: “We have, in
the Black community, been placed at a serious disadvantage because we have
been censored, Black women’s voices and solutions have been determined by
those who do not speak for us. Black women have some important messages for
this world, and our voices must be heard!”26

In October 1997, Nina Adams was named president of the Queensbridge
Housing Tenant Association, the largest public housing project in North Amer-
ica. One of the tenants was quoted as saying, “Finally, a Public Housing Tenant
Association that will start kicking a-- instead of kissing a--.”27 Under her leader-
ship a tenants’ association that represented the interests of the housing author-
ity changed to one that represented the tenants’ interests. Adams had a seven-year
history of activism in the Queensbridge Housing development before becoming
the leader of the tenants’ association.

Earlier in this chapter, I offered the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina as evi-
dence of a more hostile racial climate in the United States. On Tuesday, Decem-
ber 6, 2005, a Select Bipartisan Committee to Investigate the Preparation for and
Response to Hurricane Katrina sponsored a hearing entitled “Hurricane Katrina:
Voices from Inside the Storm.”28 Testifying at the hearing were individuals rep-
resenting different perspectives on the effects of Hurricane Katrina. Three of 
the four men represented organizations or were professionals—Charles Allen,
vice mayor of Newport News, Virginia; Harry C. Alford, president and CEO of
the Black Chamber of Commerce; and Ishmael Muhammad, a staff attorney 
for the Advancement Project, a political action group in Washington, DC. Four 
of the women—Dyan French, Patricia Thompson, Leah Hodges, and Doreen
Keeler—were citizens of New Orleans and gave eyewitness testimony regarding
the devasting aftermath of Katrina. The voices of the people in the community
came from the women, while the men had no organic connection to the com-
munity. It was a tense hearing as these women put racism and classism on the
agenda. These women represented the dispossessed of New Orleans, as they tes-
tified to the brutality of the New Orleans Police Department and the failure of
the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to address their needs in
good faith. Leah Hodges called the area on the Causeway where people were
waiting for relief the “Causeway Concentration Camp.” Representative Jeff Miller
(R-Florida), repeatedly asked her not to use the term “concentration camp.” She
replied, “I am going to call it what it is. If I put a dress on a pig, it’s still a pig.”
Some media implied that the most celebrated of these witnesses, Dyan French, or
“Mama D,” might be a “conspiracy theorist” because of her assertion that the lev-
ees protecting the Ninth Ward were dynamited intentionally to redirect water away
from some White areas (Alpert 2005; Goldblatt 2005). “Mama D’s” testimony
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regarding the ineptness of FEMA and her community’s determination to survive
and rebuild was powerful and persuasive. However, one could not help but notice
that there were four women there representing the people of the Ninth Ward,
but only one man.

The ideology of racial uplift cannot adequately support opposition to the
forces that left the people of the Ninth Ward stranded. All of the signs of Black
“pathology” are there—poverty, dependency on government, and most definitely
too many “Mothers.” Yet, we must go beyond appearances and ask the hard ques-
tions: What created the Ninth Ward? Why did the New Orleans Police Depart-
ment fail the people? Why is New Orleans both a treasure and a trial? In spite of
a significant Black middle class in this country, negative Black stereotypes endure.
Clearly, heroic efforts to pass through the racial uplift ideological tunnel have
failed to lead Black folks to the light. Although many people, both White and
Black, have donated funds and goods to the victims of Katrina, there is an absence
of concentrated organizational efforts to address the systemic causes of this tragedy.
Black women activists are going it alone, and many Black organizations are silent
on the politics of this event.

There are many other women who, like “Mama D” and Leah Hodges, have
the courage to tell their stories and represent the interests of the people in the
working-class communities. If we uncover, document, and analyze cases of local
triumphs by people bound by gender, race, and class constraints, it will help trans-
form narrow views of political participation and power. A more inclusive research
agenda for political scientists must address these issues, or it will fail to under-
stand fully the politics it professes to know.

Notes

1. U.S. Census Bureau. March 2002. Current Population Survey at http://www.census.gov/
population/socdemo/race/Black/ppl-164/tabl1.pdf.

2. Bureau of Justice Statistics. October 2001. Intimate Partner Violence and Age of Victim,
1993–1999. U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs at http://www.ojp.usdoj
.gov/bja/pub/pdf/ipva99.pdf.

3. Bureau of Justice Statistics. 2001. Prisoners in 2000 at http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/
bjs/abstract/pOO.htm

4. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). HIV and AIDS—United States, 1981–2001.
MMWR 2001:50, 430–34.

5. “FEMA Workers Arrested on Fraud, Bribery Charges: Death Toll Rises After Body Found
in Rubble,” retrieved February 7, 2006, from http://cnn.worldnews.com.

6. Lee Anna Jackson, Climbing Up the Hill, retrieved September 26, 2004, from http://www
.Blackenterprise.com.

7. The Links, Inc., retrieved September 26, 2004, from http://www.linsinc.org.
8. Angel City Chapter, The Links, Inc., History, retrieved September 26, 2004, from http://

angelcitylinks.org/aboutlinks.com.
9. The Chicago Community Trust, retrieved September 26, 2004, from http://www.cct

.org/donors.
10. National Council of Negro Women, retrieved September 21, 2004, from http://www

.ncnw.com/centers/centersbody.html.
11. National Political Congress of Black Women, Inc., retrieved September 21, 2004, from

http://www.npcbw.org.

G O I N G  I T  A L O N E 165



12. Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics, retrieved August 24, 1999, from http://www
.albany.edu/sourcebook/19995/ind/CRIME.ind.html.

13. Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies, retrieved August 24, 1999, from http://www
.jointctr.org/factshts/access.html.

14. Prison Project, retrieved September 23, 2004, from www.naacp.org/programs/prison/
prisonproject.shtml.

15. Department of Justice, Census of Sate and Federal Correctional Facilities, 2000, retrieved
February 5, 2006, from http://www.ojp.usdoj.gove/bjs/abstract/csfcf00.htm.

16. NAACP Image Awards, retrieved September 23, 2004, from http://www.infoplease.com.
17. National Urban League, retrieved September 23, 2004, from http://www.nul.org/about/

mission.htm.
18. 100 Black Men of American, Inc., retrieved September 23, 2004, from http://www.100

Blackmen.org.
19. National Coalition of 100 Black Women, Inc., retrieved September 23, 2004, from

http://www.ncbw.org/programs/programs4.html.
20. U.S. Census Bureau, retrieved February 5, 2006, from http://www.census.gov.
21. Greenaction, retrieved October 1, 2004, from http://www.greenaction.org/westoakland/

redstar/pr121902.shtml.
22. Million Woman March, retrieved August 19, 1999, from http://members.aol.com/_ht_a/

lilbitz/pl-atform.htm.
23. ACT, retrieved September 24, 2004, from http://www.actroxbury.org.
24. NUSA, retrieved September 14, 2006, from http://www.nusa.org/who.htm.
25. Reason Online, retrieved August 20, 1999, from http://www.reasonmag.com/william-

sint.html.
26. Hearing on the Effectiveness of Mandatory Bussing in Cleveland, retrieved October 1, 2004,

from http://www.house.gov/judiciary/257.htm.
27. Press release, retrieved August 22, 1999, from http://pluto.informatik.uni-oldenburg.de/

~also/welar170.html.
28. Information on both the hearings and parts of the transcript from New Orleans Evacuees

and Activists Testify at Explosive House Hearing on the Role of Race and Class in Government’s
Response to Hurricane Katrina, retrieved February 7, 2006, from http://www.democracynow
.org/print.pl?sid=05/12/09/1443240.

References

Abramsky, Sasha. 2002. Hard time blues: How politics built a prison nation. New York: St. Martin’s.
Alpert, Bruce. 2005. Racism costs lives, N.O. evacuees say. Times-Picayune, December 7,

http://www.nola.com.
Austin, Regina. 1995. Sapphire bound! In Critical race theory, edited by Kimberle Crenshaw, Neil

Gotanda, Gary Peller, and Kendall Thomas. New York: New Press.
Beckett, Katherine, and Theodore Sasson. 2004. The politics of injustice. Thousand Oaks, CA:

Sage.
Bell, Ella Louise. 2004. Myths, stereotypes, and realities of black women: A personal reflection.

Journal of Applied Behavioral Science 40, no. 2:146–59.
Boer, J. Tom, Manuel Pastor Jr., James L. Sadd, and Lori D. Snyder. 1997. Is there environmen-

tal racism? The demographics of hazardous waste in Los Angeles County. Social Science Quar-
terly 78, no. 4:793–810.

Bowen, William M., Mark J. Salling, Kingsley E. Haynes, and Ellen J. Cyran. 1995. Toward envi-
ronmental justice: Spatial equality in Ohio and Cleveland. Annals of the Association of Amer-
ican Geographers 85, no. 4:641–63.

Childs, Erica Chito. 2005. Looking behind the stereotypes of the ‘angry black woman’: An explo-
ration of black women’s responses to interracial relationships. Gender & Society 19, no. 4
(August): 544-61.

C H A P T E R  E I G H T166



Cohen, Cathy. 1999. The boundaries of blackness: AIDS and the breakdown of black politics. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Coleman, Sandy. 1999. Groups in Roxbury unite to link arts and economic growth. The Boston
Globe, June 20, p. 13.

Crenshaw, Kimberle Williams. 1995. Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics,
and violence against women of color. In Critical race theory, edited by Kimberle Crenshaw,
Neil Gotanda, Gary Peller, and Kendall Thomas. New York: New Press.

Davidson, Pamela, and Douglas L. Anderton. 2000. Demographics of dumping II: A national
environmental equity survey and the distribution of hazardous materials handlers. Demogra-
phy 37, no. 4 (November): 46.

Ember, Lois. 1994. Minorities still more likely to live near toxic sites. Chemical and Engineering
News, 72, no. 36 (September): 19.

Flammang, Janet. 1997. Women’s political voice: How women are transforming the practice and study
of politics. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Fletcher, Michael A., and DeNeen L. Brown. 1997. Anticipation, hopes build for million woman
march. Washington Post, October 24, p. A03. Retrieved August 19, 1999, from
http://www.freerepublic.com/forum/a18142.htm.

Gaines, Kevin. 1997. Uplifting the race: Black leadership, politics, and culture in the twentieth century.
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Gay, Claudine, and Katherine Tate. 1998. Doubly bound: The impact of gender and race on the
politics of black women. Political Psychology 19, no. 1 (March): 169–84.

Givens, Sonja M. Brown, and Jennifer L. Monahan. 2005. Priming mammies, jezebels, and other
controlling images: An examination of the influence of mediated stereotypes on perceptions
of an African American woman. Media Psychology 7, no. 1:87–106.

Goldblatt, Mark. 2005. Race, reason, and reaching out. The American Spectator, http://www
.spectator.org.

Hawkins, Denise B. 2005. On the frontline of the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Black Issues in Higher Edu-
cation 22, no. 3 (March): 24-29.

Herivel, Tara and Paul Wright, eds. 2003. Prison nation: The warehousing of America’s poor. New
York: Routledge.

Johnson, Jason B. 2005. Secret gay encounters of black men could be raising women’s infection
rate. San Francisco Chronicle, May 1, p. A1.

Jones, Jacqueline. 1985. Labor of love, labor of sorrow. New York: Basic Books.
Lawrence, Curtis. 1997. S. Sider takes on gangs and wins. Chicago Sun-Times, October 13, p. 14.
Mansbridge, Jane, and Katherine Tate. 1992. Race trumps gender: The Thomas nomination and

the black community. PS: Political Science and Politics 25, no. 3 (September): 488–92.
Meyers, Marian. 2004a. African American women and violence: Gender, race, and class in the

news. Critical Studies in Media Communication 21, no. 2 (June): 95-118.
———. 2004b. Crack mothers in the news: A narrative of paternalistic racism. Journal of Com-

munication Inquiry 28, no. 3 (July): 194-216.
Northrop, Emily. 1990. The feminization of poverty: The demographic factor and the composi-

tion of economic growth. Journal of Economic Issues 24 (March): 145-60.
Roberts, Dorothy. 1995. Punishing drug addicts who have babies: Women of color, equality, and

the right of privacy. In Critical Race Theory, edited by Kimberle Crenshaw, Neil Gotanda, Gary
Peller, and Kendall Thomas, 384-425. New York: New Press.

Robnett, Belinda. 1997. How long? How long? African-American women in the struggle for civil rights.
New York: Oxford University Press.

Rudman, Lauri A., and Peter Glick. 2001. Prescriptive gender stereotypes and backlash toward
agentic women. Journal of Social Studies 57, no. 4 (Winter): 743–63.

Shaw, Todd. 2003. We refused to lay down our spears: The persistence of welfare rights activism,
1966–1996. In Black political organizations in the post-civil rights era, edited by Ollie A. John-
son and Karin L. Stanford, 170–79. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Shuit, Douglas P. 1997. Getting involved. Los Angeles Times, June 10, p. 1.

G O I N G  I T  A L O N E 167



Simpson, Andrea. 2002. Public hazard, personal peril: The impact of non-governmental organi-
zations in environmental justice claims. Presented at the Annual Meeting of the American
Political Science Association, August.

Smith, Eric L. 1996. United they stand: Church-based business corporation ‘reveals’ new way to
bring black dollars together. Black Enterprise 26, no. 11 (June): 36.

Stretesky, Paul, and Michael J. Lynch. 1999. Environmental justice and the predictions of distance
to accidental chemical releases in Hillsborough County, Florida. Social Science Quarterly 80,
no. 4:830–47.

Takash, Paule. 1997. Breaking barriers to representation: Chicana/Latina elected officials in Cal-
ifornia. In Women transforming politics, edited by Cathy J. Cohen, Kathleen B. Jones, and Joan
C. Tronto. New York: New York University Press.

U.S. Bureau of the Census. 1998. Selected economic characteristics of people and families, by sex and
race. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

Witt, Linda, Karen M. Paget, and Glenna Matthews. 1994. Running as a woman. New York: Free
Press.

Wright, Sharon D. 1999. Black women in congress during the post-civil rights era. In Still lifting,
still climbing: African-American women’s contemporary activism, edited by Kimberly Springer,
149–63. New York: New York University Press.

C H A P T E R  E I G H T168



C H A P T E R  N I N E

Political Scientists and the 
Activist-Technocrat Dichotomy

The Case of John Aubrey Davis

MARTIN KILSON

Introduction

BY THE 1930s a small cadre of African American professionals had emerged with
full-fledged graduate school training in the social science professions, and in this
chapter I want to discuss the fascinating career of one such African American
who gained graduate school training in the field of political science.

Just a handful of African Americans had attained professional degrees at the
doctoral level in political science by the end of the 1940s; prominent among
them were Ralph Bunche (PhD, Harvard University), Robert Martin (PhD, Uni-
versity of Chicago), Merze Tate (PhD, Radcliffe College), and Robert Brisbane
(PhD, Harvard University).

So when John Aubrey Davis—the younger brother of Allison Davis, the
prominent African American anthropology and psychology scholar and author
of the landmark study, Deep South (1940)—enrolled at the University of Wis-
consin to study international politics and comparative politics after graduating
from Williams College in June 1933, he was preparing to join a small subgroup
within the evolving twentieth-century African American professional stratum.
He was raised in Washington, DC, in a well-to-do, fair-skinned African Ameri-
can household that was oriented to activism in the civil rights movement. His
sister, Dorothy, attended Wellesley College in the 1920s and 1930s; along with
his attendance at Williams College, this college-attendance pattern was extremely
rare for African Americans in that high-noon era of Jim Crow in American society,
when over 95 percent of college-going African Americans attended Negro colleges.

Davis completed requirements for the master’s degree by the summer of 1934
and returned to his hometown, Washington, DC. There the new head of the polit-
ical science department at Howard University—the newly minted Harvard PhD,
Ralph Bunche—hired Davis as an instructor in political science. However, it would
be twelve years before Davis completed the graduate studies that led to his PhD
degree in political science, studies that he began on a Rosenwald Foundation 



Fellowship at Columbia University in 1936. As Davis observed in a letter to me,
he “majored in American Government and Constitutional Law, a standard com-
bination at Columbia [in that era], and minored in labor economics, across depart-
ment and against all advice about too tough a program.” At the same time, Davis
married a young African American librarian and English scholar, Mavis Worm-
ley, and embarked on a rather long academic association with Lincoln Univer-
sity (Pennsylvania), where he was appointed an assistant professor in political
science in 1935 and where he continued to teach—except for several years dur-
ing World War II—until 1953.

Davis submitted his doctoral dissertation in 1946. It probed the administra-
tive arrangements, rules, procedures, styles, and citizen impact of the New Deal’s
Social Security policies embodied in the Social Security Acts of 1935 and 1939.
Davis’s dissertation earned a high-distinction evaluation, which led to a special
publication niche as Study Number 571 in Columbia University Press’s coveted
series, Studies in History, Economics, and Public Law. The published version of
Davis’s dissertation was titled Regional Organization of the Social Security Adminis-
tration: A Case Study (1950). To my knowledge, before the publication of Davis’s
dissertation by Columbia University Press, the only other Columbia dissertation
by an African American scholar to be published in the same series was Ira de
Augustine Reid’s Negro Immigrants, published in 1939.

The foregoing constitutes the core features of the academic-groundwork back-
ground to Davis’s intellectual odyssey. One additional feature should be added to
this background, however. In 1953, Davis was wooed away from Lincoln Uni-
versity to become one of several African American scholars to gain full profes-
sorships in the main colleges in New York City’s college system. He joined the
faculty of City College, Hylan Lewis (a sociologist at Howard University) joined
Queens College, and John Hope Franklin (an historian at Howard University)
joined Brooklyn College.

But we are now some 20 years ahead of the core story of John Aubrey Davis’s
intellectual and professional odyssey as a member of that small cadre of first-
generation African Americans in the political science field. So let us return to
the time frame of our core story.

Role of Civil Rights Activism in John 
Aubrey Davis’s Professional Odyssey

Formation of the New Negro Alliance Movement, 1933

John Aubrey Davis was only a few months out of Williams College with his BA
degree when he joined a street protest against a White-owned fast-food shop
located in the heart of the Negro community in Washington, DC. In response to
the Hamburger Grill’s firing of several Negro workers and replacing them with
White workers, the protesters insisted that the fired Negro workers be rehired
immediately and asked the local Negro neighborhood to boycott the White-
owned fast-food shop until this occurred. A boycott ensued and was successful.
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This neighborhood boycott in August 1933 was Davis’s baptismal experience
with civil rights activism. The historian of Washington, DC, Michele Pacifico,
describes this experience as follows:

Monday morning, August 28, 1933. The Great Depression has reached all regions
and all levels of American society. In Washington, three African-American
employees of the white-owned Hamburger Grill on 12th and U streets, N.W. are
fired and three whites hired in their places. The business is in a black neighbor-
hood and depends entirely upon black patronage. Almost immediately after the
three are fired, John Aubrey Davis, 21, a recent graduate of Williams College,
organizes a group of young neighborhood men, most of whom frequent the grill,
to picket the business. Their signs urge fellow community members to boycott the
restaurant. The protest proves effective: the following day the Hamburger Grill
closes. On Wednesday the three black workers are rehired, business returns to nor-
mal, and the informal group of neighbors savor their first victory in a battle to
open up African-American economic opportunity.1

As Davis has related to me in numerous conversations, his participation in
boycotting the Hamburger Grill in August 1933 awakened in him his first aware-
ness of the broader political possibilities of street-level civil rights activism among
African Americans. He pondered and discussed the possible political implications
of the boycott against the Hamburger Grill with a group of young Black profes-
sionals in the Washington, DC, area; among this group were several lawyers—
William Hastie and James Nabrit (faculty members at Howard Law School),
Belford Lawson (a lawyer in private practice), Naylor Fitzhugh (professor of
accounting at Howard University), Doxey Wilkerson (professor of education at
Howard University), Thurman Dodson (a lawyer in private practice), and Charles
Houston (Dean of Howard Law School), among others. By the late fall, Davis’s
discussions with his peers resulted in the idea that street-level civil rights activism
could be translated into public policy mobilization against the American White
supremacist edifice. What was required, however, was an organized agency to
make that possible. Several members of Davis’s discussion circle gained insight
into how they might proceed by probing the linkage between trade union activism
and public policy mobilization among White workers; this linkage had earlier pro-
duced prolabor legislation at both the state and federal level—such as the Wag-
ner Act in the 1920s that legalized the right to strike—as well as federal court
decisions that advanced the rights of working-class Americans.

The organization formed in the fall of 1933 by John Aubrey Davis and his
peers was named the New Negro Alliance (NNA). In ideological terms, Davis
and his peers adhered to a kind of “pragmatic activism,” rather than a “radical
activism,” which is to say that the policy goals of the New Negro Alliance were
conceived along incremental, not revolutionary lines. As William Hastie observed
in an article titled “The Way of the Alliance,” which appeared in The New Negro
Alliance Yearbook (1939), the sociological character of the Black population in
Washington was hardly conducive to the application of “radical activism” by the
NNA. As Hastie observed,
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The colored population of Washington was divided into two socio-economic groups;
one composed principally of salaried white-collar workers, a large number of them in
public employment, and the other composed principally of skilled and unskilled work-
ers whose services were employed in the commercial domestic activities of a non-
industrial city. [So] when the New Negro Alliance was beginning its activities [in 1933
more than one-third of the Negroes in Washington were dependent upon some form
of relief, while less than one-twentieth of the whites were similarly situated.2

There were, however, competing visions of political activism that diverged
from the “pragmatic activism” of the NNA. One competing vision was associated
with the Universal Negro Improvement Association of the Garvey movement.
It was a “Black nationalist” vision that supported an all-Black communitarian
activism. Hastie, Davis, and other members of the NNA rejected this type 
of activism. They also rejected another variant of “radical activism” that was
associated with one of their prominent intellectual peers among Washington’s
activist Black professionals in the 1930s, namely, Ralph Bunche, a political sci-
entist like John Aubrey Davis and chair of the political science department at
Howard University. As Charles Henry notes in his brilliant biography, Ralph
Bunche: Model American or American Other (1999), Bunche adhered to a Marx-
ist vision of Black activism that differed from the NNA’s “pragmatic activism.”
Bunche believed that the racist oppression of African Americans should not be
challenged merely along the lines of Black-ethnic activism and mobilization.
Rather, he saw an alliance with the White American working class and its trade
unions as a precondition for effective Black American civil rights activism. John
Aubrey Davis, Hastie and other NNA members rejected this position because
there was no serious evidence that White workers were ready to challenge Amer-
ican racism; rather they were among its core practitioners. As Davis put it in cor-
respondence to me, “Bunche was never a member [of the New Negro Alliance],
only a critic. . . . Bunche attacked the NNA because he feared the division of the
labor movement on the basis of race. He saw the only good in the [Alliance]
organization was that it taught public protest, solidarity, and direct action.”3

Leadership Styles in the New Negro Alliance

There were some tactical or methodological differences among leading figures in
the NNA in regard to the styles of civil rights activism. For instance, William
Hastie, a lawyer and budding legal scholar, favored a kind of “institutionalist
activism,” which meant a leadership-hierarchic mode of civil rights activism. As
Hastie wrote in an article in The New Alliance Yearbook 1939, “The neighborhood
petition and, where necessary, the neighborhood boycott were the effective
weapons of struggle. It was contemplated that in the course of many efforts of this
sort, organization would be developed throughout the city. Such organization
would permit an extension of program with appropriate variation of tactics to the
end that racial proscriptions and restrictions might be removed in public as well
as private employment.”4

On the other hand, John Aubrey Davis, the budding political scientist, held a
leadership vision with a distinctly populist bent. As Davis put it in correspondence
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to me, in the early days of the NNA he emphasized street-level political mobi-
lization, reaching out to the grassroots through Black evangelist-oriented clergy-
men, including Reverend Elder Micheaux of the Apostolic Church of God. Davis
described the involvement of Rev. Elder Micheaux as follows:

In 1933 I recruited personally at his [Eider Micheaux’s] home, 1700 block of “C”
St., N.W. Washington, DC, the Rev. Elder Micheaux (“Happy Am I In My
Redeemer”).5 He had a strong image where he had been successful in Newport
News and Philadelphia. In 1933 the A & P opened an all-white store at 9th and
“S” Streets, and I put up a picket line (including my sister—Wellesley ’29).
Micheaux supported us and took up money for us at his big rallies in Griffith Sta-
dium. I addressed one of these. We had the camp meeting as well as the regular
(black) church on our side. You may remember Micheaux’s Radio Church of God
in Philly.6

Furthermore, the first historical analysis of the NNA, which was presented
by Michele Pacifico in a 1994 article in Washington: Magazine of the Historical Soci-
ety of Washington, DC, gave similar emphasis to what I call Davis’s “street-level
activist mobilization” methodology. For instance, Pacifico describes Davis’s role
in the founding events that shaped the NNA movement as follows:

The “Jobs for Negroes” campaigns, also known as “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t
Work,” relied on visible, even confrontational actions. They used negotiation [too
but especially] mass protests, and boycotts to force white businesses in black com-
munities to employ African Americans, and to employ them in non-manual labor
positions. Leaders exhorted black citizens . . . to boycott local businesses that
refused to employ African Americans in clerical and managerial positions. They
also worked to prevent black expenditures on goods or services in black neigh-
borhoods where inequitable employment practices prevailed. The campaigns gal-
vanized both poor and middle-class blacks to action.7

In short, in contrast with William Hastie’s “institutionalist mobilization” per-
spective, Davis’s “street-level activist mobilization” methodology had a broad
impact on the modus operandi of the NNA throughout the 1930s. It particularly
influenced its continuing effort to expand the range and type of job market reforms
demanded from both private and public employers in Washington throughout the
1930s. For example, in its annual yearbook for the year 1939 can be found a
protest-skewed graphic portrayal of the racial-caste patterns in Washington’s social
system as they related to public employment in Washington’s Fire Department.
According to The New Alliance Yearbook 1939, whereas Blacks made up 27 per-
cent of the population they held a mere 2 percent of the Fire Department jobs as
of 1939. This was just 17 out of 871 Fire Department jobs—the same number as
in 1918, in fact—which meant that by 1939 African Americans experienced
a deficit of 240 firemen jobs. Similarly, whereas Washington Whites received 98
percent of the Fire Department payroll in 1939 ($2.2 million), Blacks claimed
just 2 percent, which translated into a Black payroll deficit of nearly $600,000.

The contrasting mobilization styles of William Hastie and John Aubrey Davis
during the NNA’s formative days can be characterized in still yet another way. If
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Hastie’s institutionalist-mobilization mode can be classified as a variant of bourgeois-
establishmentarian activism, then Davis’s street-level mobilization mode can be
labeled a variant of bourgeois-progressive activism. The key differentiation between
the Hastie and Davis modes was that the former exhibited more faith in middle-
class status persons functioning as Black activist mobilizers, whereas Davis’s mode
was willing to reach outside the ranks of Black middle-class or professionally
trained persons to the working-class leadership sector in urban African 
American communities. The populist dynamic was at work in Davis’s bourgeois-
progressive activism.

For Davis, moreover, the roots of his bourgeois-progressive activism reached
back to his boyhood years around World War I and the 1920s, to the solid Black
middle-class neighborhood he grew up in on the northeast side of DuPont Cir-
cle. There the most progressive and activist district branch of the NAACP was
located, the branch in which his father played a role. Davis recalls as a nine- and
ten-year-old boy joining his parents in street demonstrations on behalf of an early
antilynching bill before Congress, a bill stemming from the brilliant and coura-
geous antilynching activist career of the African American journalist Ida Wells-
Barnett. “My father used to carry me on his strong shoulders at those anti-lynching
demonstrations,” Davis once remarked to me during the many conversations we
had on these developments.

Let me make one additional observation on the Hastie-Davis mobilization
stances at the start of the NNA. Although the bourgeois-establishmentarian
activism mode of Hastie often coalesced sympathetically with aspects of Booker T.
Washington’s accommodationist strategy of forging ties with paternalistic White
conservative elites, John Aubrey Davis’s bourgeois-progressive activism mode did
not. For Davis, White capitalists especially were, as we say today, part of the prob-
lem, not part of the solution. Or rather, White business elements had to be made
part of the solution through all manner of populist-thrusted Black protest activism.
For Davis, moreover, there was even a kind of higher order benefit for African
Americans associated with progressive activism—namely, the fashioning of a sense
of Black ethnic efficacy, of Black ethnic honor, if you will.

John Aubrey Davis first suggested the idea of a formalized boycott of the fast-
food restaurant to the NAACP district branch in his old neighborhood, assum-
ing it was still the activist-minded NAACP chapter his parents had participated
in during the World War I era and the 1920s. He discovered, to his dismay, that
the NAACP chapter had gone “establishment” since his boyhood years, “com-
pletely dominated by the respectable, well-off, and stuffed-shirt residents of the
city,” as Davis told Michele Pacifico.8 That his boyhood-era NAACP chapter by
1933 would not, in Pacifico’s words, “offer assistance to those struggling to obtain
and keep jobs” simply “outraged Davis.” He was outraged “that [NAACP] lead-
ers were patronizing White businesses, especially chain stores, that did not employ
any neighborhood African-Americans except in the most menial jobs. No one
was acting to change these conditions.”9

It was, then, the establishmentarianization of a once bourgeois-progressive
NAACP chapter in Washington that initially radicalized along Black-populist
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lines the young political scientist John Aubrey Davis. Michele Pacifico describes
this formative event and activism in this way:

When events presented the opportunity that hot August day in 1933, Davis was
prepared and launched the New Negro Alliance with the highly successful
Hamburger Grill Boycott. Davis gave the new organization its name. He used
the words “New Negro” to separate it from the previous [Leadership] genera-
tion of African Americans whom he deemed too content and apathetic. Yet
Davis did not embrace Alain Locke’s “New Negro” movement of the 1920s, not-
ing that “Dr. Locke and the followers of his philosophy believed that racial 
prejudice would soon disappear before the altar of truth, art, and intellec-
tual achievement.”

Davis argued that the black people’s problems in the 1930s could not be
solved by saying,” “I’m culturally worth something.” He stressed that African
Americans had contributed to American cultural life since the time of the slave
boats, but their situation had not improved. Overtly founded to win economic
rights for African-American Washingtonians, the New Negro Alliance was an
organization “with a new vision, a new thought and spirit, fearless in its under-
takings and willing to sacrifice and fight for its own principles, even if it meant
being thrown in jail,” according to Davis. The New Negro Alliance would sur-
pass the “New Negro” movement in its direct fight for economic progress.10

Organizational Dynamics of 
the New Negro Alliance

Black Intellectuals Challenge Racist Capitalism

It was in the summer of 1935—two years after the original demonstration against
the Hamburger Grill—that Davis, Hastie, Fitzhugh, George Rycraw, Albert
DeMond, Belford Lawson, James Nabrit, and other inner-circle activists formally
fashioned the NNA into a mechanism for challenging White businesses in the
Washington area patronized by African Americans that either refused to employ
Blacks or, if they did employ Blacks, failed to treat them at parity with their
White employees. Some ten committees were created as the day-to-day operat-
ing units of the NNA. Four committees—the Civil Rights Committee, the Pub-
lic Utilities Committee, the Legal Committee, and the Case Committee—were
especially concerned with tailoring the NNA’s activism so as to maximize its pub-
lic policy impact. George Rycraw, law partner of John Aubrey Davis’s closest friend
Belford Lawson, headed up the Civil Rights Committee; Doxey Wilkerson, a soci-
ologist and Howard University faculty member, chaired the Public Utilities Com-
mittee; Thurman Dodson, another colleague of Belford Lawson, headed up the Legal
Committee; and Rolandus Cooper, a lawyer, headed up the Case Committee.

There was a synergistic interaction among these four day-to-day operating
committees from 1935 onward. For example, when the Public Utilities Commit-
tee identified utility companies that might be the object of an NNA boycott, it
had to mobilize the other three committees around its concern before involving
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the executive officers, who were called Administrators. The Case Committee
played a key early role in this decision-making process, for its members developed
the analysis as to whether a given business, if chosen as object of activism, would
produce good dividends on the public policy impact side of the ledger. The boy-
cott and picketing aspects of the NNA’s activism might not in fact be initiated if
the Case Committee decided to send a suspected business a preliminary request to
hire Black employees and that request was honored. For instance, in a study of the
activity of the Case Committee during 1938 can be found the following report of
a request to hire Black employees that was sent to a Washington area business:

Case No. 163—Brown’s Corner Store—Seventh & T Streets N.W. Case: (Not-
ing a part-time clerk only.) We feel that your business being supported 100% by
Negroes demands, in all fairness to the policy you state that you subscribe to, a
full-time clerk as well as a part-time clerk. Result: Suggestion accepted and com-
plied with by proprietor.

On the other hand, in the following report on job requests sent to several White
businesses, a rather different outcome ensued. In two instances, the White busi-
nesses refused even to enter into discussions with the NNA:

Case No. 290—Capital Shore Store/Case No 297—Bonnett’s Shoes:
These stores having ignored three regular form letters, used by the Case Com-

mittee in its approach for a conference and also having ignored a registered let-
ter, received as a last resort our Picket Line.11

The clear tone of pragmatism apparent in these instances of the NNA’s dealings
with White businesses in 1938 was, in fact, a central modus operandi basic to all
of its operations. Although Davis and other leading figures in the NNA were firm
about the long-run goal of smashing White supremacist practices by White busi-
nesses that African Americans patronized, they were not committed ideologically
to any one method for achieving this goal; rather they were fully experimental
and pragmatic. For instance, the NNA was willing to make all kinds of accom-
modations to a given business where required, as illustrated in a report on nego-
tiations between it and three businesses during 1938. The report observed,”All
three stores [will] hire a week-end clerk to start and will increase by filling
vacancies until majority of clerks are Negroes. These stores could not afford full
week clerks.”12

It is notable, however, that although quite attuned to the needs of specific
businesses as they attempted to incorporate integrationist practices, the Black
intellectuals who shaped the affairs of the NNA did not shirk from exercising a
kind of normative surveillance in regard to the personal treatment accorded Black
employees by White businesses. Its leaders were firm about their progressive sense
of interpersonal relations between Whites and Blacks, and they were willing to
pressure White businesses along these lines. This can be seen in the following
report contained in the files of the Case Committee:
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Case No. 303—Harry Kaufman Department Store—Case Committee: We
respectfully wish to state that our Alliance very definitely views the practice of
having Negro clerks relieve the elevator operator and pressing articles for win-
dow display a vicious discriminatory policy unless all clerks, both white and Negro,
are compelled to take regular turns at this work. We also take this opportunity to
suggest that now is the opportune time to employ the promised third Negro clerk.

Result: Discontinuance of the discriminatory policy. No more non-clerical work.
On account of Union affiliations which must be adjusted, a Negro Shipping Clerk
(male) is to be employed by August 15th, 1939.13

Thus, both in pressuring White businesses to engage in integrated hiring and fair
interpersonal treatment of their Black employees, the NNA was clearly breaking
new ground in the matter of civil rights activism. It should also be noted that it
broke new ground by demonstrating that a progressive-tilted Black activist organ-
ization could succeed at achieving a broad mobilization among middle-class
African Americans, not just among working-class Blacks who suffered most from
American racist practices.

John Aubrey Davis was a veritable true believer in the activist potential of
middle-class African Americans—a belief cultivated in him by his civil rights
activist parents—and his closest professional peer, Belford Lawson, equally shared
this belief. In this regard, Davis and Lawson differed from some activist-oriented
Black intellectuals in the Washington community during the 1930s, especially
Ralph Bunche and E. Franklin Frazier. Bunche and Frazier were more Marxist in
their progressive outlook and thus looked more favorably on trade-union working-
class Blacks as soldiers of civil rights activism among African Americans, view-
ing middle-class Blacks as intrinsically more bourgeois and self-serving. So Davis
and Lawson were ahead of their generally leftist and progressive cohorts in their
optimism about the activist potential of middle-class Blacks, and Davis 
in particular initiated numerous linkages between the NNA and the relatively
sizeable middle-class population in the Washington African American commu-
nity during the 1930s. In correspondence to me, Davis observed, “In 1935 I estab-
lished, as part of the New Negro Alliance, the New Negro Forum, which met in
the Berean Baptist Church at 11th and ‘V’ Streets, N.W. Speakers included a DC
Commissioner, Jiggs Donahue, one of the three who ran the city, and John Sul-
livan, head of the American Federation of Government Employees.”14

Accordingly, by mid-1935 onward, a broad sector of Washington’s middle-class
African American civic and professional associations, such as the National Asso-
ciation of Negro College Women, a variety of fraternities and sororities, and
Black civic associations of all sorts, joined forces with the NNA. Above all, nearly
all of the leading Black churches in Washington similarly joined forces with the
NNA, as was recorded by James Nabrit in the New Negro Alliance Yearbook.
Among the leading Black churches and clergymen mentioned by Nabrit were the
following: Rev. Walter Brooks of the Nineteenth Street Baptist Church, Rev. R.
W. Brooks of the Lincoln Memorial Temple, Rev. E. C. Smith of the Metropoli-
tan Baptist Church, Rev. G. O. Bullock of the Third Baptist Church, Rev. C. T.
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Murray of the Vermont Avenue Baptist Church, Rev. R. Douglas Grimes of the
Salem Baptist Church, Rev. Josiah Elliott of St. Luke’s Protestant Episcopal
Church (the first all-Black Episcopal congregation organized by White Episco-
palians), Rev. H. B. Taylor of Fifteenth Street Presbyterian Church, Rev. A. F.
Elmes of Peoples Congregational Church, and Rev. Thomas W. Wallace of the
African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.15

Alliance Activism and the Courts

Between 1935 and 1940 the NNA’s use of boycotts was typically met with court
injunctions that charged it with activity that served as an illegal impediment to
free commerce. Although the U.S. Congress enacted the LaGuardia-Norris Anti-
Injunction Act of March 1932, which gave unions the right to use picketing and
boycott tactics, it was not at all clear whether federal courts would permit these
activism methods to be used by a pressure group whose members were not directly
employed by the businesses they were picketing or boycotting. At some point, then,
it was almost inevitable that the NNA’s activism would clash with federal courts.

However, this clash did not occur all at once, but rather evolved slowly. Dur-
ing its first eighteen months of operation the NNA was met by injunctions ini-
tiated by several Washington businesses that it had boycotted and picketed, but
each time the courts refused to bear bids by the NNA to appeal the injunctions.
All this suddenly changed in late 1936, when it mounted a broad-based boycott
against a major Washington area supermarket chain, the Sanitary Grocery Com-
pany. This company asked for and received an injunction, which was appealed
by the NNA to and accepted by the U.S. Supreme Court, a decision that had a
major two-fold political impact on the African American community. First, it
sparked a fissure between the upstart NNA and the older Washington NAACP
chapter. That chapter, still smarting from the initial emergence and success of the
NNA and not certain yet of the viability of its activism modalities, remained aloof
from the injunction dispute. This NAACP aloofness proved politically disastrous
because quite the opposite response was taken by the grassroots Washington
African American community. The major historian of the NNA movement,
Michele Pacifico, records the events surrounding the NNA’s appeal of its injunc-
tion, which amounted to a Black community-wide mobilization:

The black press publicized the story. It was a heady time for the young African-
American legal team set up [separate from the NAACP Branch] to fight this bat-
tle. If the New Negro Alliance could win the case, then all “Jobs-For-Negroes”
picketers [nationwide] would have the force of law behind them. While the
NAACP doubted that the Alliance could win its case and offered little support,
the black community of the District of Columbia rallied behind the organization.
The NNA declared Sunday, December 17, 1937, New Negro Alliance Day. Pas-
tors invited NNA representatives to their churches to discuss NNA program and
the legal case, and to raise funds. Capping New Negro Alliance Day was an
evening church service with music and speeches at the John Wesley A. M. E. Zion
Church at 14th and Corcoran Streets, N.W. John Aubrey Davis was the guest
speaker with other presentations by Belford Lawson, Thurman L. Dodson, church



pastor Reverend Stephen G. Spottswood, and John Zuker, the national repre-
sentative of the Retail Clerks Association. The community turned out, donating
a critical $500 toward the expenses of the Supreme Court case. . . . Belford Law-
son and Thomas Dodson presented the Alliance’s arguments, researched and pre-
pared by William Hastie, Thurgood P. Marshall, Edward P. Loyett, Theodore M.
Berry, and James M. Nabrit Jr.16

Noteworthy in Pacifico’s account is that, among the young activist lawyers who
presented the case to the Supreme Court in 1937, were future leading figures in
the African American legal profession in general and, in particular, key figures
who were to direct the national-level NAACP desegregation cases in federal
courts a generation later, during the 1950s and 1960s. These early legal warhorses
for the NNA who later became major national figures included William Hastie
(the first Black federal justice), James Nabrit (dean of Howard Law School in 
the 1950s who argued the school desegregation cases before the Supreme Court
in the 1950s along with Thurgood Marshall), and Thurgood Marshall (head lawyer
for the NAACP Legal Defense Fund in the 1940s, chief of the NAACP legal staff
that argued the school desegregation cases in the 1950s, and the first Black mem-
ber of the U.S. Supreme Court, appointed by President Lyndon Johnson).

In returning to the 1937 case of New Negro Alliance v. Sanitary Grocery Com-
pany, the brief produced by Belford Lawson, Thurman Dodson, William Hastie,
James Nabrit, Edward Lovett, and Thurgood Marshall was argued before the
Supreme Court on March 5, 1938. The brief’s core thesis was that the NNA, in
pressuring White businesses to employ Blacks was, in legal terms, the equivalent
to a trade union in pressuring industrial firms on behalf of fair working conditions
for trade union members. Whereas trade unions were the key instrument for
ensuring economic security and egalitarian social rights—for protecting White
workers against economic discrimination in short—the NNA’s use of boycotts and
picketing functioned similarly as a guarantee against racial-caste discriminatory
practices faced by African American citizens. As the NNA’s brief put it, the NNA
was the “only defense [available] against a discriminatory policy which jeopard-
izes [Blacks’] economic security.”17 As such, the brief characterized its pressuring
activities as the functional equivalent of a genuine “labor dispute” under the lan-
guage and terms of the LaGuardia-Norris Act of 1932, which gave trade unions
the right to utilize boycotts and picketing.18

To the enormous surprise of Lawson, Nabrit, Davis, Hastie, and other inner-
circle members of the NNA, the U.S. Supreme Court, on March 28, 1938, ruled
in favor of its brief. Michele Pacifico records the Court’s decision this way:

In a 6–2 decision, the Supreme Court, led by Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes,
decided that “those having a direct or indirect “interest” in the employment of
certain people should have the freedom to disseminate information and ‘“peace-
fully persuade others” to take action against such injustices. The climax of a four-
year battle, the Supreme Court decision gave African Americans an effective
method for fighting discriminatory hiring practices. African Americans now
had a weapon they could lawfully use nationwide to combat discrimination in
the work place!”19

T H E  A C T I V I S T- T E C H N O C R AT  D I C H O T O M Y 179



Elaborating on the decision, one of the NNA lawyers, Leon Ransom, prof-
fered the following formulation:

Mr. Justice Roberts read the history-making decision which reversed the lower
courts and dismissed the injunction [against the NNA]. In the course of the deci-
sion, the Court pointed out that the employer-employee relations did not have to
exist in order for a ‘“labor dispute” to arise, and that an organization such as the
Alliance, striving to obtain employment from employers who discriminated against
them on account of race and color, could be a ‘“person interested” in a labor dis-
pute and so within the protection of the law prohibiting court interference.20

The immediate impact of the Supreme Court’s ruling was an expansion of
NNA’s activism in the Washington area. Michele Pacifico describes this stepped-
up activism as follows: “For the next three years, until 1941, the Alliance used
its newly won right to secure more jobs for Black Washingtonians. In the wake
of the Supreme Court decision, the struggle eased; White employers preferred
compromise to boycotts and picket lines. . . Old opponents such as Kaufman’s
Department Store and High’s Ice Cream finally hired African American clerks.”21

At the same time however, developments at the national level set into motion
a chain of events that eventually led to the dissolution of the NNA. One of these
developments was America’s entry into World War II in 1941. The second devel-
opment, also related to the war, was the issuance on June 25, 1941, by President
Franklin Roosevelt of an Executive Order (No. 8802). This set into motion a
brand new and totally unforeseen set of events that would recalibrate the politi-
cal activism that the inner-circle members of the NNA had grown accustomed
to between 1933 and 1940. These events would recalibrate that activism from
what I have called street-level political activism to technocratic-policy activism
practiced within federal government decision-making agencies. What Executive
Order No. 8802 did, with the stroke of President Roosevelt’s pen, was to extend
to the federal level the right to equal or fair employment that the young John
Aubrey Davis and other inner-circle NNA members spent nearly a decade seek-
ing to apply simply to the District of Columbia.

Young Black Administrators Enter the Fair
Employment Practices Committee

John Aubrey Davis was 31 when the second chairman of the Fair Employment
Practices Committee (FEPC)—Father Haas, an economist at Catholic Univer-
sity who succeeded Mark Etheridge—asked him in the summer of 1943 to assume
the post of director of the FEPC Division of Review and Analysis. With this
appointment, John Aubrey Davis first encountered the issue of how to sustain
intact the synergistic interaction between what I have called the two strands of
his intellectual persona; namely, the activist-intellectual strand and the technocrat-
intellectual strand. Fortunately for Davis, this activist-technocrat dilemma or 
tension was equally shared by virtually all of the dozen or so Black professionals 
who also gained key administrative appointments in running the FEPC-
professionals like George Crocket (a lawyer), George Johnson (a lawyer and the 
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highest-ranking Black FEPC administrator during the War), Clarence Mitchell
(Urban League activist), and Elmer Henderson (a lawyer), among others. The
issue they faced was plain enough: would the day-to-day rule-management and
rule-allocating tasks associated with guaranteeing a fair degree of job integration
for Black workers in America’s massive wartime industries (tasks that inevitably
demanded a lot of strategic-pragmatic bargaining and thus strategic-pragmatic
concessions or tradeoffs) whittle away at and perhaps even nullify the ideology
of civil rights activism that formatively fashioned the intellectual persona of John
Aubrey Davis and his Black professional peers in the FEPC?

However this issue was to be resolved for Davis and his Black professional
peers, they received some measure of assurance from the fact that the very
processes that sparked the issuance of Executive Order 8802 by President Roo-
sevelt were themselves rooted in civil rights activism. Civil rights realities were
at the birth of the FEPC in 1941, in other words. Perhaps the account of the
founding of FEPC that best evokes the primacy of civil rights realities in this event
is that by Denton Watson, a former journalist and public relations officer of the
NAACP national office, which he offers in his brilliant biography of Clarence
Mitchell, the NAACP’s public policy lobbyist in Washington during the 1950s
and 1960s. Here is Watson’s characterization of the FEPC’s founding events:

President Roosevelt’s issuing of Executive order 8802 on June 25, 1941 was the
most celebrated act in the battle against discrimination in war industries. That
date marked the launching of the modern civil rights movement. The struggle for
the executive order was led by A. Philip Randolph, president of the International
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. Walter White, since early 1940, had been
mobilizing the NAACP branches to fight discrimination in the defense program,
but Randolph became the driving force in the movement. The idea dated back
to 1917–18, when the NAACP [sparked by W. E. B. Du Bois] began calling for
equal opportunity in employment. Randolph threatened to lead a march on Wash-
ington of ten thousand blacks (White increased the number to one hundred thou-
sand) if Roosevelt did not issue the order barring discrimination in the armed
services and defense industries. Roosevelt issued the order to stave off the march,
which was to have been held on July 1. . . . Executive Order 8802 was a compro-
mise that [left] untouched discrimination in the armed services, but Executive Order
8802 met Randolph’s basic demands and created the Fair Employment Practices
Committee (FEPC) as an administering agency to implement the directive.22

Although Denton Watson’s portrayal of the birth of the FEPC refers only to
the goal of nondiscrimination in defense industries, Executive Order 8802 had
additional goals as well. In one of the most authoritative analysis of these goals,
which appeared in The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science in 1946, John Aubrey Davis observed that, in addition to outlawing dis-
crimination in defense industries,” Executive Order 8802 . . . forbade discrimi-
nation in Government [jobs] on account of race, creed, color and national origins,
or in vocational and training programs carried on by Federal agencies for defense
purposes. The same prohibition was repeated in Executive Order 9346 on May
27, 1943 [which required agency heads to report violations of the original Order
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directly to the President’s office]. These orders were issued under the powers of
the President as bestowed by Congress and the Constitution.”23

Of course, explicit public policy goals like those laid out in Executive Order
8802 and Executive Order 9346 are one thing—formalistically legal things, that
is—and the actual realization of the purposes of such policy goals is quite another
thing altogether. This is to say that the day-to-day task of advancing Black
employment under the FEPC proved to be inevitably problematic; it was a process
involving some gains, yes, but gains that were often quite marginal too, and there
were numerous outright defeats as well. An important factor underlying the
FEPC’s problematic outcome pattern was that it initially lacked independent
authority status; instead, it was saddled with a dependent authority status. Between
June 1941 and July 1942, the FEPC operated as a unit of the Office of Produc-
tion Management, possessing neither its own office space nor its own operational
staff. As the biographer of Clarence Mitchell (who was an early Black field admin-
istrator among the African American technocrats in FEPC), Denton Watson has
informed us, “[FEPC] was required [between 1941 and 1942] to share staffs of the
Negro Employment and Training Branch and the Minority Groups Branch [within
the Office Of Production Management]. The FEPC served [initially] as a board
of appeal for those two units, which certified [discrimination] cases to it.”24

But in the summer of 1942 these structural limitations on FEPC changed.
President Roosevelt transferred FEPC to a new war-related agency, the War Man-
power Commission, one of whose officials was a young African American civil
rights activist and economist, Dr. Robert Weaver. Weaver had already played a
role in wartime antidiscrimination policy when he was hired to serve in the Office
of Production Management in early 1940, making him the first African Ameri-
can administrator of consequence in the wartime Roosevelt administration. So
in July 1942 the FEPC gained a bona fide parallel authority status with the War
Manpower Commission in the sphere of antidiscrimination policy, though the
line of command required the FEPC staff to communicate through two War
Manpower Commission officials, Robert Weaver and Will Alexander, who was
a White American.

Above all, the new operational autonomy provided the FEPC in July 1942
was fleshed out through the appointment of several African American adminis-
trators who had been linked to Robert Weaver through their civil rights activism,
which took place under the auspices of the National Urban League, the NAACP,
and the NNA movement during the 1930s. One of these early FEPC Black admin-
istrators was Clarence Mitchell, who was appointed associate director of the Divi-
sion of Field Operation, a position that Mitchell had prepared for when he
functioned as a deputy to Robert Weaver in the Office of Production Manage-
ment from the middle of 1940 to mid-1942. In early and middle 1943, several addi-
tional Black administrators were appointed to the FEPC. Elmer Henderson, a
Baltimore-Washington area lawyer, was appointed head of its Chicago regional
office; George Crocket, a labor activist lawyer from Detroit, was made Deputy
Legal Analyst; George Johnson, former dean of Howard University Law School,
was made Deputy Director of the Division of Review and Analysis; and John
Aubrey Davis was appointed Director of the Division of Review and Analysis.
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Maneuvering FEPC for Black Workers

Following quite closely on the FEPC’s gaining of a relatively viable administra-
tive infrastructure of its own by the end of 1942, President Roosevelt issued an
amending set of administrative arrangements under a new Executive Order 9346
in May 1943. These new administrative arrangements gave FEPC the authority
to police discriminatory practices within federal government agencies. Accord-
ing to Professor Desmond King’s authoritative study of the FEPC years in his vol-
ume, Separate and Unequal: Black Americans and the U.S. Federal Government
(1995), Executive Order 9346 directed federal agencies, under the authority of
FEPC, to “make a thorough examination of their personnel policies and practices
to the end that they may be able to assure me [President Roosevelt] that in the
Federal Service the doors of employment are open to all loyal and qualified work-
ers regardless of creed, race or national origin.”25

With these words President Roosevelt went a long way to helping remove the
glaring contradiction that obtained under the 1941 Executive Order 8802, namely,
a federal government that was practicing discrimination in its own ranks while
legally mandating the end of discrimination in wartime-related private job mar-
kets. Thanks to a 1943 memorandum sent in early 1943 from the third chairman
of the FEPC, Malcolm Ross, President Roosevelt had this issue clarified for him
vividly and candidly. “Very early in its official life,” observed Malcolm Ross to the
President, “the Committee came to the conclusion that its chances of success in
securing cooperation from private employers would be lessened if the government’s
own employment practices were open to serious criticism.”26

However, even with its new authority to challenge discrimination in federal
agencies the FEPC had a tenuous impact on ensuring government job-market
access by African American workers during the course of World War II. This issue
was addressed by John Aubrey Davis’s analytical postmortem on FEPC for The
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science in 1946. Davis
observed that although the “FEPC had the power in government cases to report
[discrimination] to the President,” it was important to recognize at the same time
that “the President personally cannot be concerned with individual cases, and his
assistants will not consider anything except general violations of the President’s
[Executive] orders.” Davis continued,

In government cases the Committee has never been allowed to hold public hear-
ings as in the case of war industries, and thus the sanction of public opinion has
not been open to it. As the enforcing agent of the national nondiscrimination
policy, Government would perhaps be in an unfortunate position to have to
expose its [own] failings to the public.27

Thus in this article, John Aubrey Davis provided a rather unfavorable view
of the U.S. government’s willingness to police job discrimination in its own ranks
as compared to private wartime industries. Davis even appended some quantita-
tive findings to his postmortem: “Although government cases have formed 27 per-
cent of its caseload, FEPC has felt constrained to resort to hearing[s] in only three
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government cases involving three agencies, as opposed to 27 industry hearings
involving 102 companies and 38 unions.”28 Davis also observed, with a clear
touch of disappointment, that nearly 80 percent of the federal discrimination
complaints brought to FEPC (a total of 2,048 complaints) were not acted on for
one reason or another. As Davis put it, “[Only] 23 percent [of 2048 complaints]
were settled satisfactorily; the rest were dismissed on merits, for lack of jurisdic-
tion, or for insufficient evidence, or continued pending.”29

Keep in mind, however, that for both John Aubrey Davis and his Black admin-
istrator peers, FEPC gave due recognition to the technocratic and pragmatic prob-
lem-solving attributes that defined part of their intellectual persona. Thus
although the activist orientation kept Davis and his peers attentive to the per-
formance gap between the FEPC’s stated goals and their realization in regard to
federal jobs for African Americans, they were also attentive to whatever progress
was attainable during the war years, and they made every effort to recognize those
attainments. A summary of federal and District of Columbia job data is presented
by Davis in his postmortem analysis of FEPC as well. More detailed aggregate fed-
eral job data relating to African American employment during the war years are
also presented in Professor Desmond King’s definitive study of FEPC processes.
Using data covering pre-FEPC and FEPC years, Davis makes clear that a meas-
ure of job advancement for African Americans did indeed occur. Aggregate data
on Blacks employed in war agencies (the Army and Navy departments) as of
1944 impressed Davis: Of nearly 2 million employees (1,928,216 to be exact) some
231,438 or 12 percent were African Americans.

Davis viewed Black employment status in the District of Columbia’s federal
jobs, especially the qualitative attributes of such jobs, quite favorably. As his base-
line, Davis used data from a 1938 job survey that showed that African Ameri-
cans held overwhelmingly custodial-type jobs as federal employees in the
governance of the District of Columbia (some 90% of such jobs were held by
Blacks); in contrast they held only 9 percent of clerical and administrative-
grade jobs and a mere 0.5 percent of professional-grade jobs. However, by 1944
the custodial category of Black employment had declined to 40 percent, and more
importantly, in federal jobs servicing the District of Columbia some “49 percent
of all Negro employees were classified as Clerical-Administrative and Fiscal.”30

Finally, in regard to independent federal agencies—those organized outside the
central cabinet or executive departments—Davis also identified a measure of
Black job employment progress. As Davis put it his postmortem survey, “The March
1944 survey [for FEPC] revealed that Negroes were 13.6 percent of all employees in
the independent agencies, the highest proportion in the three groups of [federal] agen-
cies. Comparatively good records were noted for the Federal Works Agency, the Fed-
eral Security Agency, the Veterans Administration, the General Accounting Office,
the Government Printing Office, and the Tennessee Valley Authority.”31

There was, however, one area of Black employment in federal jobs that left
Davis and his Black peers rather pessimistic. It happened that under the Civil Ser-
vice Act of 1923 a two-fold job classification was set forth—“classified” and
“unclassified” federal jobs—and the former happened to “carry the greatest secu-
rity in Government,” as Davis and his colleagues noted in a January 1945 appraisal
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report on the wartime functioning of FEPC. This report titled The Wartime
Employment of Negroes in the Federal Government found that only 7 percent of
Black federal employees fell in the “classified” category, the category of high job-
security workers. This rather startled Davis and his colleagues because as the war
was in the process of ending by January 1945, they were especially cognizant of
future federal job downsizing—as we call it today—which would more than likely
translate into massive job dismissals among African American federal employees.
Because Davis understood that this outcome could not be alleviated by new fed-
eral job classification rules, he put forth the suggestion that a new post-war 
federal agency might be created that would have a special responsibility (what
today we would call an affirmative action responsibility) to cushion the impact
on African American federal employees of massive postwar job downsizing. As
John Aubrey Davis put it in The Wartime Employment of Negroes in the Federal Gov-
ernment, “For the time being, an independent permanent [anti-job discrimination]
agency of Government is needed which can enforce anti-discrimination in [post-
war] Government by working with the several agencies and by co-operating with
the Civil Service Commission. The wartime experience of the Civil Service Com-
mission and FEPC indicates that this can be a feasible arrangement.”32

Unfortunately, however, no such FEPC-like agency was established in the
immediate post–World War II years. Indeed, giving African Americans access to
federal jobs in a proactive manner did not occur until affirmative action policies
were promulgated by the Kennedy-Johnson Administrations in the late 1960s and
elaborated during the Nixon-Ford Republican Administrations—thanks to lib-
eral and moderate Republican administrators—throughout the 1970s.

The overall outcome of the FEPC experiment in regard to the furtherance of
Black employment in the spheres of government and wartime industries was on
balance quite positive. On this matter, there is no more authoritative chronicler
than Denton Watson, who, in the course of producing the most effective biog-
raphy we have of that 1930s cohort of African American professionals who were
the first to secure full-fledged federal administrative posts, read widely and deeply
in the official FEPC records. Thus in Watson’s considered appraisal, “The FEPC
was the most promising symbol of hope for equal economic opportunity that
African Americans had ever had. . . . The best proof that the FEPC was opening
doors of opportunity was the increase in the number of minorities employed in
war industries, from less than 3 percent in early 1942 to more than 7 percent two
years later, and 8 percent by the end of the war. Eighty percent of those benefit-
ing from Executive Order 8802 [and Executive Order 9346] were Black; 14 per-
cent were mostly Mexican Americans.”33 Translated into aggregate terms, nearly one
million Blacks were added to the industrial workforce thanks to the FEPC, a figure
that represented some 300,000-plus Black males and 600,000 Black females.34

The FEPC’s impact on African Americans has an elite or leadership dimen-
sion as well. According to Denton Watson, the FEPC “gave African Americans
their first opportunity to be line officers in the federal government. Though small,
that group of African Americans extended their influence by maintaining a close-
knit network of interrelationships.”35 In this accounting of the FEPC’s Black lead-
ership impact, Denton Watson is very much on target, for I would suggest that
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there is a direct line of action from the Black policymaking cadre under the FEPC
(e.g., Clarence Mitchell, George Crockett, Elmer Henderson, Robert Weaver,
John Aubrey Davis, et al.) to the Black policymaking cadre of Black federal lob-
byists, administrators, and legislators who emerged from the early 1960s through
the 1970s. It was, moreover, this Black policymaking cadre at the federal level 
in the 1960s through 1970s era who, along with liberal White administrators and
legislators, helped fashion the civil rights legislation and multi-layered adminis-
trative practices that broke the legal back of American racism. As this post–World
War II full-fledged Black political class was evolving, important roles were per-
formed by the ex-FEPC Black cadre. Clarence Mitchell organized a civil rights
lobbying office for the NAACP in Washington, George Crockett lobbied for
Black trade unionists in Washington and became a congressman for a majority-Black
district in Detroit, John Aubrey Davis became a key policy advisor to Roy Wilkins,
the head of the NAACP, and Robert Weaver became the first African American
to hold a post in the Cabinet when President Johnson appointed him Secretary
of Housing and Urban Development.

John Aubrey Davis also produced an accounting of the FEPC’s impact on
African Americans that dovetailed with Denton Watson’s analysis. Though crit-
ical of its work in the area of advancing federal jobs for African Americans, Davis
nonetheless recognized the significance of FEPC to African Americans’ overall
status. In his 1946 postmortem appraisal, Davis suggested that FEPC, or some
agency like it, be made a permanent federal agency. Like Denton Watson, more-
over, Davis also recognized the unique qualitative impact that FEPC had on
African American political leadership status. Before the New Deal era, Blacks had
almost zero institutionalized authoritative presence at the federal level. The only
Blacks in government then secured jobs by what might be called clientage politi-
cal appointments, by which I mean highly personalistic patronage appointments
that involved limited policymaking authority for Black officials who gained weak
consultative or advisory roles, not administrative policy-managing roles. As John
Aubrey Davis remarked on this issue, Blacks’ pre-FEPC policy status at the fed-
eral level “was characterized by numerous appointments as advisors on racial pol-
icy in the many agencies which were carrying out economic and social programs.”
Note that “as advisors” is italicized, for Davis’s point was that in the pre-FEPC
period, appointments of Blacks at the federal level did not yet include policy-
managing functions.

However, the FEPC reversed this situation, propelling Black federal-level offi-
cials from “advisory officials” to full-fledged policy-managing and thus policy-
making officials. Thanks to a presidential Executive Order promulgating the FEPC
and empowering it with the federal task of managing job-advancement policy for
African Americans throughout the course of World War II, a glacier-like shift
occurred in the operational character of Blacks appointed to staff federal agencies—
a shift from “advisory officials” to “policy-managing and policy-making officials.”
Davis concluded his postmortem analysis of FEPC in 1946 with this observation:
“In FEPC Negroes participated as equals in policy formation and administra-
tion.”36 And in correspondence, John Aubrey Davis underscored to me the fun-
damental role of the White House under President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in
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making possible a revolution in the qualitative status of African American federal-
level officials: “The fact is,” Davis remarked, “that the thing that broke the back
of discrimination in the Federal government was the President’s letter [May 25,
1943] to the Department heads [operationalizing anti-discrimination practices]
and the requirement that they report to the President on their progress. . . . This
was the first ‘affirmative action’ to remedy [decades-long] discrimination.”37

One additional thought. Had John Aubrey Davis and his street-level civil
rights activist peers in Washington DC during the 1930s left no more than the
civil rights activist legacy of the New Negro Alliance movement for African
Americans to learn from and build on, they would have indeed left us contribu-
tion enough. That they served during the wartime years as key officials in the
FFPC to advance on that legacy places John Aubrey and his Black professional
peers, to my mind anyway, in a special category. It makes them a very precious
and venerated segment of the twentieth-century African American intelligentsia.

Conclusion: The Activist Imperative

As a budding African American professional in the middle 1930s, John Aubrey
Davis had a formative encounter with the American racist system that might be
called an activist-encounter. An activist-encounter with American racism is one
that endeavors to challenge the edifice of White supremacist pariahization, mar-
ginalization, torment, and oppression of Black people in American life. Com-
mencing his intelligentsia career shortly after graduating from Williams College
in 1933, John Aubrey Davis was part of the second generation-and-a-half cohort
of African Americans who attended college in the twentieth century. This 
cohort did not have before them many everyday examples of African American
professional persons who had fashioned an activist-encounter demeanor for themselves.

Instead, Davis’s cohort of Black college graduates had before them numer-
ous examples of African American professionals who had fashioned an 
accommodationist-encounter demeanor toward America’s racist practices. This
demeanor was given prominence from the 1880s into the 1930s by Booker T.
Washington and his Tuskegee Institute machine. It was a Black middle-class con-
servative demeanor that emphasized the self-advancement of one’s own profes-
sional goals, benefits, and compensations, thereby ignoring the vicious American
racist systemic barriers to African American citizens’ human rights and citizen-
ship participatory rights. The accommodationist-encounter orientation among the
emergent African American professional sector in the early twentieth century was
just the opposite of the activist-encounter orientation that John Aubrey Davis and
his circle of young Black professionals in the 1930s chose for their own identity.

Growing up as he did in a middle-class Black neighborhood in Washington,
DC, in the World War I era into the 1920s, John Aubrey Davis had many exam-
ples around him of professional-stratum African American individuals who had
adopted the accommodationist-encounter demeanor that Booker T. Washington
made famous. These were Black professional persons who chose to maximize their
ability to cash in on whatever market value a racist American capitalist democ-
racy decided to attach to their middle-class and professional attributes as 
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businessman, businesswoman, pharmacist, seamstress, lawyer, doctor, bookkeeper,
dentist, schoolteacher, etc. These were decent, fair-minded Black American cit-
izens, mind you, caring for their families and seeking to do the best by them in
social mobility terms. It just happened, however, that those social mobility terms
were hemmed in crudely and viciously by America’s racist edifice and practices.
Therefore, by relating to America’s racist practices along the accommodationist lines
fashioned by Booker T. Washington and his Tuskegee Institute machine, conser-
vative Black middle-class persons in early twentieth-century Washington, DC—
and elsewhere in America—were adopting an ideological rationale for their
decision to “look out for number one,” so to speak, rather than to challenge
through civil rights activism the cruel American racist system.

Happily for the status of African American society in contemporary post–civil
rights era, the second-generation cohort of evolving twentieth-century African
American professionals that John Aubrey Davis was a part of spawned a sizable
number of activist-minded personalities. What a probe of John Aubrey Davis’s
intellectual and professional career teaches today’s generation is that the civil
rights activist choice made by Davis and his fellow young Black professionals in
the 1930s was not the natural choice for them to make. Rather it was a deviant
choice, relative to the choices made in the period of the 1920s and 1930s by thou-
sands of other middle-class and professional African American persons who
deferred to the Booker T. Washington leadership model. The deviant choice 
by John Aubrey Davis and his civil rights activist peers was, therefore, a heroic
Black professional-class identity choice, one that entailed risks to their future
mobility trajectory.

However, in making their deviant choice as civil rights activist African Amer-
ican professionals, John Aubrey Davis and his peers did have some role models
to follow. Among several earlier generations there was a small population of
African American professionals (e.g., only around 8,000 Blacks had graduated col-
lege by 1930) who had courageously laid down guidelines to an activist-encounter
with American racism. Uncovering these role models required an intellectual
effort on the part of John Aubrey Davis and his peers, an effort that was partly
associated with the Harlem Renaissance or New Negro Movement in the post–
World War I era. While attending Negro colleges in the 1920s most of the Black
professional peers associated with John Aubrey Davis’s civil rights activism learned
about the African American historical record of struggle against racist oppression
in American society; about the journey of tears and blood and sweat rooted in
American slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruction; and about the betrayal of
Reconstruction on which rested the American White supremacist edifice from
the late 1870s onward.

It was this historical quest that enabled John Aubrey Davis and his civil rights
activist peers (James Nabrit, Clarence Mitchell, Robert Weaver, Belford Lawson,
Doxey Wilkerson, Elmer Henderson, George Crockett, Albert Demond, Naylor
Fitzhugh, George Johnson, Charles Houston, and others) to forge their second-
generation cohort activism agenda. This historical quest turned up civil rights
activist forerunners extending back to the pre–Civil War era, like James W. C.
Pennington (a clergyman and abolitionist), Frederick Douglass (a newspaper 
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editor and abolitionist), Lewis Hayden (an abolitionist and legislator in Massa-
chusetts), and John McCune Smith (a medical doctor and abolitionist). There
were post-Emancipation era activist forerunners like Alexander Crummell
(activist clergyman, scholar, and founder of the American Negro Academy), Fran-
cis Grimke (civil rights activist clergyman), Archibald Grimke (civil rights activist
lawyer), John Wesley Cromwell (newspaper editor and founder of the American
Negro Academy), and Reverdy Ransom (civil-rights activist clergyman and
founder of the American Negro Academy). Finally, there were early twentieth-
century activist forerunners like W. E. B. Du Bois, Monroe Trotter (newspaper
editor and founder of the Niagara Movement), and Ida Wells-Barnett (activist
newspaper reporter and antilynching crusader). It was, then, through this histor-
ical quest and intellectual probing that John Aubrey Davis and his peers discov-
ered the African American activist forerunners on whose earlier work was the
foundation for the “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” civil rights activism
organization in the 1930s.

Probing the core facets of John Aubrey Davis’s professional career as a route
to remembrance of our civil rights activist Black intelligentsia forebears helps us
grasp one core lesson above all. That lesson is that the activist orientation toward
the American racist edifice provided a way to withhold legitimacy from that racist
edifice. The activist-encounter demeanor toward America’s racist patterns that
John Aubrey Davis and his 1930s circle of Black professional peers fashioned for
themselves empowered them, in turn, to create organizational weapons to maneu-
ver in behalf of African Americans’ freedom quest and secure the small participa-
tory space available in our White supremacist democratic nation-state. Davis and
his peers already had before them examples of activist organizational weapons fash-
ioned by earlier generations of activist-oriented Black professionals, examples that
functioned as cross-generational blueprints for fashioning the New Negro Alliance
organization in the 1930s. And the New Negro Alliance would itself become a
cross-generational blueprint for the activist sector of African Americans’ freedom
quest in the 1950s and 1960s. The remembrance of our African American intel-
ligentsia forebears teaches us how much successive activist Black intelligentsia
generations stand on each others’ shoulders.

Yet important though cross-generational activist blueprints have been and still
are something else was required as well. What was also required was acquisition
of a variety of technocratic skills through which the institutions of political power,
judicial power, and economic power are managed and manipulated in the Amer-
ican system. Teasing out facets of John Aubrey Davis’s intellectual career as a route
to remembrance of our African American intelligentsia forebears brings front-and-
center recognition of what might be called the other side of the activist imperative
in the African American freedom quest. That other side is the technocratic imper-
ative, by which I mean acquisition by the evolving twentieth-century African
American intelligentsia of the fulsome quantum of technocratic skills required to
penetrate the institutions of political, bureaucratic, judicial, and economic power
in the American system.

As I have shown in this probe of John Aubrey Davis’s career, he and his 1930s
circle of Black professional peers like William Hastie, James Nabrit, Belford Lawson,
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Thurman Dobson, George Rycraw, Albert Demond, Naylor Fitzhugh, Doxey
Wilkerson, Rolandus Cooper, Clarence Mitchell, and others understood very well
the centrality of the technocratic imperative to Black people’s freedom quest. 
To this end, Davis seized on every opportunity available to gain job experience
in the workings of city, county, state, and federal bureaucracies—as did his circle
of Black professional peers. And Davis and his peers were especially attentive to
learning how to translate the rules, procedures, and networks of power structures
in the American system into weapons for Black people’s freedom quest.

However, crucial though the technocratic imperative was to Black people’s
freedom quest, John Aubrey Davis and his peers recognized that technocratic
skills could not in themselves produce the outcomes they sought. Something else
was also required, and that something else was some degree of political alliances
with White Americans who managed key power structures in the American sys-
tem. Fortunately for that second-generation cohort of pragmatic-activist African
American professionals of which John Aubrey Davis and his peer were a part,
there was a small cadre of White American professionals willing to enter into an
alliance with activist Black professionals. The first important demonstration of
this willingness occurred during the FEPC years under President Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s administration. Davis and his circle of Black professional peers recognized
this immediately and flocked to the work of the FEPC. Most of the White chair-
men of FEPC were at least moderate liberals who engaged in alliance with activist
Black professionals like Davis and his circle, and the last chairman of FEPC, Mal-
colm Ross, was a veritable progressive liberal.

As an enduring Black intelligentsia legacy Davis and his peers left us a blue-
print on how to combine human will, fortitude, courage, discipline, and political
savvy with a technocratic-activist challenge to America’s racist edifice. This blue-
print always exhibited an aura of fidelity to Black people’s honor, a fidelity to the
view that the Black people’s freedom quest is not fulfilled until the plight of the
weakest and most oppressed of our African American brethren is redeemed from
racist and social oppression.
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P A R T  I V

Political Institutions

AMERICANS HAVE A RIGHT to be proud of their venerated politi-

cal institutions. These institutions have evolved considerably since

the first edition (1910) of Charles A. Beard’s American Government and

Politics textbook. These institutions have stood the test of time and have adapted

under pressure. The interaction of these institutions with the race question is par-

ticularly fascinating. On the road to achieve racial equality, blacks have engaged

all three branches of government. In the fifties and sixties, the U.S. Supreme

Courts played a critical role in the desegregation of our society. Blacks have con-

sidered the Supreme Court their ally in the fight for freedom, but with the advent

of the Berger and Rehnquist Courts there has been a shift to the center, if not to

the right. There is no doubt that the judicial reasoning of members has changed.

Because the Court is taking up issues once considered moral ones, more and more

attention is accorded to the nuances of its decisions.

In responding to racial issues, the Congress has been slightly behind the

Court, but its role in implementing and institutionalizing remedies for blacks con-

tinues to be important. Not since Reconstruction have we had so many blacks

serving in the Congress. The increase in the number of black representatives in

the Congress is one of the byproducts of the 1965 Voting Rights Acts. The Con-

gressional Black Caucus began as an effort to pool resources and to present a col-

lective agenda; it has since become highly visible and institutionalized. Although

this is a remarkable achievement, many scholars have raised questions about the

efficacy of the group. Are black interests being effectively represented by this



organization? Does the fact that there are no Republican members make its job

difficult in a Republican-dominated government?

More than the other two branches of government, the presidency looms at

the center of American politics. The president sets the political agenda and is the

official who can speak for the nation. Race has been an issue for most of our pres-

idents. Presidential statements on race have the potential to shape attitudes about

race. The point is that the president is not a neutral actor in the struggle for equal

opportunity for blacks. Beginning with the Lyndon Johnson administration, sev-

eral African Americans have served in the Cabinet. Although the nation may

be several election cycles away from an elected African American president, the

prospect of such an event continues to fascinate pundits.
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C H A P T E R  T E N

Dimensions of Representation and 
the Congressional Black Caucus

KENNY J. WHITBY

THE CURRENT DEBATE over African American representation in the
political science profession runs parallel to the debate over the value of
racial diversity in legislative institutions. Both debates center around an

important question: What are the appropriate mechanisms to ensure that racial
minorities will have an adequate voice in the decision-making process? In both
cases, decision makers have struggled to find the appropriate remedy for the under-
representation of racial minorities in governing bodies.

Nowhere is the debate over African American representation more evident
than in the controversy surrounding the significance of racial diversity in Con-
gress. The current maelstrom over racial representation is in large measure a func-
tion of redistricting aimed at increasing minority representation in Congress.
Indeed, after the 1990s round of redistricting, the size of the Congressional Black
Caucus (CBC) grew by nearly one-third in the 103rd Congress (see Table 10.1).
Since then, the size of the CBC has remained relatively constant, largely as a
byproduct of affirmative racial redistricting.

Students of legislative and minority politics have taken note of these devel-
opments and have expended much energy examining the effects of race on minor-
ity representation. The number of papers, articles, and books on black
representation in Congress has grown considerably. Since the early 1990s, for
example, several influential books have been published on the topic (Canon
1999; Fenno 2003; Lublin 1997; Singh 1998; Swain 1993; Tate 2003; Whitby
1997). In addition, William Clay, former congressman and co-founding member
of the CBC, offers a good insider’s account of its birth and internal operations in
his 1993 work, Just Permanent Interests: Black Americans in Congress, 1870–1991.

Furthermore, special conferences have been devoted exclusively to exploring
the dynamics of minority political representation. In May 2003, for instance, the
Center for the Study of African American Politics at the University of Rochester
sponsored a conference on racial representation. In part, the conference focused
on the contributions of Richard Fenno and his seminal work on representation.



Fenno’s research on the different representational styles of House members in
Home Styles: House Members in Their Districts (1978) has served as the founda-
tion for many subsequent studies on black congressional representation (e.g.,
Canon 1999; Swain 1993; Tate 2003). Twenty-five years after the publication of
Home Styles, Fenno published Going Home: Black Representatives and Their Con-
stituencies (2003), further testimony to this lively and important area of research.

This chapter offers an assessment of the CBC from the perspective of three
dimensions of representation: descriptive, substantive, and symbolic representation.
This approach represents a departure from previous assessments that detail the
origins, evolution, operations, organizational structure, and accomplishments of
the Caucus (Barnett 1975, 1982; Champagne and Rieselbach 1995; Clay 1993;
Henry 1977; Jones 1987; Poinsett 1973; R. Smith 1981). The objective here is
to use this analysis of dimensions of representation to point out some of the
strengths and weaknesses in the literature in the hopes that this overview will
serve as blueprint for future research on this important topic.

The chapter proceeds in the following manner. The first section discusses the
theoretical framework for this overview of the Caucus. In the second part, the CBC
is evaluated in the context of each dimension of representation. The chapter con-
cludes by offering a broad assessment and points to areas for future research.

Framework

The study of the CBC is inextricably linked to the concept known as represen-
tation. In other words, the CBC is a race-based informal organization seeking to
promote the interests of racial minorities within the confines of a representative
institution. Researchers have come to understand that representation is a multi-
faceted concept with different meanings. Three dimensions of representation
have commanded particular attention in political science. These dimensions are
defined by Hanna Pitkin in her influential book The Concept of Representation
(1967). They serve as a guide for scholarly analysis on representation and for the
assessment of the CBC in this chapter.

The first dimension is descriptive representation. This dimension suggests that
the social characteristics of those who serve in legislative assemblies ought to
reflect the social diversity of the country’s population. In the context of this chap-
ter, descriptive representation means that the membership of Congress should
approach symmetry with the proportion of African Americans in the general
population. Whether legislative assemblies should reflect the racial diversity of the
general population is a debatable issue. To a large degree, the answer lies within
the relationship between descriptive representation and the other dimensions. As
Carol Swain (1993), Katherine Tate (2003), and others (e.g., Guinier 1994)
astutely point out, having more black faces in the chambers of Congress may not
necessarily result in increased congressional responsiveness to black constituents.

The second dimension is termed substantive representation. To use Pitkin’s lan-
guage, this means “acting in the interest of the represented, in a manner respon-
sive to them“ (1967, 209). According to this dimension, representatives should be
judged primarily on the basis of their activities (i.e., whether they are responsive
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to their constituents). This viewpoint suggests that Congress may be a truly rep-
resentative body even if it does not mirror the racial composition of the general
population. The substantive significance of member race in Congress is the source
of great scholarly debate and is the basis for any investigation of the role of the CBC.

Symbolism is the third dimension of representation. Symbolic representation
is the extent to which a representative is accepted as believable by his or her
constituents. Put differently, symbolism is the psychology of representing the
represented. It is important to note that symbolic representation need not entail
descriptive representation. The suggestion, however, is that there are symbolic
benefits to black descriptive representation in that African American repre-
sentatives may serve as role models for black constituents. Moreover, accord-
ing to this line of reasoning, the presence of racial minorities in Congress may
enhance the legitimacy of governmental authority by increasing levels of 
political efficacy and political trust among disadvantaged social groups (Mans-
bridge 1999).

Each of these dimensions is discussed in turn with an eye firmly focused on
the CBC. Several questions revolve around these dimensions of representation
and can be summarized succinctly in the following way: Does the racial identity
of the representative matter in the legislative process on both substantive and sym-
bolic grounds? Though we have made considerable progress in answering this
question, controversy still remains.

Descriptive Representation

The CBC was formally established in 1971 to promote the legislative interests
and needs of African Americans and the poor. Though the formal organizational
structure was not created until 1971, black descriptive representation at the federal
level began in the Reconstruction era. Between 1870 and 1901, twenty African
Americans served in the House of Representatives and two in the Senate.1

There are few scientific investigations on the subject during the Reconstruc-
tion era,2 although there is evidence to suggest that black descriptive represen-
tation was an important issue (Kousser 1999; Swain 1993). As Morgan Kousser
states, black voters’ “first preference, then as now, was to be represented by peo-
ple of their own race” (1999, 20). Previous research also indicates that some black
leaders agitated for greater black descriptive representation (Swain 1993, 24), but
how they proposed to achieve this goal is unclear.

What is the nature of the relationship between the black population and the
number of blacks in Congress? We know very little about the effects of con-
stituency characteristics on the electoral fortunes of black congressional candi-
dates during the Reconstruction period. During this period, did black
representatives build biracial coalitions or employ race-based campaign strategies
to win their seats in Congress? What accounts for the fact that no African Amer-
ican was elected to Congress outside the South during the Reconstruction period?
Obviously, much fruitful research can be conducted in this area. Because most empir-
ical studies on black descriptive representation are confined to the contemporary era,
our ability to generalize across different time periods is limited.
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Black political gains in Congress diminished once the Jim Crow system began
in the fourth quarter of the nineteenth century. No blacks served in Congress
between 1901 and 1928, and only four blacks were elected in the three decades
to follow.3 Scholars tend to ignore this period because of the small number of
blacks in Congress. The few studies that do exist are confined to biographical and
descriptive accounts of individual black congressmen (Gosnell 1967; Hamilton
1991; S. Smith 1940).

The efforts of black protesters during the civil rights movement of the 1950s
and 1960s led to the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. After passage of
this law, voter turnout among blacks increased and so did black descriptive rep-
resentation in Congress. Of particular interest here is the growth in the size of
the CBC across time and the factors that brought about the increase. As Table
10.1 shows, membership in the CBC grew dramatically in the 103rd Congress after
the 1990 redistricting cycle and the 1992 elections.

The chief mechanism for achieving a racially diverse Congress has been the
creation of majority-black and majority-minority districts. Racial redistricting as
a tool for advancing minority descriptive representation is a major source of con-
troversy in the scholarly literature.4 Some scholars suggest that, given the high
level of racially polarized voting in America, majority-black districts are neces-
sary to increase black descriptive representation (e.g., Cain 1992; Davidson 1992;
Grofman and Handley 1989; Kousser 1992).5 Some critics of majority-minority
districts argue that these types of districts are not the most efficient means of elect-
ing black representatives; instead, they propose a redistricting arrangement some-
where in the black population range of 40 to 49 percent (e.g., Cameron, Epstein,
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TABLE 10.1 African American Members in Congress,
92nd–108th Congresses

Congress Senate House

92nd (1971–1972) 1 13
93rd (1973–1974) 1 16
94th (1975–1976) 1 17
95th (1977–1978) 1 17
96th (1979–1980) 0 17
97th (1981–1982) 0 19
98th (1983–1984) 0 21
99th (1985–1986) 0 21

100th (1987–1988) 0 23
101st (1989–1990) 0 24
102nd (1991–1992) 0 27
103rd (1993–1994) 1 39
104th (1995–1996) 1 40
105th (1997–1998) 1 39
106th (1999–2000) 0 39
107th (2001–2002) 0 39
108th (2003–2004) 0 39
109th (2005–2006) 1 42

Note: House totals included nonvoting delegates.



and O’Halloran 1996; Lublin 1997). Another school of thought maintains that
black congressional candidates can win elective office by building biracial coali-
tions (e.g., Swain 1993; Thernstrom and Thernstrom 1997). In effect, this per-
spective suggests that black congressional candidates would be better off by
broadening their base of support to include white voters, rather than concentrat-
ing their energies on winning election by appealing primarily to black voters.

To what extent are racial remedies needed to increase black representation
in Congress? An answer to this question requires an understanding of the signif-
icance of race in American electoral politics. What is clear from a preponderance
of the evidence is that race is a major determinant of black descriptive represen-
tation (see, for example, Canon 1999; Whitby 1987, 1997). One simply cannot
ignore the tendency toward racially polarized voting in America, a practice that
tends to disadvantage racial minority candidates. Hence, the surest way of elect-
ing African Americans (and other racial minorities) to legislative bodies under
America’s single-member plurality voting system is to create majority-black or
majority-minority districts (Grofman, Griffin, and Glazer 1992; Handley, Grof-
man, and Arden 1998; Lublin 1997). This mechanism would help counter the
effects of racial bloc voting that give white candidates an advantage over black
candidates at the voting polls. But there is a catch. Only a small number of these
districts can be created because of asymmetrical residential patterns among blacks
in the South. In other words, the dispersion of the black population in Southern
states makes it difficult to create these types of districts and simultaneously meet
the constitutional standards of contiguity (see Shaw v. Reno 1993) and fair treat-
ment for all racial groups (see Miller v. Johnson 1995).6

Clearly, there are risks involved in maximizing black descriptive representa-
tion through the creation of majority-black districts. Even so, the evidence sug-
gests that this approach may be the best way at the present time to increase the
size of the black congressional delegation. If promoting racial diversity is a desir-
able goal, then redistricting authorities should weigh the political costs of redis-
tricting by giving careful consideration to such factors as voter registration and
voter participation in political jurisdictions, especially in areas where the turnout
rate among racial minority groups is especially low. To prescribe a standard such
as the “65 Percent Rule” seems to be too simple a solution to a complex and con-
troversial issue.7

As a campaign strategy, biracial coalition building by African American can-
didates is an appealing proposal that should not be abandoned. Although there
is the general belief that African Americans who are elected in majority-white
districts may not be “authentic” because they will have to acquiesce to the
demands of white constituents (Guinier 1994; R. Smith 1996; Walters 1992),
there is little empirical evidence to suggest that these fears are warranted. Past
research has demonstrated that black Democrats representing these districts have
not compromised their efforts to work on behalf of their black constituents
(Canon 1999). This optimistic view of coalition building, however, tends to
deemphasize the divisive role of race in American electoral politics. To be sure,
there are recent examples of liberal black candidates winning in majority-white
districts (e.g., Corrine Brown, D-FL; Julia Carson, D-IN; and Cynthia McKinney,
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D-GA). The fact remains that there is little scientific evidence to show that they
are able to win on a consistent basis. According to one major study, less than 2 per-
cent of black candidates have won a House seat in majority-white districts since the
15th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution was ratified in 1870 (Canon 1999, 10).

A solution to the racial redistricting debate may lie in electoral reform. A
promising area for future research would be to examine the effects of alternative
electoral systems (e.g., a proportional system) on the electoral fortunes of minor-
ity candidates. Alternative voting systems are of increasing interest in the United
States because of the controversy surrounding racial redistricting. Civil rights
activist and law professor Lani Guinier’s failed nomination as Assistant Attorney
General for Civil Rights brought greater attention to the possibility of electoral
reform legislation.8 Yet, few studies have been conducted in this area. To some
extent, research on the effects of alternative voting systems in the United States
is constrained by the limited number of offices for which proportional represen-
tation, in some version or another, is used. The few studies that do exist suggest
that proportional representation may be a fairer system than the one used in
America (Adams 1996; Engstrom 1994; Issacharoff and Pildes 1996). Clearly
more research is necessary to draw safe conclusions on this matter. At the very
least, racial redistricting becomes a nonissue under a proportional system because
governmental authorities would not have to engage in race-conscious redistrict-
ing to promote black descriptive representation in legislative bodies.

Descriptive representation is only one dimension of representation. In fact,
Pitkin describes this dimension as “passive” because it focuses on “being some-
thing rather than doing something” (1967, 67). In other words, this form of rep-
resentation tells us little about the activities of a representative other than his or
her skin color; hence, the analyst cannot determine whether black descriptive rep-
resentation translates into substantive or symbolic benefits for African Americans.
This leads to the conclusion that an eclectic approach in which the investigator
draws on the different dimensions of representation would lead more effectively
to a full understanding of the value of racial diversity in legislative bodies.

Substantive Representation

By far the majority of work on the CBC has been in the area of substantive rep-
resentation. In this dimension, representation is defined as an “activity” or, in
Pitkin’s words, “acting in the interests of the represented in a manner responsive
to them” (1967, 209–10). The critical question is, to what extent is descriptive
representation linked to substantive representation? Or, does the racial identity
of the representative affect the quality of policy representation that African Amer-
ican citizens receive? The question is of critical importance because the rules of
inclusion for African Americans and other racial minorities have yet to be clearly
defined by legal experts and public policymakers. The underlying premise behind
the creation of majority-minority districts is that blacks do a better job than whites
of representing the substantive interests of African Americans. But is this assump-
tion true? If there is a tenuous link between passive and active representation,
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then the case for racial remedies to promote minority representation is seri-
ously compromised.

During the formative years of the CBC, empirical researchers accepted
unquestionably the role of the Caucus as the voice of African Americans in Con-
gress. By most accounts, this voice was largely silent on substantive issues prima-
rily because of the relative small size of the CBC and what might be construed as
self-inflicted wounds brought on by the organization’s legislative strategy of protest
actions (Barnett 1982; Henry 1977; Levy and Stoudinger 1976; Loomis 1981).
Hence, during the early years of its existence the CBC functioned more as a social
organization choosing to engage in protest activities in an attempt to articulate
and voice the concerns of African Americans and other disadvantaged groups
both inside and outside of Congress (Clay 1993). Since then, the CBC has been
in a state of transition, from outsider to insider politics, from protest to accom-
modation in an effort to increase its chances of winning more victories on 
substantive matters (Canon 1999; Champagne and Reiselbach 1995).9

It is important to note that early studies of the CBC do not address the fun-
damental question of whether black or white legislators better represent the sub-
stantive interests of African Americans in Congress. As noted previously, this
question escaped empirical scrutiny because it was largely assumed that blacks do
a better job than whites of representing the interests of black constituents. More-
over, there was little reason to investigate the linkage between descriptive and
substantive representation because of the small size of the Caucus. As a conse-
quence, researchers focused their attention on understanding the CBC’s forma-
tion, stages of development (Barnett 1975; Henry 1977), levels of vote cohesion
(Gile and Jones, 1995), sources of voting cues (Levy and Stoudinger 1976), and
social background characteristics (R. Smith 1981). It was only after the dramatic
increase in the size of the black congressional delegation after the 1990 round of
redistricting that the substantive significance of race in Congress became the sub-
ject of empirical inquiry and investigation.

Does the race of the member of Congress matter in the domain of public pol-
icy? There is a growing body of statistical evidence to suggest that it does. Most
of these findings are based on roll-call votes (Canon 1999; Hall 1996; Whitby
1997; Whitby and Krause 2001), but they also extend to the agenda-setting, com-
mittee, and amending stages of the legislative process (see Canon 1999; Whitby
1997). Overall, these findings contradict the argument that we live in a color-
blind society in which race has little consequence for the substantive represen-
tation that African Americans receive in our principal lawmaking institution
(Swain 1993; Thernstrom and Thernstrom 1997).

A more difficult question to answer is whether the creation of majority-black
districts is necessary to maximize black substantive representation. Even though
these districts have increased the size of the CBC, some researchers have come
to question their utility on substantive grounds. The centerpiece of their argu-
ment is that majority-minority districts undermine black substantive representa-
tion by diluting black political strength in adjoining districts. In effect, packing
districts with black voters is harmful because concentrating black voters in a few
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districts may result in adjacent districts becoming whiter and more conservative,
thereby increasing the probability of electing Republicans who tend to be less sen-
sitive to the policy wishes of many racial minorities (Hill 1995; Overby and Cos-
grove 1996). It is debatable as to whether change in voting behavior has actually
occurred because of racial redistricting. Bullock (1995) and Whitby (1997) find-
ings reveal that white representatives from the South did not alter their voting
behavior in a significant way as a consequence of racial change in their districts
in the 1990s.

One possible solution to the dilemma posed by majority-minority districts
under the current electoral system is to create as many “influence” districts as pos-
sible (i.e., districts with a black population in the range of 40 to 50 percent). This
strategy would likely increase Democratic Party strength in surrounding districts,
thus increasing the likelihood of electing more Democrats to Congress. But these
types of districts may come at the expense of electing black Democrats, who tend
to have difficulty winning House seats in majority-white districts. Despite the risks
involved, some researchers suggest that influence districts would advance black
substantive representation. Cameron, Epstein, and O’Halloran (1996), for exam-
ple, suggest that the best redistricting strategy for advancing the policy interests
of racial minorities would be to create as many districts as possible with an upper
threshold of 47 percent of the black population. Lublin (1997) finds a threshold
at about 40 percent.

As impressive as these studies are on threshold effects, their findings are open
to question because they do not take into account issue heterogeneity. In other
words, previous investigations are based on aggregate interest group ratings that
do not differentiate between bills of primary and secondary importance to African
Americans. A bill, for instance, that would provide funding for historically black
colleges and universities may be of primary interest to African Americans, whereas
a measure that would offer family and medical leave to workers would be of sec-
ondary importance because benefits are more diffuse across racial lines. If this logic
is correct, then specific types of issues may magnify (or attenuate) the importance
of race. Put differently, past studies on the representational effects of the racial
composition of congressional districts on legislative vote choice may underesti-
mate the percentage of blacks needed in a district to advance black policy repre-
sentation because they fail to take into account race-based differences attributed
to the policy substance of legislation.

Indeed, prior research reveals that the racial composition of a congressional
district has an influence on the policy content of legislation (Whitby and Krause
2001). As the black population increases across congressional districts, white rep-
resentatives are less likely than black representatives to support the liberal posi-
tion on policies that would bring substantive benefits to African Americans.
These differences suggest that the optimal redistricting arrangement for black
substantive representation may be conditional on the relative weights placed on
primary and secondary issues. Unless researchers take into account issue hetero-
geneity in their analyses, the optimal redistricting strategy for promoting black
policy representation will remain unknown.
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Much research has been devoted to understanding the dyadic relationship
between race (either the racial composition of districts or the racial identity of
the representative) and congressional voting behavior on civil-rights–related
issues. Indeed, understanding the degree of policy congruence between minority
constituents and the policymaking behavior of representatives is one of the major
benefits of the study of minority representation. Yet there are additional ways in which
policy representation can be understood. As Canon (1999), Fenno (1978; 2003),
and Swain (1993) inform us, all policy representation does not occur in the nation’s
capital. Fenno, in particular, stresses the importance of studying the policy activ-
ities of representatives in their home districts. As Fenno notes, “House member
activities in their home districts help to shape the decisions of House members in
Washington and the decisions of constituents at home” (2003, 253).

The major focus of district-level studies has been participant observation,
which allows the researcher to observe firsthand the behavior of black and white
representatives and how they interact with their constituents.10 The small num-
ber of cases in these studies, however, makes it difficult to draw strong conclu-
sions about the policy connection between representatives and their constituents.
Obviously it would be useful for future researchers to employ a more representa-
tive sample to develop more definitive generalizations. Still, field research provides
rich insights and a solid foundation for further inquiry on how House members
interact directly with their local constituents.

For nearly five decades, survey data have been a valuable instrument for
understanding the linkage between constituents’ attitudes and their representa-
tives’ behavior.11 Surprisingly, there is relatively little survey research on the topic
of racial representation in Congress. Fortunately, the 1996 National Black Elec-
tion Study (NBES) is available to help fill this lacuna in the literature. The 1996
NBES is designed to learn more about the attitudes of black constituents. As it
stands, Katherine Tate’s Black Faces in the Mirror: African Americans and Their Rep-
resentatives in the U.S. Congress (2003) is the only major work to employ this valu-
able data set. She provides corroborating evidence that black constituents do feel
that their black representatives do a better job than their white representatives
of representing their substantive interests.

The CBC has seen its membership grow from nine members in 1970 to forty-
three members in the 109th Congress at the time of this writing (see Table 10.2).
As the Caucus approaches a critical mass, its political clout should also increase
in Congress. However, the potential for division within the ranks of the organi-
zation also accompanies its growth. The CBC is no longer a small group of lib-
eral lawmakers from urban areas in the North. Nearly half of its members come
from the South, and some members are more conservative than others in their
roll-call voting behavior. Sanford Bishop, for example, a Democrat of the 1992
class and one of the more conservative members of the CBC, has regularly sup-
ported the Conservative Coalition (voting alliance between Republicans and
southern Democrats). Despite these demographic and ideological differences
among members in the Caucus, the group remains cohesive on most issues affect-
ing disadvantaged groups (Canon 1999, 148–54).
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TABLE 10.2 African American Members in the 109th Congress by Party, State, and
Year Elected

Name Party State Year

Senate

Barack Obama D Illinois 2004

House

John Conyers D Michigan 1964
Charles B. Rangel D New York 1970
Major R. Owens D New York 1982
Edolphus Towns D New York 1982
John Lewis D Georgia 1986
Donald M. Payne D New Jersey 1988
Maxine Waters D California 1990
William J. Jefferson D Louisiana 1990
Eleanor H. Norton* D Washington, DC 1990
Corrine Brown D Florida 1992
Alcee L. Hastings D Florida 1992
Sanford Bishop Jr. D Georgia 1992
Bobby L. Rush D Illinois 1992
Albert R. Wynn D Maryland 1992
Melvin L. Watt D North Carolina 1992
James E. Clyburn D South Carolina 1992
Eddie B. Johnson D Texas 1992
Robert C. Scott D Virginia 1992
Bennie G. Thompson D Mississippi 1992
Bobby L Rush D Illinois 1992
Chaka Fattah D Pennsylvania 1994
Sheila Jackson Lee D Texas 1994
Jesse L. Jackson Jr. D Illinois 1994
Donna M. Christian-Christensen* D Virgin Islands 1996
Elijah E. Cummings D Maryland 1996
Juanita M. McDonald D California 1996
Julia Carson D Indiana 1996
Danny K. Davis D Illinois 1996
Harold Ford Jr. D Tennessee 1996
Carolyn Kilpatrick D Michigan 1996
Barbara Lee D California 1998
Stephanie T. Jones D Ohio 1998
Gregory W. Meeks D New York 1998
William L. Clay D Missouri 2000
Diane E. Watson D California 2001
Artur Davis D Alabama 2002
Kendrick B. Meek D Florida 2002
David Scott D Georgia 2002
G. K. Butterfield D North Carolina 2004
Emanuel Cleaver D Missouri 2004
Al Green D Texas 2004
Cynthia A. McKinney D Georgia 2004**
Gwendolynne S. Moore D Wisconsin 2004

* Representatives are nonvoting delegates.

**Cynthia McKinney was first elected in 1992 and served from 1993–2002.
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Can the CBC succeed in responding to black interests at the institutional
level? More specifically, can the CBC serve the vital interests of the minority com-
munity in a majority-white legislative body? With its increase in size, can the Cau-
cus wield much influence on matters of vital interest to the minority community?
These important questions are the source of much debate in the scholarly litera-
ture. One school of thought suggests that the answer is no. This viewpoint is
expressed in works by Lani Guinier (1991; 1992; 1994). According to Guinier, a
majority-rule institution undermines the political power of racial minorities. Even
though existing voting rights laws do a relatively good job of protecting the rights
of individuals to vote and run for public office, none is able to bring about minor-
ity political empowerment. The solution, Guinier contends, is radical reform in
the electoral system (e.g., cumulative voting) and in the legislative process (minor-
ity veto power on issues of primary interest to the African American community).

Guinier’s assertion is a testable proposition that has received scant attention
in the extant literature. There is a need to fill this void in the literature. Under-
standing the nexus between black descriptive representation and favorable policy out-
puts will further our understanding on whether the CBC is an effective organization
in representing black interests. Thus far the findings are favorable for the Caucus.
Canon’s study (1999, 154–59) of congressional behavior in the 103rd Congress
under Democratic Party control finds evidence of black legislative success.

What is the current status of the CBC in the area of black substantive rep-
resentation? As of the 109th Congress, more than half of the members of the CBC
have served in Congress for more than ten years. Their longevity is an opportu-
nity for black representatives to chair more committees and subcommittees, which
should place them in a better bargaining position to lobby on behalf of the pol-
icy interests of disadvantaged groups. Their political influence, however, is heav-
ily dependent on whether the Democratic Party has majority control of the House.
In the 109th Congress, all members of the Caucus are Democrats. Their strong
affiliation with the Democratic Party poses a dilemma for members of the group
as players in the world of congressional politics. On the one hand, if this trend
continues, they will likely have the votes necessary to make them influential
players in a House under Democratic Party control; on the other hand, because
of their liberal stance and strong allegiance to the Democratic Party, they will
likely become bench players in the House under Republican control.

Symbolic Representation and New Frontiers for
Research on the CBC and Black Representation

Nearly three decades ago, Heinz Eulau and Paul Karps (1977) astutely pointed
out that responsiveness is an elusive concept that has a multidimensional char-
acter. Yet empirical researchers have largely ignored this cue to examine dimen-
sions beyond the ones discussed in this chapter. In addition to policy
responsiveness, Eulau and Karps (1977, 241–47) identify three more dimensions
of responsiveness that constitute representation: service (i.e., representatives respond-
ing to individual inquiries and problems), allocation (i.e., representatives obtaining
more public funds or projects for citizens), and symbolism (i.e., representatives
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responding in a manner that would build constituency trust and confidence).
These dimensions deserve careful attention from scholars if we are to fully under-
stand the role of the CBC in the representational process.

It is important to note that the focus of past research on policy responsive-
ness is understandable because public policy is at the epicenter of the represen-
tational process. There is no symbolic action, for example, that can ever match
the importance of the passages of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 or the Voting
Rights Act of 1965. Still, this tendency to equate responsiveness with policy con-
gruence leaves a large gap in our understanding of the value of racial diversity in
our legislative assemblies.

There is strong evidence in the congressional literature to show that con-
stituents are relatively uninformed about their representatives’ policy records (see,
for example, Fenno 1978; Miller and Stokes 1963). Yet incumbents, on average,
tend to win reelection with relative ease. This is especially true of CBC members
who have been highly successful in retaining their House seats. If constituents are
not keenly aware of their representatives’ policy records, then logic dictates that
representatives must be engaging in other activities to garner citizen support and
thus stay in office. But, what are these activities? Does the race of the representa-
tive matter in the dimensions of service, allocation, and symbolism? Is it the case that
members of the CBC are responsive in one component of representation but unre-
sponsive in another? Research opportunities abound here, and these questions and
others should inspire more extensive theory-building and empirical analysis.

There are indications that researchers are beginning to take up this challenge
and pay greater attention to dimensions beyond the realm of public policy. In par-
ticular, one area that is receiving greater scholarly attention is symbolic respon-
siveness. The bulk of the literature on symbolic politics has been descriptive in
nature and has generally focused on CBC protest activities (e.g., the boycott of
President Richard Nixon’s State of the Union address in January 1971 and the
CBC’s protest of President George W. Bush’s controversial victory after the 2000
elections held at the official counting of the Electoral College votes in early Jan-
uary 2001).

As noted earlier, prior research has been critical of the CBC for engaging in
too much symbolic rhetoric and even dramaturgical politics (Levy and Stoudinger
1976; Loomis 1981; Singh 1998; R. Smith 1996). These criticisms may be too
severe. The nature of electoral politics encourages all members of Congress to
engage in symbolic politics (Mayhew 1974). As risk-averse actors, virtually all
elected officials engage in symbolic acts to optimize their chances for reelection
(e.g., making agreeable speeches to constituents, position-taking on popular issues,
credit-claiming for particularized benefits, sponsoring symbolic bills regardless of
actual results). This is not to suggest that the CBC should abandon its principal
role of becoming an effective legislative organization. But one should not under-
estimate the value of symbolic actions in electoral politics in enhancing the elec-
toral fortunes of incumbents. Other than a few studies on black congressional
candidates and their representational styles in majority-black districts (see Canon
1999, Chapter 3; Canon, Schousen, and Sellers 1996; Lublin 1997), there is
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little known about the use of symbols and whether they are more important
for black candidates than for white candidates during the course of congres-
sional campaigns.

The electoral connection is only one consideration in studying the CBC from
the standpoint of symbolic politics. There is also the attitudinal component of
symbolism, which seeks to understand how constituents feel about their repre-
sentatives and, in turn, how representatives manage to maintain citizen support.
John Wahlke emphasizes the importance of symbolic politics when he states that
the “symbolic satisfaction with the process of government is probably more impor-
tant than specific, instrumental satisfaction with the policy output of the process“
(1971, 288).

The symbolic value of descriptive representation may be especially important
for racial minority groups as they continue to struggle for full inclusion in main-
stream American society.

A growing number of normative theorists now embrace this position (Dovi
2002; Mansbridge 1999; Phillips 1995; Williams 1998; Young 1990). On the sub-
ject, Mansbridge (1999, 641, 648, 650) argues that descriptive representation will
enhance “communication between constituents and representatives, de facto
legitimacy” (i.e., feelings of inclusion), and the perception that members of a dis-
advantaged social group have the “ability to rule.” Thus, what Anne Phillips calls
the “politics of presence” (descriptive representation) of racial diversity will help
legitimize governmental authority and signal to underrepresented groups that
they have an important stake in the American political system.

Empirical research on the symbolic linkage between representative and black
constituents has lagged behind the contribution of normative theorists, but for-
tunately, empirically oriented researchers are beginning to conduct research in
this area. The works of Valeria S. Chapman (2002), Richard Fenno (2003), Clau-
dine Gay (1996), and Katherine Tate (2001, 2003) examine some aspect of the
effects of political attitudes on black congressional representation. As it stands,
their research provides evidence that African American constituents have a bet-
ter overall assessment of the job performances of black representatives than of
white representatives. Although there do appear to be race effects in the dimen-
sion of symbolic representation, it is not entirely clear which political attitudes
(i.e., confidence, empowerment, efficacy, satisfaction, trust, or voter participation)
are influenced. The 1996 NBES has been a valuable data source from which many
of these findings are drawn. Unfortunately, survey data at the district level that
include a representative sample of black respondents do not exist. If available,
longitudinal survey data would be an excellent means to learn more about the
effects of race in the dimension of symbolic representation.

In conclusion, racial diversity in legislative assemblies is a vital debate, one
that runs parallel to the debates over affirmative action and multiculturalism. It
is a debate that turns out to be difficult to resolve. Fortunately, political scientists
can help inform the debate. The expansion of research in all dimensions will
deepen our general knowledge of racial representation and further our under-
standing on racial diversity in representative institutions.
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Notes
1. For a more detailed biographical and descriptive account of these elected officials, see

Bositis (1994); Clay (1993); Bruce A. Ragsdale and Treese (1990); and Swain (1993, 20–34).
2. One notable exception to these descriptive and historical accounts is Cobb and Jenkins

(2001). This article is directed toward understanding the relationship between descriptive and sub-
stantive representation of black interests. Their analysis reveals that black members during the
Reconstruction period were significantly more likely than white members to support black inter-
est legislation. In effect, behavioral difference between black and white lawmakers is not confined
to the contemporary period.

3. The four congressmen are Oscar De Priest, R-Ill. (1929), Arthur W. Mitchell, D-Ill. (1934),
William L. Dawson, D-Ill. (1942), and Adam Clayton Powell Jr., D-NY. (1944)

4. In the 103rd Congress, for example, thirty-two of the thirty-nine African American rep-
resentatives came from majority-black districts, and in five of the seven remaining districts, they
came from majority-minority districts in which African Americans and Hispanics comprised a
majority of the population.

5. As adopted by the U.S. Supreme Court in Thornburg v. Gingles (1986), racially polarized
voting exists when “black voters and white voters vote differently.” In most instances, this means
black voters casting their ballots for black candidates and white voters for white candidates. Racial
bloc voting systematically prevents racial minorities from electing most of their preferred candi-
dates, a practice known as “minority vote dilution.”

6. In Shaw v. Reno (1993), the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that racial gerrymandering segre-
gated blacks and whites and thus violated the traditional standard of creating districts built around
contiguous communities. In Miller v. Johnson (1995), the High Court held that race cannot be
the “predominant factor” in drawing district boundary lines.

7. In the case of Kirsey v. Board of Supervisors of Hinds County, Mississippi (1977), a federal
court advocated a 65 percent minority percentage for blacks to elect candidates of their choice 
to office.

8. Guinier contends that other methods (e.g., minority veto power on issues concerning
racial minorities) and alternative electoral arrangements (e.g., cumulative voting) can provide a
more effective voice for minority citizens. According to Guinier, fair representation under the Vot-
ing Rights Act of 1965 should be measured in terms of the “extent protected minority groups are
provided meaningful voice in government” (1994, 93).

9. For a good summary of studies on the CBC during the early years, see the works of Canon
(1999, Chapter 4), Swain (1993, 37–44), Champagne and Rieselbach (1995); Jones (1987),
Robert Smith (1996, 105–15), and Tate (2003, 104–10).

10. Fenno (2003), for example, uses participant observation to examine district-level behav-
ior of four CBC members (Chaka Fattah, D-PA; Stephanie T. Jones, D-OH; Barbara Jordan, D-
TX; and Louis Stokes, D-OH) in five linkage areas (electoral, personal, policy, organizational, 
and symbolic).

11. For the seminal study that employs survey data to examine the district relationship
between constituents’ attitudes and their representatives’ perception of constituents’ opinions, see
Warren E. Miller and Donald Stokes, “Constituency Influence in Congress,” American Political Sci-
ence Review 57 (1963): 45–57.
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C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

Toward a Critical Race Theory 
of Political Science

A New Synthesis for Understanding 
Race, Law, and Politics*

BARBARA LUCK GRAHAM

Introduction

THE POST–CIVIL RIGHTS ERA, described as a period of retrenchment that
began in the 1980s, scholars of race, law and politics began to reassess the role of
race and ethnicity in their understanding of domestic and international subordi-
nation, marginalization, and exclusion of people of color. According to Walton
and Smith (2000, xvii), “Race is the most important cleavage in American life,
with enormous impact on the nation’s society, culture and politics.” Despite the
saliency of race and ethnicity in American law and politics, however, political
scientists and law professors continue to articulate their opposition to the lack 
of serious scholarly attention paid to the structural disempowerment of racial and
ethnic groups. Alex-Assensoh (2000, 10) echoes this sentiment by observing that
“political science as a discipline has not devoted adequate attention to issues of
race and ethnicity, very often relegating minority politics to a stepchild position
in the discipline.” Delgado, in his seminal law review article, “The Imperial
Scholar: Reflections on a Review of Civil Rights Literature,” observed the pres-
ence of a second scholarly tradition in legal writing (1984, 51), namely, “that it
consists of the exclusion of minority writing about key issues of race law, and that
this exclusion does matter; the tradition causes bluntings, skewings, and omissions
in literature dealing with race, racism, and American law.”1 Political scientists and
law professors have sought to bridge this gap by developing new frameworks 
and directions for understanding multiracial politics and law in domestic, inter-
national, and comparative contexts.

The Supreme Court’s conservative decision making in the 1980s and 1990s
in particular prompted civil rights lawyers and law professors to reconsider the
role of law and the courts in eradicating racial hierarchies and oppression of peo-
ple of color. Critical race theory (CRT) emerged as a form of oppositional scholar-
ship devoted to developing a distinct legal strategy informed by the actual conditions
of people of color. Critical race theory offers a harsh critique of traditional liberal



principles while at the same time rejecting conservative visions of equality. Crit-
ical race theory seeks to uncover how appeals to color blindness, merit, neutral-
ity, and equality of opportunity actually impede racial progress and contribute to
the continual oppression of people of color. Critical race theory has been driven
largely by legal scholarship; however, its central tenets and ideas have influenced
scholarly writings on race and ethnicity in other disciplines, including education,
ethnic studies, and feminist studies. In short, CRT, which seeks to challenge
rights-based individualism and hierarchy, holds considerable promise for under-
standing the role of race and ethnicity in America.

Despite the fact that CRT has figured prominently on the intellectual map
of law for over two decades, there is a curious absence of mention of critical race
theory in political science, particularly in the subfield of public law—the subfield
most closely identified with legal studies. This lack of attention from political sci-
entists is indeed puzzling, given that CRT is pervasive in the legal academy and
has influenced the discourse on race and the law.2 What accounts for the scant
attention paid to CRT by political scientists who study race, ethnicity and poli-
tics? Is this oversight another example of “imperial scholars’” attempts to exclude
“outsider” scholarship? Another answer might be that CRT grew out of critical
legal theory and has maintained a close alliance with legal scholars. Whatever
the explanation for the inattention given to CRT in political science, however,
I argue that CRT is consistent with political trends and intellectual develop-
ments in the subfield of racial and ethnic politics. Both critical race theorists and
scholars of race and ethnicity politics seek to understand how law and politics
subordinate marginalized groups. Critical race theorists, also known as race crits
and scholars of critical race politics, critique the existing liberal paradigm and 
the limitations of other extant theories utilized in explaining the nexus between
race, law, and politics in the United States.3

I argue, however, that the contemporary connection between CRT and the
study of race, ethnicity, and politics goes deeper. Both race crits and scholars of
critical race politics try to reconcile the same set of tensions between the domi-
nance of the liberal individual rights paradigm and the placement of race at the
center of intellectual inquiry. In this chapter I call for a critical race theoretical
perspective in political science analogous to that of critical race theory in legal
scholarship.4 My main objective is to show how critical race theory is an impor-
tant framework for understanding racial and ethnic politics. Law and politics are
inextricably linked, and CRT offers an alternative framework for bridging the gap
in our quest for a general theory of racial and ethnic hierarchy and oppression.
Critical race theory calls for a multidisciplinary approach to understanding the
role of race in society, and I argue that both race crits and scholars of critical race
politics can advance further by building on each other’s work rather than pursu-
ing parallel courses of theory building and research. As I hope to show in this chap-
ter, political scientists may well find that CRT is quite relevant for addressing
questions in the study of race, law, and politics.

One point that readers should keep in mind while seeking to acquaint them-
selves with CRT as an analytic perspective is that the CRT literature is quite sub-
stantial, diverse, dynamic, and perhaps eclectic at times. It is not my intention
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within the confines of this chapter to engage in a thorough literature review or
substantive critiques of CRT. With this caveat in mind, in this chapter I present
an examination of CRT as an important framework for understanding race, 
law, and politics. In the following section, I will present an overview of the intel-
lectual genealogy of the CRT movement. Next, I will discuss CRT’s central tenets
and significant developments over the past decade. Then I will attempt to link
CRT to the efforts of scholars of critical race politics to explain racial hierarchy
in the domestic and international arenas. I will conclude my discussion by sug-
gesting that CRT can inform political science scholarship on race and ethnicity
in that CRT offers scholars an insightful approach to conceptualizing race, poli-
tics, and the law that may lead to progressive strategies for reform.

Intellectual Genealogy of the CRT Movement

The legal and political conservatism of the 1980s contributed to the increasing
ambivalence and disillusionment of a number of legal scholars and activists with
what they viewed as efforts to turn back the clock on previous hard-won advances
in civil rights during the 1950s and 1960s. Commitment to racial justice was
undercut by initiatives at the local level, several anti–civil rights measures from
Congress, and conservative appointments to the Supreme Court by President
Richard Nixon and subsequent Republican presidents. Several narrow and restric-
tive rulings of the Burger and Rehnquist Courts set a more conservative direc-
tion in cases involving civil rights for racial and ethnic minorities and the poor.
These rulings affected the areas of school desegregation, political participation,
employment discrimination, affirmative action, and housing (Davis and Graham
1995). According to Lawrence (2002, xiv), “the Bakke case is the doctrinal marker
of the times that helped shaped this generation of critical race theorists.”5 This
contextual understanding of the current political and legal climate led some schol-
ars to question the effectiveness of past civil rights strategies.

The most influential source of thought critical of traditional civil rights dis-
course is the legal scholarship of Derrick Bell, who is considered to be the intel-
lectual godfather of CRT. Bell, a former civil rights attorney for the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) Legal Defense
Fund and a professor at Harvard Law School during the 1970s and early1980s,
advanced several critiques in his early writings on the liberal ideology of the
mainstream civil rights movement. Bell’s “Serving Two Masters” article (1976)
was openly critical of the role of civil rights attorneys in school desegregation
cases. He argued that because of increasing resistance to desegregation efforts, the
rigidity of these lawyers in their attempts to seek “maximum feasible desegrega-
tion” (especially through the use of racial balancing and busing) undermined the
interests of their clients, the black plaintiffs. For Bell, “some civil rights lawyers,
like their more candid poverty law colleagues, are making decisions, setting pri-
orities, and undertaking responsibilities that should be determined by their clients
and shaped by the community” (cited in Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, and Thomas,
1995, 17). Bell observed that the civil rights lawyers’ commitment to integration

C H A P T E R  E L E V E N214



overshadowed their “assessment of the economic and political conditions that so
influence the progress and outcome of any social reform improvement” (cited in
Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, and Thomas 1995, 17).

Professor Bell expanded on the problem of subordination of the clients’ inter-
est to that of the attorneys’ dogmatic commitment to busing and racial balance
in a 1980 Harvard Law Review article, “Brown v. Board of Education and the Inter-
est Convergence Dilemma.” Bell’s objective in this article was to “offer an expla-
nation of why school desegregation has in large part failed and what can be done
to bring about change” (Bell 1980, 519). Bell explicated his interest convergence
thesis—that civil rights gains happen solely when the interests of whites would
either be advanced or not harmed by recognizing claims for racial justice. Bell
(1980, 524–25) asserted:

I contend that the decision in Brown to break with the court’s long-held position
on these issues cannot be understood without some consideration of the decision’s
value to whites, not simply those concerned about the immorality of racial
inequality, but also those whites in policymaking positions able to see the eco-
nomic and political advances at home and abroad that would follow abandon-
ment of segregation. First, the decision helped to provide immediate credibility
to America’s struggle with communist countries to win the hearts and minds of
emerging third world people. . . . Second, Brown offered much needed reassur-
ance to American blacks that the precepts of equality and freedom so heralded
during World War II might yet be given meaning at home. . . . Finally, there were
whites who realized that the South could make the transition from a rural plan-
tation society to the sunbelt with all its potential and profit only when it ended
its struggle to remain divided by state-sponsored segregation. Thus, segregation
was viewed as a barrier to further industrialization in the South.

Related to this thesis is Bell’s argument that racial remedies come with a price-
that whites will not support civil rights policies that threaten their property right
in whiteness that is grounded on a theory of racial supremacy.

Another important figure in the early critique of conventional civil rights dis-
course was Alan Freeman, who was one of the founders of the critical legal stud-
ies (CLS) movement. Freeman (1978) critically analyzed Supreme Court doctrine
in the area of antidiscrimination law from two perspectives—those of the victim
and the perpetrator respectively—and showed how legal doctrine legitimates
racial power. From the victim’s perspective, according to Freeman (cited in Cren-
shaw, Gotanda, Peller, and Thomas 1995, 29), “racial discrimination describes
those conditions of actual social existence as a member of a perpetual under-
class.” From the victim’s perspective, the problem of racial discrimination will not
be solved until the conditions associated with it have been remedied. The reme-
dies needed to effectuate change would require affirmative efforts to neutralize the
wrongful conduct of the perpetrator. In contrast, the perpetrator “sees racial dis-
crimination not as conditions but as actions, or series of actions, inflicted on the
victim by the perpetrator” (cited in Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, and Thomas
1995, 29). According to the perpetrator’s perspective, the law views racial dis-
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crimination as the “misguided conduct of particular actors,” in which the twin
notions of fault and causation are central to understanding the application of
antidiscrimination laws. Freeman applied this framework to Brown and subse-
quent Burger Court cases in the areas of school desegregation and employment
discrimination litigation. His analysis demonstrated that in an effort to present
law as objective and neutral, the courts have adopted the perpetrator’s perspec-
tive, from which there is no remedy for the victims of racial discrimination.

Richard Delgado, who became one of the CRT movement’s founders, took
to task what at the time appeared to be an inner circle of white law professors
who ignored the writings of minority scholars in civil rights scholarship. In his
controversial “Imperial Scholar” article (1984), Delgado’s examination of civil
rights scholarship led him to question the phenomenon and the explanations of
the absence of minority scholarship from the texts and central arenas of legal
scholarship dealing with civil rights. For Delgado, scholars of color spoke in a dif-
ferent voice from that of the dominant group, and their perspectives needed to
be heard. His article signaled an important break from the traditional civil rights
discourse through his assertion that the race of the scholar does matter.6

The early writings of Bell, Freeman, and Delgado during the 1970s and 1980s
provided the intellectual foundation for legal scholars of color to reject the exist-
ing civil rights discourse. During the mid-1970s, the CLS movement emerged as
an attack on mainstream ideas of law and legal institutions. CLS, like CRT, is
complex and multifaceted; I admit that there is a huge risk of oversimplification
in describing its theoretical underpinnings (see Unger 1983; and Altman 1990
for works on CLS). The CLS movement was made up of white leftist law profes-
sors and activists whose aim was to fundamentally transform society in order to
create a more egalitarian social order rather than one based on illegitimate hier-
archies of power. Critical legal scholars were highly critical of the underlying
tenets of legal liberalism—namely, the rule of law, formalism, neutrality, abstrac-
tion, and individual rights. The CLS movement exposed and challenged the con-
ventional conception of law as rational, apolitical, and technical. In addition, the
CLS scholars were critical of rights discourse in bringing about social change.
While scholars of color were initially drawn to the conferences and writings of
the CLS movement; they became disillusioned with the critical legal scholars’ lack
of attention to race and racism (Delgado 1987). In a seminal law review article,
Crenshaw (1988, 1356–58) offered three major critiques of CLS writings. First,
she argued that critical scholars rightly criticized mainstream legal ideology for
its legitimation of oppressive policies directed at minorities. The problem was that
they did not sufficiently account for the effects or the causes of the oppression.
For Crenshaw (1988), the result was legal scholarship that was essentially incom-
plete because it failed to incorporate racism into its analysis. According to Cren-
shaw (1988, 1356), this failure led to a second criticism of CLS writings—that
is, that the CLS scholars failed “to analyze racism as an ideological pillar uphold-
ing American society, or as the principal basis of Black oppression.” She goes on
to argue that “if racism is just as important as, if not more important than, liberal
legal ideology in explaining the persistence of white supremacy, then the Critics’
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single-minded effort to reconstruct liberal legal ideology will be futile” (Crenshaw
1988, 1357). Finally, Crenshaw (1988, 1357) argued that the critical scholars dis-
regarded the transformative potential of liberalism; that is, “it remains receptive to
some aspirations that are central to Black demands, and may also perform an impor-
tant function in combating the experience of being excluded and oppressed.”

Matsuda et al. (1993) and Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, and Thomas (1995)
identified two key events that led to the genesis of the critical race theory move-
ment. The first event occurred in 1981, when Derrick Bell left Harvard to assume
the deanship of the law school at the University of Oregon (see also Bell 1996).
A group of law students demanded that Harvard hire a teacher of color to replace
Bell, but the administration responded by offering a three-week mini-course on
civil rights litigation taught by Julius Chambers and Jack Greenberg. The law stu-
dents boycotted the mini-course because they viewed it as an inadequate response
to their demands to hire minority professors and to reinstate Bell’s course.7 Cren-
shaw (in Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, and Thomas, 1995), who was then a stu-
dent at Harvard and one of the principal organizers of the protests, notes that the
foundation for CRT was being laid. Subsequently scholars of color began to meet
in small groups at law school conferences and conventions in the mid-1980s to
discuss their views and experiences at the margin of liberal discourse.8 A key
organizing event took place in 1989 at the University of Wisconsin–Madison law
school that turned out to be the founding of the Critical Race Theory Workshop.
The primary organizers, Kimberlé Crenshaw, Neil Gotanda, and Stephanie
Philips, coined the term critical race theory to make it clear that the thirty-five law
scholars in attendance would locate their work at the intersection of critical the-
ory, racism, and the law. Their task was to synthesize a theory that was “respon-
sive to the realities of racial politics in America” (Crenshaw, in Crenshaw,
Gotanda, Peller and Thomas 1995, xxvii).

Cho and Westley (2002) argue that the genesis of CRT went beyond the indi-
vidualistic strategies that took place at Harvard Law School; rather, these legal
scholars emphasize the historic significance of the race-conscious student protests
at Berkeley beginning in the 1960s and continuing in the form of student activism
for diversity in the 1990s. Although Cho and Westley do not discount Crenshaw’s
recollection of events, they offer a more contextual political understanding of the
rise of CRT. These scholars argue that it was race plus student organizing that
“challenged the structure, substance, and culture of U.S. legal education, help-
ing to fertilize the proliferation of institutional-cultural resistance to the reign-
ing (non-)analysis of race and law” (Cho and Westley 2002, 45). In short, they
argue that the student movement played a major role in the receptivity of pre-
mier student-run law reviews to minority scholarship and for curriculum changes
sensitive to diversity. Cho and Westley’s (2002, 57) account offers additional
insights beyond another genesis of the CRT story—they conclude by arguing that
the impact of student activism reveals the necessity to link praxis and theory, 
and that CRT must be grounded in resistance movements in order to “contend
with the continuing and coming storms of backlash and retrenchment against
racial and social justice, which already engulf us.”
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CRT: Basic Tenets and Analytical Framework

Against this brief overview of the history of the CRT movement, I will now expli-
cate the theoretical underpinnings of CRT. CRT, as it is currently situated in the
discipline of law, is best understood as an analytical framework for understanding
race, hierarchy, and power. CRT has a broad ideological trajectory that draws upon
the intellectual traditions of Marxism, liberalism, postmodernism, pragmatism,
and cultural nationalism (Wing 1997, 30).9 CRT owes an intellectual debt to such
European philosophers as Antonio Gramsci and Jacques Derrida; the thought
and activism of W. E. B. Du Bois, César Chávez, and Martin Luther King Jr.; and
the black power and Chicano movements of the 1960s and early 1970s (Delgado
and Stefancic 2001, 4). No single set of doctrines or methodologies exists to
which all race crits subscribe. Although there is considerable diversity within the
CRT movement, Crenshaw (in Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, and Thomas, 1995,
xiii) points out that CRT is unified by two common interests: “The first is to
understand how a regime of white supremacy and its subordination of people of
color have been created and maintained in America, and, in particular, to exam-
ine the relationship between that social structure and professed ideals such as ‘the
rule of law’ and ‘equal protection.’ The second is a desire not merely to under-
stand the vexed bond between law and racial power but to change it.”

After a decade of writing, adherents to CRT have advanced three oppositional
stances to mainstream beliefs about racial injustice:

1. the color-blind approach will not eliminate racism;
2. racism is systematic and structural, thus strategies to address individ-

ual racism fail to address discrimination and subordination; and
3. antiracist transformation can be achieved only through intersec-

tional analysis by taking into account sexism, homophobia, eco-
nomic exploitation, and other forms of injustice (Valdez, Culp, and
Harris 2002, 2).

The utility of CRT is grounded in its placement of race at the center of intellec-
tual inquiry rather than at the margins. It has the potential to become a power-
ful framework in explaining racial hierarchy and oppression. Listed below are the
major tenets and themes found in the discourse of CRT.

Centrality of Racism

A fundamental tenet of CRT is the centrality and pervasiveness of racism in Amer-
ican society. The observation that racism is normal rather than aberrant 
in American society acknowledges the systemic and subtle forms of racism that
oppress people of color. From the perspective of race crits, antidiscrimination law
can remedy only the more extreme forms of racial injustice; it can do very little
about the “business as usual” forms of racism people of color deal with on a daily
basis. This line of thinking exposes racism as an intractable problem because it
is incorporated into a wide range of assumptions and practices. Adherents to
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CRT believe that formal equality is incapable of eradicating racism. For exam-
ple, Bell (1987, 1992) explicates a thesis of continuing racial injustice, failure of civil
rights laws, and the permanence of racism. Bell’s thesis about the permanence of
racism has prompted critics to charge that CRT is overly pessimistic, whereas other
race crits seek solutions and remedies through law or through the political process.

Interest Convergence Theory

The interest convergence theory advanced by Derrick Bell is another funda-
mental tenet of CRT. As stated in the previous section, Bell argues that racial
progress in the area of civil rights is inexorably linked to white self-interest; that
is, civil rights progress comes about when the interests of whites would be either
advanced or not harmed. In order to have progressive civil rights laws according
to Bell’s thesis, white self-interest must be promoted. Dudziak (2000) developed
Bell’s interest convergence thesis by offering evidence of the impact of the cold
war on domestic civil rights. Dudziak contends that racial justice was not in the
the self-interest of whites until the Soviet Union used the race issue in anti-
American propaganda. Expanding on Bell’s thesis, Delgado (2003) argues that
contemporary civil rights law and discourse are used to promote white self-inter-
est rather than improving the condition of people of color. His evidence falls into
three categories:

1. material self-interest (in which whites subordinate people of color to
either advance or not endanger their own economic self-interest);

2. protection of the psychic comfort of whites (the adoption of legal
strategies and modes of discourse that make whites feel comfort-
able);10 and

3. the extent to which civil rights discourse has shifted from protecting
blacks to protecting whites (color-blind discourse in civil rights).

Critique of Liberalism

For critical race theorists, civil rights strategies have either failed or at best pro-
duced limited victories; therefore, the time has come to move beyond existing
rights analysis. One explanation for this failed approach is that the classic liberal
visions of race have been conscripted by conservatives and the Supreme Court
to wage an attack on governmental efforts to remedy racial discrimination. One
problem race crits have with liberals is that they profess belief in color blindness
and the neutrality of law (Delgado and Stefancic 2001, 21–25). Such legal doc-
trines as color blindness, meritocracy, and neutrality have been met with skepti-
cism on the part of race crits (see Gotanda 1991, for a critique of the Supreme
Court’s use of color-blind constitutionalism in perpetuating racial subordination).
Liberalism, under this mode of analysis, does not go far enough in eradicating
racial subordination.

Charles Lawrence’s (2001) analysis of the legal controversy over affirma-
tive action in higher education involving the University of Michigan and a
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discrimination suit against the University of California, Berkeley, is a good illus-
tration of the application of the critique of liberalism and the critical race theo-
rist’s response. Lawrence (2001) argues that a liberal defense of affirmative action
is the diversity defense—which is grounded in liberal theory because it is based
on the social utility thesis. According to Lawrence’s (2001, 940) analysis, the
diversity argument does not go far enough because it preserves the status quo and
“leaves no room for deeper criticisms of the racial hierarchy—a hierarchy that
produces unequal secondary education as well as past and ongoing racism, both
are deliberate and unconscious, at institutions of higher learning.” Lawrence
(2001) asserts that the diversity defense is conservative in that it participates in
the production of an ideology that justifies segregation of universities in the name
of equality. In sum, the diversity defense does not address the ways in which
admissions standards, the use of Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores, and other
criteria maintain white privilege.

Critique of the Black/White Paradigm

Race crit scholars look beyond the struggle between blacks and whites, thus reject-
ing the black/white paradigm of race and its properties. Perea (1997, 1219), uti-
lizing Kuhn’s notions of paradigms, defines the binary paradigm of race as “the
conception that race in America consists, either exclusively or primarily, of only
two constituent racial groups, the Black and the White.” For Perea (1997, 1254),
race in America means more than black and white; it also refers to Latinos,
Asians, Native Americans and other racial and ethnic groups. He demonstrates
how the black/white paradigm—which is widely accepted among scholars-
marginalizes other people of color by the implication that other nonwhite 
groups are not subjected to racism.11 Delgado’s (2000) critique of Derrick Bell’s
(1998) Afrolantica Legacies lists seven ways in which the black/white binary model
harms and obstructs the path to liberation. In summary fashion, they are:

1. Under the binary model, society arranges progress for one group to
coincide with the repression of another.

2. The binary model hides the way in which the dominant society pits
one minority group against the other to the detriment of both.

3. The binary approach encourages exaggerated identification with
whites at the expense of other groups.

4. Binary thinking interferes with moral insight and reasoning for
whites, leading to selective empathy and differentiated racialization.

5. The black/white paradigm warps minorities’ views of themselves and
their relation to whites, thus causing them to believe that they are
uniquely victimized and entitled to special consideration from iniq-
uitous whites.

6. Binary thinking impairs the ability to generalize and learn from 
history.

7. The black/white model impairs groups’ ability to forge useful 
coalitions.
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For Matsuda (2002, 395), going beyond the black/white paradigm means that “we
need to know how racism in all its variant forms has played out in our history,
how inter- and intragroup oppression makes a people-of-color coalition a fantasy
in many contemporary parts of the United States, and as we complexify, we have
a challenge.” Matsuda (2002, 396) is concerned, however, with the effects of any
given deconstruction, whether it is of the black/white binary or the notion of race
itself. She writes:

Is the effect of your deconstruction to give aid and comfort to the enemies of racial
justice? Is your deconstruction of race further obfuscating deep rooted stratifica-
tion and white supremacy? If so, you’re engaging in reactionary politics, whether
you intend to or not. Similarly, when I speak loudly and clearly on behalf of racial
justice and I’m attacked, I notice that the same people who are attacking me are
attacking Catherine MacKinnon when she speaks loudly and clearly on the sub-
ject of the sexual abuse of women. When the same people are attacking us, when
we have the same enemies, we are allies.

Asian race crits have also challenged the conventional black/white legal dis-
course because it implicitly assumes that all minorities are black. Chang (1999),
for example, incorporates the tenets of CRT in his examination of the history and
discrimination against Asian Americans and to strike out at the myth of “the
model minority.” Lat Crit and Asian Crit theorists point to the necessity of broad-
ening the paradigm of race because it brings to the forefront issues of bilingual
education, immigration, national origin, accent discrimination, and English-only
rules that are not largely shared with blacks and do not fit neatly into mainstream
liberal civil rights discourse. Johnson (2002, 187) demonstrates the shortcomings
of the black/white paradigm in understanding the relationship between race and
immigration law. He asserts that the dichotomy obscures the relationships between
the subordination of various communities; that is, immigration law is unques-
tionably central to Asian and Latino subordination. According to Johnson (2002,
196–97), racial exclusions in immigration laws reinforce the subordination of
minority citizens; therefore, critical race theorists “must begin to consider how
the daily operation of immigration law—and its elaborate system of ceilings, quo-
tas, exclusions, and removal grounds—disparately affect immigrants and com-
munities of color and how this impact relates to domestic racial subordination.”

Narrative as Methodology

An essential part of understanding CRT is its use of storytelling, counter-
storytelling and narratives to challenge the pervasive hegemony of the dominant
voice about racial issues.12 Critical race theorists assume that whites cannot eas-
ily grasp what it is like to be nonwhite; thus they use techniques of narratives and
storytelling to build cohesion within a minority group and to shatter the negative
mindset of the dominant group. Critical race theorists argue that there is power
in stories, in that writers are able to analyze the myths and presuppositions that
make up the common culture about race. Paradigm shifts can occur because of
powerfully told stories that may lead to an adjustment in whites’ belief system
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about people of color. For race crits, culture constructs its own social reality in ways
that promote its own self-interest; therefore, critical race scholars set out to con-
struct a different reality through narratives, storytelling and counter-storytelling.

The two most prominent examples of writing in this genre include works by
Derrick Bell (1987, 1992) and Patricia Williams (1991). Storytelling and narra-
tives are extensively used by critical race theorists and their spin-offs, but by no
means are these the only approaches used by race crits. Although there is a ten-
dency to brand the use of personal narratives and stories as “controversial,” the
use of these methods is not unique to CRT. If we confine our examination to 
the legal academy, we find that the use of storytelling is quite common in clini-
cal scholarship and practice (Miller 2000). Despite the burgeoning use of story-
telling and narratives in various contexts, these methods have been attacked as
an illegitimate form of legal scholarship (see Delgado and Stefancic 2001 for a
brief discussion of the major criticisms directed at critical race theorists’ use 
of storytelling and responses to the criticisms). Farber and Sherry (1997), for
example, brand CRTs as “radical multiculturalists” who use stories to advance their
own viewpoints and attack notions of merit (for other critiques, see Tushnet 1992
and Posner 1997).

Intersectional Analysis

Critical race theory is committed to challenging racial hierarchy and subordina-
tion in all its intersecting forms (Lawrence 2002, xviii). Intersectionality, that is,
“the examination of race, sex, class, national origin, and sexual orientation, and
how their combination plays out in various settings,” has figured prominently in
the writings of critical race theorists (Delgado and Stefancic 2001, 51). At its core,
intersectionality challenges the assumption that all minorities are black and indi-
cates the ways in which various movements for racial justice have affected our
understanding of subordination and marginalization in America. Intersectional-
ity synthesis allows race crits to turn the critique inward within their respective
communities. For example, Latino/a scholars who are dissatisfied with the liberal
approach to antidiscrimination law have contributed to a new body of scholar-
ship called LatCrit theory that focuses on Latino/a identity and oppression (see
Stefancic 1998 for an annotated bibliography of LatCrit theory). Critical race the-
orists’ critique of the shortcomings of mainstream feminism in its failure to address
the oppression of both race and gender when they intersect has created another
spin-off, critical race feminism (CRF). Critical race feminists attempt to address
the perspectives of women of color in a system of white male patriarchy and racist
oppression (see Crenshaw 1989 and Harris 1990 for seminal articles on critical
race feminism; also see Wing 1997 and Wing 2000 for anthologies of critical race
feminism in both American and international contexts). Asian critical race the-
orists have made the case for AsianCrit theory, which challenges the legal and
social implications of white supremacy and subordination of Asian Americans
(Matsuda 1991, Chang 1999). Outsider critical scholarship also includes lesbian,
gay, and bisexual scholars, Queer Crits, who seek “to craft an incisive anti-
subordination legal discourse” (Valdes, Culp, and Harris 1995). Hutchinson
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(1997) argues for a “queer interconnectivity” that challenges heterosexist
supremacy and takes into account how sex and race are inevitably implicated in
sexual minority communities. In sum, race crits believe that “racial justice is a
matrix, with the fortunes of all nonwhite groups linked in a complex fashion”
(Delgado and Stefancic 1999).

CRT in Comparative and International Law and Politics

Romany (2002, 304) asserts that CRT has considerable potential in shaping our
understanding of international law, human rights law and comparative law, yet
she does not deny the “complexity of racial, gender and economic subordination
in the global landscape.” Gunning (2002) relies on a critical race feminism per-
spective in her examination of the criminalization of female genital surgeries tar-
geting African-born women. Hernández-Truyol (2002) explored the relationship
of CRT to international human rights law. CRT has also affected the way in
which scholars in other nations view racism’s impact on people of color. Carol
Aylward’s work, Canadian Critical Race Theory (1999), seeks to apply CRT to
shatter the myth of Canada’s lack of racism and to show how Canadian legal schol-
ars are developing critical litigation strategies to address this problem.

Critical White Studies

Critical race theorists recognize that races are not biologically differentiated
groups; they are instead social constructions. What role does the law play in the
legal construction of race? For race crits, law creates and maintains racial differ-
ences. Haney-López (1996, 10) argues that given the centrality of law in society,
it is important to understand how law shapes the formation of race. Haney-López’s
(1996, 10) insightful work goes beyond showing that the law simply codifies race;
it also demonstrates that legislatures and courts “define the content of racial iden-
tities and to specify their relative privilege or disadvantage in U.S. society.” Chang
(2002) builds upon Haney-López’s analysis by asking about the implications of
race being regarded as a social construction. Chang (2002) asserts that race crits
must distinguish between the “new racialism” and “scientific racism.” Arguments
used to counter social-scientific racialism were grounded on the goal of ending
de jure segregation and to secure equal treatment under the law. With respect to
post-1964 strategies, Chang (2002, 95) writes:

Today in the era of colorblind jurisprudence and the new racialism, social construc-
tion must be argued to establish that individuals and institutions have acted in con-
cert to create differences in the material conditions of racial minorities and that this
requires or justifies remedies that necessary entail racially different treatment.

Another important spin-off of CRT is critical white studies—an approach that
analyzes what it means to be white. Delgado and Stefancic’s edited volume (1997)
presents the leading works of scholars who study the white race from a multi-
disciplinary perspective as a socially constructed concept. In their work, Delgado
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and Stefancic address a variety of themes: how whites see themselves; how whites
see other groups; the historical understanding of whiteness; the role of whiteness
in law and culture; white privilege; white upward mobility; multiracial people 
passing for white; the role of biology and pseudoscience; white power, and the role
of whites in improving the condition of people of color.

Applications of CRT in Political Science

A central argument of this chapter is that CRT as an analytical framework for
understanding and dismantling racial hierarchy, oppression, and subordination of
people of color will be useful to political scientists engaged in a similar research
agenda. The goals and agendas of race crits and scholars of critical race politics
are compatible, albeit on somewhat parallel courses. For example, scholars of race
and ethnicity politics have criticized the dominant theories and methodologies
used in political science to explain the politics of racial and ethnic groups for over
two decades, just as race crits have critiqued legal liberalism and its manifesta-
tions. Walton and Smith (2000) engage in precisely this type of critical analysis
in their work on African Americans’ quest for universal freedom and the failure
of political science theories and approaches to enhance our understanding of
racial subordination in various institutional, contextual, and behavioral arenas.
A theory of critical race politics advanced by scholars of race and ethnicity could
fill this important void in our search for paradigms that place race at the center
of intellectual inquiries.

Scholars of racial and ethnic politics have already engaged in critiques of the
black/white paradigm for understanding racial oppression for many of the same
reasons that have prompted race crits to dismantle its application to explanations
of racial oppression, both domestically and internationally. For example, Affigne
and Lien (2002) show the limitations of the binary paradigm in their search for
a theoretical framework explaining the politics of communities of Asian origin.
CRT, especially in its attempt to explain subordination globally, could be extended
to their analysis of these communities’ “outsider” position in the Americas.
Related to this issue is the trend toward intersectionality in the study of racial
and ethnic politics. The flowering of outsider scholarship lends support for this
trend in racial and ethnic politics, including recent works on Latino/a politics
(García, 2003), Asian American politics (Nakanishi and Lai 2003) and Ameri-
can Indian politics (Wilkins 2002).

Although CRT has been criticized for its use of narrative methodology, race
crits do not exclude other methodologies. For example, Hutchison (1997) exam-
ined the impact of minimum wage laws on low-skilled minority workers against
a CRT framework. Hutchison’s empirical analysis (1997) found no support for the
widely held belief that the minimum wage is a progressive program designed to
help the poor; instead, he found that minimum wage regimes are in fact an abuse
of power and that the nation should reevaluate its commitment to them. Empir-
ical political research employing a range of quantitative and qualitative methods
can only amplify CRT’s utility as an explanatory model for understanding the
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politics and behavior of racialized communities; of course, the appeal to science
is a powerful tool in political and legal discourse.

Delgado and Stefancic (2000, 591) point to another vital strand of CRT-
critical race praxis, which is an attempt to connect theory to practice. Scholar-
ship in this area is aimed at correcting the dissociation of law from racial justice.
Yamamoto (1997), for example, has taken progressive race theorists to task for
not joining lawyers and activists behind the scenes in litigation. He explains fur-
ther (Yamamoto 1997, 829–30):

Critical race praxis combines critical, pragmatic, socio-legal analysis with politi-
cal lawyering and community organizing to practice justice by and for racialized
communities. Its central idea is that racial justice requires antisubordination prac-
tice. In addition to ideas and ideals, justice is something experienced through 
practice. . . .[C]ritical race praxis requires an understanding of justice in terms of
both method—experience-rethinking-translation-engagement-and norm—first
principles of antisubordination and rectification of injustice. It requires, in appro-
priate instances, using, critiquing, and moving beyond notions of legal justice
pragmatically to heal disabling intergroup wounds and forge intergroup alliances.
It also requires, for race theorists, enhanced attention to theory translation and
deeper engagement with frontline practice; and for political lawyers and com-
munity activists, increased attention to a critical rethinking of what race is,
how civil rights are conceived, and why law sometimes operates as a discursive
power strategy.

Critical race theory is transformative in the sense that it seeks strategies for
reform. Political scientists have a long-standing relationship with lawyers as expert
witnesses in litigation, especially in voting rights litigation—for example, in
attacking discriminatory voting practices. Critical race theorists are pragmatic 
in the sense that during a period of legal conservatism on such civil rights issues
as affirmative action, they argue that it makes sense to resort to political strate-
gies of electoral politics, grassroots organizing or economic self-help policies. Race
crits advocate the use of multiracial coalitions, but they do not deny the com-
plexity and dynamics of coalition formation and action. Alex-Assensoh (2000)
has speculated on the role of multiracial politics and its potential in shaping 
political outcomes. In sum, the praxis of critical race theory is an area in which polit-
ical scientists can build upon race crits’ work and has the potential for making
important contributions to this body of research.

Implications and Conclusions

Race and ethnicity continue to be central in understanding marginalization, dis-
advantage, and subordination in American society. Critical race theorists have
broken away from mainstream liberal ideology and have thus brought a critical
perspective and vision to the discourse on race, racism, and the law. Not only have
critical race theorists attacked the dominant civil rights paradigm, but they have
also pointed out the limitations of liberal and leftist accounts of racial power in
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law. CRT is not purely theoretical; it has a dominant activist strain in seeking
new strategies and approaches to achieving racial justice. The discussion of CRT
presented in this chapter should convince scholars of critical race politics that
many of the same intellectual currents that preoccupy political scientists are also
central to race crits in the legal academy. Political scientists who specialize in the
subfield of race and ethnicity politics can play a greater role in the next decade
of scholarship on critical race theory. Race crits in the legal academy have artic-
ulated strong criticisms of traditional legal scholarship and its tendency to place
race at the margins of jurisprudential analysis. Adopting a critical race theory per-
spective in understanding racial hierarchy, white privilege, and oppression in
domestic and international contexts would require political scientists to engage
in a similar critical discourse of dominant paradigms that purport to explain polit-
ical phenomena. Scholarship on race in political and legal contexts will be
advanced by looking beyond the confines of the traditional subfields of political
science and drawing upon the interdisciplinary work of CRT. The challenge for
scholars of critical race politics is to reshape our current models, approaches, and
methodologies in ways that find new paths to our understanding of race, law, 
and politics. I think political scientists have important insights, perspectives, and
methodologies to bring to the table in shaping and defining future work in criti-
cal race theory.

Critical race theory is not new in the sense that its dominant themes have
engaged students of racial and ethnic politics for some time. What is new and
promising about CRT, however, is that a cadre of law professors have engaged in
a critical discourse on race and liberation in law against a politics of retrench-
ment and resistance. They continue their scholarly pursuits despite highly organ-
ized attacks and relentless criticisms of critical race theory. After two decades of
scholarly writings about critical race theory, it is time for scholars of critical race
politics to become more engaged in analyses, critiques and refinement of CRT and
to determine whether CRT offers substantive insights into our understanding of
racial subordination. By ignoring this body of work or remaining silent about it,
we play a role, whether consciously or unconsciously, in the efforts to silence our
colleagues in the law schools who are on a similar quest to transform the status
quo and break down racial hierarchy and white supremacy.

Notes
*This chapter is a substantially revised version of my 2002 paper presented at
the Midwest Political Science Association Meeting, “The Impact of the Rehn-
quist Court on Second Generation Lawsuits: A Critical Race Theory Per-
spective,” Chicago.

1. Critical race theorists have had considerable success in getting their articles published in
leading law reviews, thus reaching the widest potential audience in the legal academy, including
judges. There is no similar pattern among political scientists of color who specialize in the sub-
field of racial and ethnic politics. An examination of political science abstracts published since
the emergence of CRT revealed only a handful of articles that referenced CRT. Moreover, very
little attention is given to CRT in public law texts and other works. A perusal of the major 
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political science conference programs online over the past few years indicates only a few papers
or panels devoted specifically to CRT.

2. For readers who are not acquainted with the writings of CRT, I would recommend the fol-
lowing anthologies: Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller and Thomas, eds., Critical Race Theory: The Key
Writings That Formed the Movement (1995); Delgado and Stefancic, eds., Critical Race Theory: The
Cutting Edge (2000); Valdes, Culp, and Harris, eds., Crossroads, Directions, and a New Critical Race
Theory (2002); and Delgado and Stefancic, eds., Critical White Studies: Looking Behind the Mirror
(1997). Other important works include Delgado and Stefancic, Critical Race Theory: An Introduction
(2001); Haney-López, White by Law: The Legal Construction of Race (1996); and Kevin R. John-
son, ed., Mixed Race America and the Law: A Reader (2003). For a casebook, reader, and synthesis
of CRT, see Perea, Delgado, Harris, and Wildman, Race and Races: Cases and Resources for a Diverse
America (1999); Flagg, Was Blind, But Now I See: White Race Consciousness and the Law (1998);
and Davis, Johnson, and Martínez, eds., A Reader on Racism, Civil Rights, and American Law: A
Multicultural Approach (2001). For additional perspectives on the flowering of outsider scholar-
ship, see Wing, ed., Critical Race Feminism: A Reader (1997); Wing, ed., Global Critical Race Fem-
inism: An International Reader (2000); Matsuda, Where is Your Body?: And Other Essays on Race,
Gender, and the Law (1996); Chang, Disoriented: Asian Americans, Law, and the Nation-State (1999);
Yamamoto, Interracial Justice: Conflict and Reconciliation in Post-Civil Rights America (1999); Del-
gado and Stefancic, eds., The Latino/a Condition: A Critical Reader (1998); and Carbado, Black Men
on Race, Gender and Sexuality: A Critical Reader (1999).

3. I use the term scholars of critical race politics to situate those political science scholars who
seek to place race at the center of intellectual inquiry; those who challenge extant paradigms; and
those who seek to develop alternative theories and methodologies in explaining racial hierarchy,
marginalization, and oppression in the domestic, comparative, and international contexts. See
Crenshaw (2002) for a discussion of the tensions inherent in the early discussions of CRT on the
question of whether CRT was a product of people of color only or of any scholar engaged in a crit-
ical reflection of race.

4. See for example Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995, 47), who make a similar call for a criti-
cal race theory of education. See also Parker, Deyhle, and Villenas, Race Is . . . Race Isn’t: Criti-
cal Race Theory and Qualitative Studies in Education (1999).

5. See Regents of the University of California v. Bakke, 438 U.S. 265 (1978). In Bakke, the Burger
Court addressed the issue of affirmative action in education on the merits for the first time. In a
5–4 ruling, Justice Powell struck down the medical school admissions program at the University
of California, Davis, as an impermissible fixed quota while at the same time upholding the use of
race as part of the university’s interest in promoting a diverse student body in its medical school.

6. Delgado’s article was originally published in the University of Pennsylvania Law Review 132
(1984): 561–78. For an updated version, see Richard Delgado, “The Imperial Scholar Revisited:
How to Marginalize Outsider Writing, Ten Years Later.” University of Pennsylvania Law Review 140
(1992): 1349–72. In the 1992 article, Delgado concluded that although “outsider voices are find-
ing their articles published in leading law reviews, their positions are not being easily interpreted
into traditional legal scholarship.”

7. See Jack Greenberg’s account of the Harvard boycott in Crusaders in the Courts (1994).
8. See Greene (1999) for a discussion of the law conferences attended by people of color,

including a discussion of the CRT conferences.
9. Whether CRT is modern or postmodern is a matter of contention for some race crits. For

example, Hayman (1995 at note 5) argues that CRT is postmodern and is perhaps the most rap-
idly developing form of postmodern jurisprudence. He defines postmodernism as “the growing sense
that the conventional ways of thinking and talking about law are not adequate to describe law as
it is practiced and experienced.” Other race crit scholars have used the term reconstructive jurispru-
dence, which seeks to critique legal liberalism and does not separate legal scholarship from 
concrete actions in addresses problems of racial justice. See Harris (1994) for a discussion of
this concept.

10. Legal strategies would include the Supreme Court’s requirement of showing proof of
intent to discriminate in discrimination cases and making it tougher for civil rights plaintiffs to
have standing to sue in discrimination litigation. Another example would include the Supreme

T O WA R D  A  C R I T I C A L  R A C E  T H E O R Y 227



Court’s differential treatment of whites and minorities in free speech cases; that is, making it
tougher for minorities’ use of protests and sit-in demonstrations to fall under First Amendment
protection while at the same time upholding racist cross burnings as protected speech.

11. Perea (1997, 1223) uses Andrew Hacker’s work, Two Nations: Black and White, Separate,
Hostile, Unequal (1992) as an example of over-reliance on the black/white paradigm. He sees the
greatest danger in Hacker’s work as “its suggestion that non-White groups other than Blacks are
not really subject to racism.” Perea (1997, 1224) views Hacker’s work as adopting the ethnicity
theory, “which posits that non-White immigrant ethnics are essentially Whites-in-waiting who
will be permitted to assimilate and become White.” Another example that Perea (1997) gives of
near-exclusive focus on the black/white paradigm is Cornel West’s work, Race Matters (1993). Perea
(1997) is critical of West’s failure to acknowledge the extensive struggles of other minority groups
for civil rights and his suspicious view of immigrants and other nonwhites.

12. These terms should be carefully distinguished. A story is an account of an event; it typi-
cally incorporates personal experience. A narrative denotes a broader theme or meaning. Stories
add up to narratives (Miller, 2000). Counter-stories are used to challenge stories and narratives that
perpetuate myths or stereotypes about people of color.
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C H A P T E R  T W E LV E

Presidential Leadership and 
the Politics of Race

Stereotypes, Symbols, and Scholarship

WILBUR C. RICH

THE GRAND OR META-NARRATIVE of America is its unwavering com-
mitment to freedom and equality.1 The presidency is the sentinel of these
democratic ideals. To be faithful to these ideals, presidents must take on

the issue of race straightforwardly. Yet race relations continue to play only an ancil-
lary role in the discourse about the nature of the American presidency. Trying to
explain presidential leadership without using race relations as a case study reveals
a myopia that is neither fair to presidents nor faithful to the metanarrative.
Addressing black civil rights demands cannot be seen as a distraction from the
important work modern presidents are required to do. Yet too often scholars treat
civil rights as a footnote or ignore the issue altogether. For many political scien-
tists, the road to presidential greatness is best traveled offshore, defending the
nation from real and imagined enemies.2 When the nation is at war, racial reform
can be demanded; when it is at peace there is a chance of backsliding.3 One pos-
sible explanation for this attitude can be traced to scholars’ preoccupation with
what they consider the big issues; that is, external threats to the nation’s exis-
tence. In any case, the gilding of the history of American presidents is often done
in the service of saving the presidency from the lilliputians.

There are a variety of theories, typologies, and apologies in the literature on
presidential leadership. In this chapter I raise serious questions about the litera-
ture on presidential accountability in the context of race relations. I make a dis-
tinction between racial acknowledgment gestures (RAGs) and situational
improvement policies (SIPs). Presidents, regardless of party or espoused political
ideology, have employed RAGs. RAGs are mainly symbolic, individual-specific,
or event-specific, and they do not result in any substantive change in the posi-
tion of blacks as a group. SIPs include major policy shifts that result in substan-
tive race hierarchical changes; they apportion status, power, and resources to
blacks as a group.

This chapter will also suggest that the discourse on presidential power—a tra-
dition of comparing weak and strong presidents—obfuscates the critical role that



the office plays in the political progress of black Americans. In America, the pres-
ident represents the state. Burman asserts, “The role of the state, therefore, becomes
critical in any evaluation of Black progress because of its property of reflecting,
encapsulating, crystallizing, and manifesting the diverse pressures, material and
ideal, economic and cultural, whose balance governs the rate of Black progress.”4

History suggests that presidents play a major role in reinforcing social bound-
aries (i.e., supporting communal rules) for racial competition between whites and
blacks. Some presidents have reassured whites that racial boundaries will remain
intact, while others have promised whites that they have little to fear from con-
ceding privileges to blacks or that racial progress will not take place at their
expense. These rhetorical reassurances define racial etiquette and political cor-
rectness in discussions of the race problem.

Nevertheless, the dynamics of this process has escaped some political scien-
tists; many have ignored or downplayed the president’s responsibility for defining
racial etiquette. These social scientists assume that the presidency may be neu-
tral on race conflicts or practice what Daniel Patrick Moynihan, in an internal
1970 memo to President Nixon, called “benign neglect.” Bachrach and Baratz
were correct in pointing out that nondecisions are still decisions.5 Lack of talk
about race by a president is not benign. By not responding to situations that
demand a response, presidents send signals about what constitutes acceptable
behavior for white Americans. A specific example is Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s
refusal to support anti-lynching laws, which gave solace to people who commit-
ted these crimes. More specifically, presidential signaling engages or disengages
the “imagined community” described in Charles Mills’ racial contract.6 Russell
Riley makes a similar characterization when he suggests that on the question of
African American equality, the presidency is a nation-maintaining institution.

One of the enduring roles each president is required to execute is that of nation-
keeper, a protector of the inherited political and social order and a preserver of
domestic tranquility. . . . It most commonly promotes presidential behavior
intended to ward off or moderate significant social change as a threat to the pre-
ferred status of the polity’s prevailing interests. Yet nation-keeping presidents may
also find, in some uncommon instances, that profound change is a prerequisite 
of preservation.7

Riley’s concept of nation-keeping reminds us of Talcott Parsons’s definition
of pattern maintenance as a requirement for system equilibrium. Social systems
seek to maintain themselves by replicating social patterns that assure their sur-
vival. The absence of internal conflict is considered equilibrium. This notion
may explain why presidents use the language of law and order when they defuse
racial disturbances. The objective is to stop the riots and once that is done, chief
executives are not obliged to do much else. Presidents do not want to be seen
as rewarding the participants. If subsequent concessions are made or new
resources granted, every effort is made to dissociate presidential action from pre-
vious racial disturbances.

In this way scholarly discourse treats addressing black civil rights grievances
as an intrusion on presidential time. Presidential papers show presidents carefully
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balancing long-term answers to the plight of blacks on one hand and reactions
from white voters on the other. Presidents prefer to be seen as being forced to act.
Harry S. Truman ordered the integration of the military to offset the losses of
Southern voters to the Dixiecrats. Dwight D. Eisenhower and John F. Kennedy
failed to convince Southern governors to use their offices to ensure the safety of
black activists and thus had no other choice to but to send in federal troops. These
presidents addressed black grievances as unwanted and unwelcome entangle-
ments;8 however, their reluctance did not stop journalists from celebrating Tru-
man, Eisenhower, and Kennedy as defenders of freedom.

Telling a good story is something many journalists use to prove that presidents
are generally exemplary individuals. Truman’s outrage at the mistreatment of uni-
formed black soldiers was used as a justification for his executive order. Johnson’s
story about his maid’s not being able to use a public restroom while traveling with
his daughters on a trip to Washington, DC, from Texas was used as a personal
incentive for the 1964 Civil Rights Act. These stories attribute altruistic and
sometimes idealistic motives to presidents by insinuation.9 The Truman and John-
son anecdotes are about shame and embarrassment. The insinuation runs like this:
You (white Americans) have a right to your feeling about blacks, but mindless
humiliations inflicted on individuals should be beneath you. We (Americans) are
better than that.10 These presidential stories also reinforced early American polit-
ical socialization into the belief that presidents are sensitive and benevolent.11

Revisionist history is also utilized to present the American presidency as an
exceptional institution. This description defines the presidency as both unusually
powerful and at the same time extremely fragile. Stretching or overusing it can
lead to a diminution of its mythical power. Other countries cannot hope to emu-
late the institution structurally because it grows out of a special context. This revi-
sionism has led scholars to rewrite the nation’s history in a way that renders some
presidents’ indifference toward black grievances superfluous or insignificant.12

Scholars of the presidency since World War II seem to be caught in a bind
between romantic deference to the Roosevelt years and unease with the unpre-
dictable terrain that presidents now face. Self-tracking among political scientists—
aligning oneself with existing thinking about the presidency—makes good sequen-
tial reading but it also inhibits creative thinking about the future needs of the
modern presidency.13 This self-tracking explains why contemporary presidential
scholars have become worrywarts. A review of five leading seminal works on the
presidency may provide insight into whether their anxieties and concerns about
the office are justified.

Concerns about Impotency

Richard Neustadt’s Presidential Power, first published in 1960, informed several
generations of presidential scholars.14 Neustadt regards presidents as having lim-
ited constitutional powers. Their real powers are derived from extraconstitutional
sources. Because they cannot command, they must persuade. Operational presi-
dential power is obtained from acting in the political environment. For Neustadt,
a president must have persuasive skills in order to convince the Washington
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establishment to do what he wants it to do. This persuasion is not an easy task
because the denizens of the Washington power center are fairly entrenched.
Accordingly, a president can be overwhelmed if he is not careful. A successful
president must understand his limitations and anticipate the needs of the other
political players in Washington. Franklin Roosevelt, the role model for Neustadt’s
entrepreneurial-type president, promoted change, inveigled people, but also
incurred obligations.

Neustadt’s successful presidents are careful not to overspend their political cap-
ital. Being elected president automatically endows them with a ready supply of
political capital; however, a single miscalculation can render it useless. This deple-
tion theory holds that power is a bargaining tool to be used strategically. Repu-
tation and image are critical factors in Neustadt’s analysis of different presidencies.
Scholars who subscribe to Neustadt’s views fret about presidents losing power (or
wasting it) and being unable to rally the nation in times of crisis. For some of these
scholars, exposing the presidency to the conundrum of race relations could poten-
tially squander a considerable amount of political capital with no assurance of
results. Depletion theory may help to explain why Neustadt’s presidents do not
spend precious time solving race problems.

Critics of Neustadt attacked him for not defining a useful purpose for power.15

What are the ethical implications of a president’s indifference to the race issue?16

Does presidential unresponsiveness leave blacks waiting for a second Lyndon
Johnson? Another war? More importantly, given the fragility of racial reform,
could such a conservative president as Ronald Reagan reverse the change or
embolden latent anti-black attitudes?17 Could a conservative transformation of
American politics take place under a president with a liberal reputation but a keen
eye toward his legacy? An example would be Bill Clinton’s ease in selling such
free trade policies as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and
the 1996 Welfare Reform Act, which was backed by conservatives. Those two
policies demonstrate the ways in which a president can frame an issue in such a
way that people who will be hurt by the policies will nonetheless vote for him.
Like other Americans, blacks have been socialized to believe that the president
would not deliberately do anything that would hurt them and that any policy with
overwhelming bipartisan support cannot be nefarious.

Concerns about Symbols and Substance

Murray Edelman’s The Symbolic Uses of Politics is really an expression of concern
about the inclination of political leaders to substitute symbols for substance.18 Sym-
bols affect political action and also affect what people expect from government.
There is an inescapable ritual dimension to the relationship between leaders and
followers that allows leaders to symbolize the relationship. History suggests that
relatively powerless people can be easily manipulated by symbolic gestures. For
example, President Theodore Roosevelt’s famous 1901 dinner with Booker T.
Washington was hailed as an important breakthrough in racial etiquette.
Although the dinner invitation consolidated Washington’s claims of being 
the paramount black leader, becoming a presidential confidant amounted to 
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little more than a RAG in race relations. This fact became clear when Washington
refused to criticize the President’s actions in the Brownville incident.19

A president who signs an executive order on fair housing can claim that
something is being done. The reality, however, is that such an order cannot be
implemented, as in the case of President Kennedy and Executive Order 11063.
Another example of symbolic action was the amount of energy put into the
Humphrey-Hawkins full employment bill. The bill languished for years, gather-
ing opponents and proponents, spending a considerable amount of political cap-
ital, and in the end requiring very little from the government. Although symbolic
action is not always intended to be deceptive, it often does in fact deceive, and
the public is prepared to give credit to a leader for good intentions. Most presi-
dents have gotten a lot of mileage out of good intentions. This fact suggests that
even powerless people can be drawn to a benevolent image of the presidency.

Presidential leadership by definition is about symbols. Presidents have to
give the impression that they can cope with any problem presented to them.
Edelman asserts,

When an individual is recognized as a legitimate leading official of the state, he
becomes a symbol of some or all aspects of the state; its capacity for benefiting
and hurting, for threatening and reassuring. His acts, for this reason, are public
in character. They are perceived as having significant, strong, enduring, indirect
consequences for a large number of people.20

Public acts by a president can send different messages to different groups. Per-
sonalizing the race problem is a rather old refuge for a president. By definition,
he supports equal rights for all Americans. The message given is that the presi-
dent is being evenhanded and magnanimous, but the situation for blacks requires
quite a bit more than evenhandedness and goodwill.

Presidential action on television raises the ante for symbolic gestures. Tele-
vision can be both revealing and deceptive. Skowronek admits in his chapter on
President Johnson that television helped Johnson with the passage of the 1964
Civil Rights Act. “The use of the media by the civil rights movement in Selma
in early 1965 is perhaps the leading example of how television brought new pres-
sure to bear on the task of interest management. The movement refused to be
treated as an interest like any other or to accept the Civil Rights Act of 1964 as
sufficient recognition of its concerns.”21 The civil rights movement used televi-
sion to make America aware of the need for a voting rights bill. Skowronek
believes that television can magnify “the dissonance between the President’s com-
mitment and actual events.”22 It follows that if television can magnify this gap,
it can also diminish differences. This concern was the subject of Edelman’s book
Constructing the Political Spectacle. Political spectacles can go either way—to com-
pel presidential action or induce acquiescence. Bruce Miroff observed, “A spec-
tacle does not permit the audience to interrupt the action and redirect its
meaning. . . . A spectacle is not designed for mass participation; it is not a 
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democratic event.”23 Edelman warns us about this characteristic but does not offer
any way to avoid the charade.24

Attending to race grievances seems particularly susceptible to symbolic ges-
tures. A President can often pick his stage. Nixon selected the Philadelphia 
Plan, the first affirmative action gesture that opened up the building trades to
minorities.25 Kennedy selected the 1961 graduation ceremony at the Coast Guard
Academy to ask about the absence of black cadets. Although espousing a doc-
trine of “constructive engagement” toward South Africa, Ronald Reagan
appointed Edward J. Perkins, a black man, as ambassador to that nation at the
height of the apartheid regime. Reagan endorsed the Martin Luther King Jr. fed-
eral holiday. George H. W. Bush elevated General Colin Powell to the chair-
manship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Bill Clinton appointed Vernon Jordan, the
former president of the Urban League, as co-chair of his transition team. In 1998
Clinton promoted a retired general, Benjamin O. Davis, to the rank of four-star
general; a year later he posthumously pardoned Henry O. Flipper, West Point’s
first black graduate, who had been wrongly accused of embezzlement. These
actions not only surprised the black public but also left the impression that the
president is their friend. These low-cost activities were symbolic actions that won
the president applause but did not change the objective conditions of blacks
as a group.

Concerns about Overreaching

Charles Jones’s The Presidency in a Separated System asserts that the government
of the United States is a separated system of governance and that the framers never
intended to create a presidential system.26 The first sentence in Jones’s book
asserts, “The president is not the presidency. The presidency is not the govern-
ment. Ours is not a presidential system.”27 For many students of the presidency,
Jones’s argument is a rebuttal to James McGregor Burns’s Presidential Government.
Burns had argued for expanding the presidency’s agenda, one that allows the pres-
ident to set the national agenda and grant the authority to take action.28 In many
ways Burns continues the argument made by Alexander Hamilton, who had warned
against a feeble presidency at the 1787 Constitutional Convention. Jones, follow-
ing the lead of James Madison, instructed presidents to stay within the lines.

At the same time, the nation keeps piling new responsibilities on the presi-
dency. When expectations exceed the management capacity of the president’s
office, it becomes what Harold Barger has described as the impossible presidency.29

Others have called it the imperiled presidency.30 The evolution of presidential gov-
ernment began as far back as the Jacksonian Era in the nineteenth century but
was consolidated with the invention of television and culminated in incessant
presidential appearances. The president is seen everywhere. Modern presidents
are now surrounded by hordes of Secret Service officers, reporters, and cameras.
One can easily count the days of the year on which the president is not mentioned,
seen, or heard. Apparently this overexposure is what the American people want.
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The presidency is not a feeble institution. The record shows that the reach
of presidents seems to expand with each administration. Presidential constitu-
tionalists like Richard Pious contend that the “ key to an understanding of pres-
idential power is to concentrate on the constitutional authority that the president
asserts unilaterally through the various rules of constitutional construction and
interpretation, in order to resolve crises or important issues facing the nation.”31

Presidents can act; and when they do they leave a road map for their succes-
sors. President Eisenhower’s nationalization of the Arkansas National Guard
during the 1957 Little Rock Central High School desegregation crisis made it
easier for President Kennedy to do likewise in the 1962 University of Missis-
sippi integration case.

Unilateral action is not without its perils. We have scholars lamenting the Impe-
rial Presidency32 and others trying to protect the office from overuse. As the presi-
dency grows, so does the size of the staff and the government in general. The
presidency is the parasite of the ambition of the permanent government (i.e.,
bureaucracy). As any successful bureaucrat would agree, crisis is the mother’s milk
of agency growth. Recurrent racial crises did expand the mission of the govern-
ment’s civil rights agencies. The problem is that racial crises are only episodi-
cally available, leaving such created agencies as the Equal Employment
Opportunities Commission (EEOC), the U.S. Civil Rights Commission, the Office
of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, and the U.S. Department of Justice
drifting into routine.33

Concerns about Character

The office of the presidency cannot protect its occupants from their character
flaws. Once a person becomes president, these imperfections will inevitably affect
his or her conduct in the office. Conversely, a president’s previously untapped pos-
itive attributes may also surface. The task then focuses on detection and predic-
tion. The president’s human qualities is the topic of James David Barber’s
Presidential Character.34 In most textbooks about the presidency, Barber’s typology—
active-positive, passive-positive, active-negative and passive-negative—reminds
the reader of presidential fallibility. The inability of Richard Nixon to avoid self-
destruction lent much credence to Barber’s psychological analysis of the presi-
dency. Building on the work of Harold Lasswell35 and Ervin Hargrove,36 Barber
constructed a scenario of presidents limited by their personalities. The president
is, after all, a human being with a specific psychological makeup, including both
assets and liabilities. All presidents are tested in office; some pass and others fail.
Barber’s exemplar of a well-adjusted person and thus an active-positive type is
Franklin Roosevelt. Active-positive presidents are self-confident and adaptive. 
His archetype of poorly adjusted personalities are Woodrow Wilson and Lyndon
Johnson. Richard Nixon joins them as an active-negative type.

Barber’s theory has attracted legions of critics.37 First, it relies on psychology
as a means of predicting behavior; and second, its typology leaves room for dis-
cussion; scholars disagree about the assignment of specific presidents to the four
boxes in Barber’s matrix. There are so many counter-examples that can be cited
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to prove that specific presidents have been misclassified. Yet the media and the
public have embraced Barber’s scheme because of its simplicity. To be fair, Bar-
ber never claimed that presidents are simple to understand, only that there are
behavioral patterns that presidents might follow that will reveal their true selves.

It does not follow from Barber’s analysis that a self-confident president would
stand foursquare on achieving equality for blacks. According to O’Reilly, Bill
Clinton was the least prejudiced person to occupy the White House, but his rumi-
nations and actions did little to change the objective conditions of most blacks.
Clinton cannot be considered the second coming of Lyndon Johnson. He neither
shepherded through Congress any civil rights bills that could be considered an
SIP nor did he expand any Great Society programs.38

Concerns about Political Time

Stephen Skowronek’s The Politics Presidents Make,39 is arguably the most impor-
tant book on the presidency since Richard Neustadt’s Presidential Power.
Skowronek attempts to locate presidents within political time rather than secular
time. He asserts that “Presidential leadership in political time will refer to the var-
ious relationships incumbents project between previously established commit-
ments of ideology and interest and their own actions in the moment at hand.”40

This characterization allows Skowronek to compare presidents across generations.
He found that presidents elected at certain periods of American history had their
fate sealed by either inherited policies or overarching ideologies. The cycle of
problematic times can be quicksand for a president. When a president comes into
office by default or electoral controversy, he may experience difficulties in office
(e.g. John Q. Adams, Rutherford Hayes, and George W. Bush).

What is most interesting about Skowronek’s work is his fascination with the
capacity of the president to make changes in either direction. The power invested
in the office can either reinforce the current political environment or disrupt
extant power arrangements. Conversely, it can accommodate time-servers (Eisen-
hower) or order-preservers (Herbert Hoover). For Skowronek, the presidency
works best when it is charged with repudiating the old regime and establishing a
new order (Thomas Jefferson, FDR, and Reagan). Skowronek calls this repudia-
tion “reconstruction politics.”41 When such change happens, the president’s pol-
itics reconfigures the office and then redirects government institutions. In terms
of Skowronek’s analysis, George W. Bush would appear to be locked into the Rea-
gan/George H. W. Bush approach to race relations. This approach entails mak-
ing a strong statement against quotas, appointing loyal blacks to highly visible
offices, and letting the masses interpret these actions as change. So far Bush, save
the compassionate conservative moniker he adopted, has not repudiated this
approach.

Race and Presidential Fortunes

Such social issues as race, gender, and family life were not built into the job de-
scription of the presidency. These issues are like barnacles attached to the presidential
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ship. Since the inception of the Republic, race has always been a difficult issue.42

No president has been able to escape the race issue, although several have ignored
it. President Washington brought the first blacks (slaves) into the first White
House. Several slave-owning presidents brought their favorite servants to serve
them in the White House. Throughout the history of the White House, blacks
who worked there did not wear business suits until Eisenhower appointed E. Fred-
erick Morrow to the White House staff. At the time, this act was a quintessen-
tial symbol of black initiation into presidential decision making, yet Morrow was
isolated and often denigrated.

Few presidents had the political capacity of Dwight D. Eisenhower, the for-
mer five-star general and hero of World War II. Eisenhower was president when
the Brown decision was handled down by the Supreme Court, during the Mont-
gomery bus boycott and the integration of Little Rock Central High School.
Given Eisenhower’s popularity, he apparently had enough political flexibility to
be a great civil rights president,43 but he never used his political capital on this
issue. Did President Eisenhower fear a massive loss of political capital when he
gave weak support to the Brown decision,44 or did he increase it with his actions
in the Little Rock episode? Edelman describes Eisenhower’s passive leadership style
as consisting “basically of the avoidance of firm positions on controversial sub-
jects while at the same time posturing as protagonist against an evanescent enemy,
thereby retaining political support from large numbers of antagonists on both
sides of the controversies.”45 Fred Greenstein’s The Hidden-Hand Presidency46 paints
a picture of a man doing the right thing behind the scenes and preserving his polit-
ical capital. But preserving it for what purpose?

At first glance, one would think that Lyndon B. Johnson would be a proto-
type of Skowronek’s reconstruction president. He repudiated the segregation
regime that had dominated the South since the Civil War. He was the first and
last president to invoke the phrase, “We shall overcome.” The nation didn’t, but
Johnson did become a model of what the president can say and do.47 Yet
Skowronek classifies Johnson as engaging in the politics of articulation because
he offered an updated version of the New Deal (that is, the Great Society). The
Great Society was viewed as a continuation and consolidation of the New Deal.

Was George H. W. Bush trying to placate the right wing of his party when
he vetoed the 1990 Civil Rights Bill? Or did he think that playing the quota card
would win him support? What did he gain from signing the 1991 Civil Rights Act,
which represented only a minor change from the 1990 edition? Did he know his
legacy would be that of the only modern president to veto a civil rights act? Do
presidential scholars see him in those terms? In many ways the older Bush is as
perplexing as Eisenhower was.

As of the early 2000s, presidents regardless of political party will appoint an
African American or sometimes an obligatory second black appointee either to
the White House staff or to the cabinet. What do these appointments mean? Is
it just throwing what Riley calls “an occasional bone“48 to black citizens? Have
we reached a new era in race relations or do these appointments obscure a larger
problem? In an increasingly multiracial society, can the American presidency set
the tone for racial inclusion in our society?
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Presidents, Political Parties, and Race

In the past, political parties played a critical role in the construction of a con-
cerned but constrained presidency. The Democrats sought to show that white priv-
ilege is elastic and that black progress is not a zero-sum game. This approach has
generally worked since the 1930s as black voters have become fiercely loyal to
the Democrats. The post-Goldwater Republican Party presented itself as the safe
haven for disaffected and uncertain whites.49 This was done primarily through a
system of racial code words.50 The rhetorical flourishes about opportunity and
personal responsibility masked the party’s seeming indifference to the massive
opportunity gap between the races. Yet this message is very effective because it
resonates with the economically insecure white middle class, or what St. Clair
Drake called the “strainers.” These are Americans struggling to make ends meet
and resent what they perceive as special privileges for blacks. The scholarship on
the presidency fails to flush out these tactics in order to make a closer connec-
tion between various theories of the presidency on the one hand and the chang-
ing complexion of the nation on the other hand.

Abraham Lincoln, the Great Emancipator, imprinted the Republican Party
on the minds of freed slaves. The Republican Party remained the home party of
blacks for sixty years. This loyalty changed in the 1930s, when the Republican
Party lost black voters to Roosevelt’s New Deal Democratic Party. How did this
shift happen? Was it a political epiphany on the part of black voters? History shows
that the Republican Party elected several presidents who generally ignored their
black supporters—even Northern blacks who voted for them. The inept Hoover
administration accelerated the disaffection of blacks. Donald Lisio claims that
Herbert Hoover’s naivety and ignorance of race-oriented politics lured him into
a dubious Southern strategy to reform state parties.

The overriding goals or operating principles of these various southern strategies
were his commitment to clean and efficient government and his dream of a south-
ern revolution that would remove race as the traditional basis of southern poli-
tics and pave the way for political, economic, and racial progress. However,
because he believed that he must outwit the Democrats by a policy of silence and
by working behind the scenes, these varied efforts never became publicly known
and understood. Instead they remained in the shadow of the more sensational per-
ception of one racist, lily-white southern strategy. In the end, Hoover’s diverse,
unexplained, and thus confusing southern strategies managed to alienate both
blacks and lily-whites.51

Hoover’s Northern strategy was to use a RAG, i.e., inviting the wife of the
newly elected Republican member of Congress from Chicago, Oscar De Priest,
to tea at the White House.52 In 1932 the President invited a delegation of black
leaders to the White House.53 Neither Hoover’s Southern nor his Northern strat-
egy worked, as blacks voted for Roosevelt in 1932.54 Hoover’s role as party leader
was as bungling as his role as the chief national economist.

The black shift toward the Democratic Party endured through the Roosevelt
era.55 In 1948, Hubert Humphrey introduced the first civil rights plank at a 
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Democratic national convention, and Truman integrated all branches of the mil-
itary service several months later. It was Lyndon Johnson who brokered the first
Civil Rights Bill of 1957; as President, he moved the major Civil Rights Bills of
1964 and 1965 through Congress. These two laws represented the first serious sit-
uational improvement policies (SIPs) since Reconstruction. Black politicians
became more ensconced in the Democratic Party at the national level than they
ever had been in the Republican Party of the Reconstruction period. The late
Ron Brown became the first black to chair the national committee of the Demo-
cratic Party. Brown also served as Secretary of Commerce in the Clinton Admin-
istration. A black woman, Donna Brazile, served as campaign manager for Al Gore
in the 2000 Democratic presidential campaign.

The Republican Party has recently learned to play symbolic appointment
politics with blacks. President Nixon appointed William Coleman as Secretary
of Transportation. Reagan appointed Sam Pierce as Secretary of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD). George H. W. Bush appointed General Colin Pow-
ell Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. His son George W. Bush appointed Con-
doleezza Rice as National Security Advisor, with Colin Powell as his first-term
Secretary of State.56 The obligatory second is Rod Paige, Secretary of Education.
Selecting a black aide is an old story that doesn’t get as much attention as it once
demanded. Yet it is an effective RAG with which to offset black criticisms and
create the effect of having a black counter-elite pool.

RAGs have also been used to titillate the black voters in presidential elec-
tions. Black names have been mentioned as possible vice presidential candidates
in both major parties; however, none have been actually nominated as of the early
2000s.57 Presidential candidate Al Gore interviewed Congressman John Lewis
prior to the 2000 election. Although no black Americans yet have been asked to
run on a national ticket, these RAGs show that white Americans are clearly
being primed for a future black vice or presidential candidacy. The Gallup polling
organization has tracked attitudes toward the possibility of a black candidate for
president since 1958. Gallup asked Americans if they would be willing to vote
for a “well-qualified” black for president. Figure 12.1 shows the results:

The 1958 poll found that only 38 percent of respondents answered “yes.”
This low percentage was rather significant because it came in the middle of the
civil rights movement. One could quibble over whether blacks and whites shared
a common definition of “well-qualified,” but the polling results do show a soft-
ening of attitudes toward the idea. In 1958 the idea of a black politician running
on a major party presidential ticket was just a supposition. After the passage of
the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the percentage of Americans saying they would
vote for a well-qualified black candidate rose to 59 percent. Gallup then found
that between 1987 and 1997, the percentage in favor jumped from 79 percent to
93 percent. By 1999 the percentage had climbed to 95 percent,58 declining slightly
to 92 percent in 2004.

Americans have supposedly warmed to the idea that if their party nominated
a “well-qualified” black presidential candidate, that individual could win their
vote. Granted, a willingness to tell a pollster that one would vote for a black can-
didate is not the same as being faced with that choice. Ironically, the Republican
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Party, considered by many as the more conservative of the two major parties, spent
time promoting the idea of a black candidate for the 1996 presidential election.59

For several complex reasons the Republicans may be the first major party to actu-
ally put an African American on the presidential ticket.

Notwithstanding that possibility, blacks consider themselves major players in
the Democratic Party. In another 2000 poll, it was found that 76 percent of black
respondents picked the Democrats as the party that represented their values.
Only 13 percent thought that the Republicans represented their values.60 As I
stated earlier, black voters are among the most dependable members of the Demo-
cratic coalition.

Most black elected officials are Democrats. Some political scientists hail this
change from outsider to insider politics—that is, from protestors to elected officials—
as a sign of political incorporation.61 Others have been more skeptical.62 In any
case the Democratic Party benefits from this deepening sense of ownership.

Nonetheless, this change does raise a series of questions about the meaning
of black appointments. Does the presidential appointment of more blacks to high-
profile jobs means something more than a RAG? Can perceptions of health and
social welfare problems be changed with the appointment of an African Ameri-
can as Secretary of Health and Human Services? Is the symbol worth more than
the substance? More importantly, do these appointments hoodwink the suppos-
edly alert media?
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Presidents, the Media, and Race

We are told that the ubiquity of the mass media has changed the presidency. The
press is the watchdog waiting for the president to act. Scholars debate how pow-
erful the media are or whether they have a liberal bias. Eric Alterman believes
that the Washington media have become a punditocracy.63 Journalists are the
new sages who comment on all types of social and political issues on cable tele-
vision. The growing influence of liberal columnists has spurred the emergence of
a counter-group of right-wing commentators. Alterman believes that the losers
are the American people, who have not been served by what he considers
Orwellian political double-speak.

Other writers worry about the concentration of power in the mass media and
how it will affect the airing of diverse political opinions. Fewer people control
more and more media outlets. Cities are becoming one-newspaper towns. Most
people are getting their news from television. Reagan’s aide Michael Deaver
asserted that “the picture is everything.” If it is, then race progress is measured
simply by the dearth of black protests.

In many ways the media have assisted the president in his approach to race
conflicts. Most modern presidents have enjoyed a favorable press. The so-called
adversarial relationship between journalists and politicians is usually absent when
it comes to racial issues. In recent years the White House has institutionalized its
relationship to the press. With the establishment of the Office of Communica-
tion in the Nixon White House, managing the press has become a full-time job.
The Reagan White House demonstrated how easily press management can be
accomplished. The staff literally negotiated what was newsworthy—what got cov-
ered and how the story was covered. Subsequent administrations have followed
that model. Stories about deteriorating conditions in minority communities rarely
get covered. And because these topics have gone unreported, presidents can claim
they don’t know anything about them. Neustadt advises presidents not to use that
excuse. He asserts that “To help himself he must reach out as widely as he can for
every scrap of fact, opinion, gossip, bearing on his interests and relationships as Pres-
ident.”64 If one carries this advice over to racial issues, Hoover would have wanted
to know the details of the trials of the Scottsboro Boys, and Roosevelt would have
established a commission to study lynching. Moreover, Eisenhower would have vis-
ited the segregated schools in the South. And George H. W. Bush would have
visited Rodney King in the hospital.

Because controlling the president’s connection with events is as important as
controlling the message, Edelman’s work on symbols applies here. Presidential
actions are instrumental as well as expressive. This symbolic dimension explains
why racial events are reflected through partisan ideologies. There is an entire deck
of race cards to play, making it relatively easy for a president to define black griev-
ance as a local issue and a protest as a threat to law and order. In 1968 Nixon
won the White House partly because he ran on a platform of law and order. As
Riley has pointed out, restoring law and order has been a recurrent theme in
presidential campaigns. It is both a rationale for action and an excuse for inac-
tion. Most presidents have systematically avoided taking the initiative in race 
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relations. Nation-keeping is a policy legacy that few presidents have been pre-
pared to repudiate.

The media facilitate the process of denial. Because the media, whether tele-
vision, radio, or newspapers, have a short attention span, they allow presidents
numerous opportunities to escape accountability. The Rodney King incident
should have been a watershed for American indignation; it was not. President
Bush was reported to have said that “watching the King beating made [him]
sick.”65 Reporters noted the comment but didn’t use their considerable resources
to challenge the president’s inaction. This, however, did not stop their full cov-
erage of the riot that followed the trial of the police officers. Journalistic outrage
was too little and too late. The president got off scot-free.

Another occasion on which the media demonstrated their distractibility was
Bill Clinton’s National Conversation on Race.66 After covering the hearings and
testimonies, reporters became convinced that this conversation was yet another
commiseration enterprise for African Americans. This was a “news hole,” (that
is, an evanescent event generating no new information) and nothing newswor-
thy would happen. The Lewinsky scandal provided them with a convenient exit.

Managing Black Expectations

Why has the presidency been so successful in keeping the plight of African Amer-
icans off the national agenda? What accounts for relative black acquiescence?
First, the president often decides which issues should get the nation’s attention
and which may be ignored. Presidents who ignore the black experience can count
on little reaction from the media or the majority of the public. Such a strategy
has guided both Democratic and Republican presidents.

Burman believes that the black experience is “the touchstone for much of the
debate in the U.S. public life, one around which ideas of democracy, freedom,
justice, and equality take concrete shape.”67 Presidents have not seen it that
way. Ronald Reagan was a man who used those terms repeatedly in his
speeches, but rarely if ever when discussing black grievances. For Reagan,
these ideals were America’s inherited entitlements that transcended particu-
laristic objections.

On Tony Brown’s television talk show on February 18, 1982, President Rea-
gan seemed genuinely surprised that he had a negative reputation among blacks.
He defended himself against such claims. What was so fascinating about this par-
ticular appearance is that members of Reagan’s staff thought an effort had to be
made to disabuse the public of this notion. Allowing the President to appear on
a black talk show, albeit on the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS), was seen as
a ploy to make the president look like a caring person who might be skeptical of
black leaders’ partisan claims but not oblivious to the black condition.68 Besides,
Reagan was not afraid to go into the lion’s den and answer questions. It was a ges-
ture within the grand spectacle Reagan was constructing. His administration was
upfront and forthcoming with blacks. Riley reported a variety of more devious tac-
tics used by other presidents.
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Cursory reflection finds Lincoln using the moral authority of his office in attempt-
ing to shame prominent black ministers into using their influence to initiate mass
black colonization; Cleveland using his rhetorical and symbolic powers to chan-
nel support to Booker T. Washington; Wilson sanctioning the political applica-
tion of federal police powers against Marcus Garvey; Franklin Roosevelt showing
the charms of the White House to A. Philip Randolph to stave off an impend-
ing march on Washington; the shunning and subsequent embracing by John
Kennedy of Martin Luther King Jr. as the perception of King went from radical
to moderate in relation to the rise of student insurgency; and Robert Kennedy
promising draft deferment for SNCC leaders who ceased demonstrating and
moved into voter registration projects.69

It is unsettling to discover that so many presidential actions regarding race
have been done covertly. This discretion may still be the case in the early 2000s;
we don’t know. The public was rarely aware in the 1960s and 1970s that deals were
being made behind the scenes. Black citizens were never told that their 
presidents were attempting to avoid taking direct remedial action on their behalf.
Yet behind closed doors, presidential staff members worked to keep black griev-
ances off the agenda. Even when presidents indicated that something would be
done about racial injustices (e.g. racial profiling), their staff quickly replaced the
initiative with other more pressing presidential priorities.

The mechanism of this downgrading of racial issues is facilitated by recurrent
racial stereotypes. O’Reilly’s book reports that several presidents told jokes about
black people.70 He reports that Reagan often used his stories about playing col-
lege football with a black player as evidence he was sensitive to the problems of
blacks.71 Willingness to stand up for a black teammate represented evidence of
the President’s lack of prejudice. There seems to be an endless supply of jokes and
stereotypes that serve presidents who want to avoid taking action. Earl Butz, the
Secretary of Agriculture under Presidents Nixon and Ford, came to the public’s
attention for making an infamous and atrocious joke about the limited aspirations
of blacks. Butz was fired, and that supposedly confirmed the forthrightness and
determination of President Gerald Ford to stay on top of these issues and not tol-
erate such behavior. Ford’s quick reaction served as a reassurance that people like
Butz were aberrations.

In low-balling the race issue, writers help to perpetuate a racial myth. Bur-
man asserts that “Liberal writers cling to the camouflage that the system that has
worked to incorporate others will do so for Blacks as well.”72 Blacks will simply have
to wait their time in the queue. The reality is that the situation for blacks is not
improving in the same way that it has for other groups, tokenism notwithstanding.

Conclusions

We have examined presidential action on racial issues within the context of pres-
idential scholarship. We have separated gestures of racial acknowledgement
(RAGs) from situational improvement policies (SIPs) in an attempt to alert stu-
dents to the confusion often found in the historical literature. Presidential schol-
ars have constructed a fragile office imprisoned by the Constitution and subject
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to the vicissitudes of politics. The weakness of their approaches lies in their ide-
alism. When it comes to race relations, the presidency has rarely been used per-
suasively or effectively. A review suggests that both liberal and conservative
presidents produced ambivalent records on black civil rights. Only President
Johnson’s promotion of the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 1965 rises above a mere
symbol or a racial acknowledgement gesture.

Charles Jones is correct about the nature of the Constitution in that its assign-
ment of responsibilities works as a limitation on what presidents can do. Con-
gress has not stepped up, however, but has rather abdicated much of its
agenda-making role to the president.73 Skowronek is also correct that most pres-
idents inherit policies and that presidents like George H. W. Bush and Bill Clin-
ton were preemptive types. Franklin Roosevelt’s model of hedging on the race
issue, however, or using it as a bargaining tool to save support in the South is no
longer creditable.74 Southern politics has changed, and the “Solid South” has dis-
appeared. Southerners no longer dominate Congressional committee chairs, and
black people now vote in the South.

Presidents have used the rhetoric of law and order to discourage black protest
and to put down demonstrations once they start. Presidents have been reactive
rather than proactive. Nation-keeping is not incorporative for blacks. Still, 
one can find instances in which an apparently small presidential gesture could
move white opinion about blacks. These instances speak to the power of the
office as an imprimatur in our increasingly secularized society. Clearly, opportu-
nities have either been squandered or presidents have not been aware that some-
thing could have been done or said.

The image of the president’s party affects how racial acknowledgement ges-
tures (RAGs) are perceived. Leaders of the Democratic Party have suggested that
racial acknowledgement gestures initiated by a Republican president are
ephemeral and disingenuous. For the Democratic Party leaders, Republican pres-
idents have been forced to make these gestures, but the action does not represent
their true attitudes toward blacks; hence, these gestures should be accepted 
and then safely forgotten. By contrast, a Democratic president’s initiated racial
improvement gestures are obligatory, authentic and magnanimous, and they
should be cataloged and celebrated.

Democratic presidents have insulated themselves from criticism by organiz-
ing more symbolic politics like appointing black notables to high-profile jobs,
which gives blacks a feeling of incorporation into the party. The Republicans now
mimic these tactics and are slowly developing their own cadre of black staffers.
They also imitate the old Democratic Party tactics of inviting high-profile black
leaders to the White House.

Presidential scholars have aided and abetted this charade by overemphasiz-
ing RAGs. In claiming that the presidency is overburdened, they perpetuate the
myth of the postmodern presidency. This process is fostered by the view that for-
eign policy trumps domestic social policy issues. Constructing this legacy of big
issues may be a way in which interest groups manage the presidency.

This essay contends that the imprimatur power of the modern American presi-
dency continues to expand, and could be the critical facilitator of societal change.
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Scholars must acknowledge this social transformation of the presidency. In their
writings about the office, they have implicitly advised presidents to regard issues
of war and peace as their primary legacy. For them, the battlefield and conference
table are where great presidents are made. Presidents have taken their advice and
thus have allowed the nation’s racial situation to continue to remain precarious.

We need voices that will expand the scope of the presidency rather than
counsel temerity. Herein lies the conflict of vision between whites and blacks.
Cronin and Genovese point out that Americans are ambivalent about the pres-
idency.75 They want a powerful leader but are suspicious of centralized leadership.
They also want a common man with heroic qualities and uncommon political
skills. This is an area in which survey research could be helpful. Is this a white or
black vision?

We have seen how presidential scholars have aligned themselves with tradi-
tionalists. Presidents have been allowed to ignore one of the nation’s most
intractable problems. Returning to Madison’s notion of the proper role for the
president is old-fashioned. Alexander Hamilton was right: African American
scholars should join George McGregor Burns and stretch the presidency. This
expansion is necessary in order to infuse true accountability into the institution.
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P A R T  V

The Subfields

THE SUBFIELDS IN POLITICAL SCIENCE exist in separate universes.

Many political scientists do not know the names of people who are out-

side their subfield. At the annual APSA meeting, members of the the

different subfields go to separate panels, talk among themselves, and rarely inter-

act socially. This is true for both black and white political scientists. Not only do

they travel in different circles, but they rarely read each other’s work. When I

began soliciting chapters for this volume, I discovered that I knew very few schol-

ars in international relations, theory, and comparative politics. These subfields

have their own APSA sections, journals, and networks. Obviously, they have

their own ranking systems. Many of them believe that the APSA and its regional

associations are dominated by Americianists.

This separation has taken quite a toll on political scientists of African descent.

Because our numbers are so small, it is difficult for us to know each other. There

is also the problem that Africans from the continent and Latino and Caribbean

political scientists find themselves ensconced in area studies organizations.

Although some of them prefer not to be considered African Americans, they are

often counted as such by their home universities. Jamaican Americans or Niger-

ian Americans cannot isolate themselves from the fight for parity.

The good news is that more and more black political scientists are studying

international relations, comparative politics, and theory. The essays in Part V

reflect this diversity.
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Comparative Politics and Asia

Contesting Hegemonic Inter– and
Intra–Disciplinary Boundaries

GERMAINE A. HOSTON, PHD

All points of view in politics are but partial points of view because historical total-
ity is always too comprehensive to be grasped by any one of the individual points
of view which emerge out of it. Since, however, all these points of view emerge
out of the same social and historical current, and since their partiality exists in
the matrix of an emerging whole, it is possible to see them in juxtaposition and
their synthesis becomes a problem which must continually be reformulated 
and resolved.

—Karl Mannheim (1936, 151)

KARL MANNHEIM’S OBSERVATION concerning the constraints on
individual views of politics is as valid today as it was nearly three-quar-
ters of a century ago. Forced into exile as Weimar’s fragile democracy suc-

cumbed to the totalizing ideology of National Socialism, Mannheim was acutely
aware of the threat to liberal politics posed by the refusal to accept the legitimacy
of a plurality of visions. Preclusion of alternative views of reality and competing
images of its immanent potentiality defined the totalizing politics of fascism. It
struck the death knell for democracy if such pluralism were not reflected in the
pursuit of knowledge as well as in political action. Yet when intellectuals of
Mannheim’s generation were disheartened by what they saw as the “crisis” or
“decline” of Western civilization, it was not only the eclipse of liberalism that they
lamented. They also mourned the passing of stable “norms and truths which were
once believed to be absolute, universal, and eternal, or which were accepted with
unawareness of their implications being questioned” (Wirth 1936, x). Intellec-
tual pluralism is a double-edged sword. If recognizing the legitimacy of diversity
and resistance to an imposed “consensus” was the sine qua non of democratic pol-
itics, it also seemed to open the door to moral relativism, shaking the very foun-
dations of Enlightenment optimism loose from their positivist moorings.



As the study of politics as a discipline in the United States marks its first cen-
tennial, it finds itself on the horns of the same dilemma, particularly with respect
to the study of non-Western societies. It is no trivial matter that the subfield of
comparative politics is generally defined in practice in American academia sim-
ply as the study of politics in countries other than the United States—even
though in fact comparative study ought properly to be at the core of any inquiry
purporting to be scientific. The same is true of political theory: Underlying abstract
models and game-theoretic simulations are normative assumptions about the
nature of human beings and relations among them. Such assumptions, even when
largely unacknowledged and uninterrogated, separate the rational choice and
postmodern approaches to politics. The two perspectives barely coexist in the dis-
cipline: The latter is largely confined to the subfield of political theory, “a dis-
tinctive and often isolated subgroup” (Hollinger 1997) and to area specialists; and
advocates of the two approaches rarely communicate with one another.1

Scholars of European and to a lesser extent American politics have made
major advances in drawing intelligible comparisons that combine cross-national
statistical analysis with rich understandings of the cultures in which these polit-
ical systems are embedded. Nevertheless, the discipline has yet to become suffi-
ciently authentically comparative, incorporating the historically grounded
knowledge of the cultures and languages that mediate political processes that is
required to produce insightful and nuanced comparisons among a diversity of
polities. With advances in computer-facilitated quantitative methodologies, the
study of comparative politics has become bifurcated: Large-n quantitative studies
premised on idealized models mapping American and European politics dominate
the subdiscipline qua “science,” while scholarship grounded in a depth of knowl-
edge of other peoples drawing on qualitative as well as quantitative methodolo-
gies has been relegated to “area studies,” whose practitioners increasingly seek
refuge in the humanities. Ideally, there is no reason that quantitative research
should not incorporate rigorous qualitative analysis and vice versa. In practice,
this incorporation is substantially less likely when foreign language acquisition is
very limited and area studies is devalued as inherently “less sophisticated” research
(Bates 1997, 167–68). As the profile of quantitative analysis has ascended, it has
become more difficult for the average American student to master foreign lan-
guages as well as quantitative methodologies and model building. Doctoral can-
didates who have not already mastered one or more foreign languages before
beginning graduate study increasingly despair of this twofold challenge and resort
to relying exclusively on quantitative skills and abstract models. Lacking the tools
required to discern culturally and linguistically embedded clues to unanticipated
similarity or difference, they risk compromising qualitative rigor.

This language obstacle alone would suffice to relegate the study of the poli-
tics of non-Western polities to the periphery of the American academy,2 leaving
insights gleaned from the study of such societies largely on the margins of main-
stream discourse on the broad themes and issues shared across the profession as
a whole. This dynamic has been exacerbated by the tendency for minority schol-
ars to restrict their research agendas to the study of their own groups or of soci-
eties in geographical areas associated with their own respective ethnicities. 
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Historically, such a focus was essential if these groups did not wish to cede the
power to define their respective ethnic identities and experiences to colonization,
representation, or misrepresentation by others whose scholarship might be (and
has been) wielded to advance morally dubious ends.3 A major strength of centers
devoted to East Asian, Latino, and African American studies programs has been
their interdisciplinary character, skillfully deploying theoretical insights and
methodological approaches from anthropology, sociology, psychology, history, phi-
losophy, and comparative literature alongside the positivist quantitative method-
ologies of political science. The creation of such ethnic and area studies centers
has also functioned as an effective strategy for breaking down the ivy-covered walls
of American academia, but it has not been without cost. Ironically, the more fre-
quently such scholars were recruited for ethnic-specific research, the greater 
the skepticism concerning the quality of their scholarship, devalued precisely
because they relied on an intimate knowledge of the languages and subject cul-
tures that are more readily accessible to members of their own groups. Reliance
on such programs to recruit minority scholars has thus reinforced their isolation
within the university and their de facto segregation from the mainstream of their
disciplines. It has also generated conflict among minority groups, pitting them
against one another in competition for scarce funds (McClain and Garcia 1993,
269; McClain and Karnig 1990; McClain 1993). Together these trends have rein-
forced the marginalization of the study of these groups and regions and the ghet-
toization of its practitioners. As a result, the profession as a whole is deprived of
their vital contribution to the plural points of view that Mannheim correctly saw
as essential to an accurate, panoptical view of reality.

This essay will identify the major trends in the field of comparative politics
of East Asia. It will situate and then assess the contributions that minority per-
spectives have made or might make to such a panoptical appreciation of East Asia.
I argue that the existing hegemonic boundaries within political science, and
between that discipline and its sister disciplines, are constitutive of what Foucault
called a “rationalization” of knowledge, resulting in power that actually impedes
the effort to enhance our understanding of politics. Artificially fragmenting “sci-
entific” inquiry into the subject into barely recognizable constituent parts, these
techniques of rationalization mask the true relationships among the different
modes of inquiry that are represented in the various subfields and disciplines and
their objects. I conclude, then, that minority scholars—indeed all scholars—must
expand their research agendas in a manner that will shatter such boundaries and
permit their partial perspectives to coalesce to advance scholarship and political
action in support of the well-being of all humankind. Because the challenges
extend beyond the narrowly political, and their remedies are to be found beyond
any one of the narrowly delimited subdisciplines of the profession, scholarly
research that contests the frontiers that divide these is essential if the segregation
of minority scholars from the main currents of the discipline is to be reversed and
the artificial boundaries that inhibit collaboration among these historically sub-
altern groups are to be lifted to advance shared intellectual and sociopolitical com-
mitments. Such advances promise to unmask and repudiate the hegemonic false
logic of politics as a self-defeating, zero-sum game among narrowly construed,
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undifferentiated individual and group interests in favor of the promotion of uni-
versal values to benefit humankind as a whole.

States, Democratization, and Modernity 
in the Study of East Asian Politics

The study of East Asian politics in the United States has always been highly
politicized, the product of the influence of missionary and economic interests col-
lectively known as the China Lobby on United States foreign policy. The coun-
try’s first research centers established to study East Asian politics were born out
of the cold war imperative to study “the enemy”—the Russian Revolution4—in
order to limit its global influence. The focus on democracy and democratization
that has been the hallmark of American political science in general made its
impact on studies of the great powers in the region from the outset (Katznelson
and Milner 2002, 4–5, 25). The forcible opening of Japan by Commodore
Matthew Perry in 1854 was echoed with respect to China in the Open Door
Notes, with which American diplomacy opened the new century by claiming the
right to acquire any spheres of influence in China that were opened to Europe
through gunboat diplomacy. When the cold war resumed after Soviet-American
collaboration during World War II, amidst Senator Joseph McCarthy’s persecu-
tions, scholars and foreign service officers who were most familiar with China
found themselves pursued, accused of being Communists contributing to the
“loss” of China, expelled from academia, and shunned for their alleged treason.
The research agendas of those fortunate enough to continue in the field were con-
strained by the political vicissitudes of American foreign policy as long as the rem-
nant regime on Taiwan was granted sole recognition as the legitimate government
of China. This policy rendered field work in China virtually impossible for Amer-
ican scholars until the United States adopted a “two-China policy” during the
Nixon Administration, dropping its opposition to recognition of the Communist
regime on the mainland as the legitimate representative of China while main-
taining American support for the defense of authoritarian Taiwan as an island of
“democracy.” Attention was quickly shifted to Japan, which became the princi-
pal outpost of American democracy in the Pacific during its American-led occu-
pation from 1945 to 1952. By the end of the 1950s, academia had registered these
cold war imperatives in the notion of political development, positing tradition and
modernity, Communism and laissez-faire capitalism, and dictatorship and democracy
as irreconcilable opposites. The orthodoxy that liberal democracy and economic
prosperity went hand in hand was firmly ensconced, and some fifty years later it
has persisted (Curtis 1998; Fukuyama 1989; Przeworski et al. 2000), despite the
preponderance of evidence to the contrary, especially in East Asia.

This is not to say that the stunning economic success of Japan has made no
impact on the field. On the contrary, as the Japanese economic miracle unfolded
during the 1960s and 1970s, certain discomfiting realities could no longer be
treated without attending to the role that the highly bureaucratic state ruled by
a single political party, the Liberal Democratic Party, played in the country’s eco-
nomic development. The conventional wisdom that a powerful activist state
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apparatus is inherently inimical to economic growth was clearly contradicted by
the actual postwar experience in East Asia. Chalmers Johnson’s study, MITI and
the Japanese Miracle (1982), challenged this orthodoxy so long supported by the
stagnation of the state Communist societies of the Soviet Union and Eastern
Europe. Japan’s economically activist state, which dated back to the Meiji Restora-
tion of the mid-nineteenth century, had played a decisive role in the economic
growth that enabled Japan to assert military primacy over the former regional 
powers—China and Russia—by the turn of the twentieth century. Japan then
passed on this legacy through colonization to Korea, China, and Taiwan (Hos-
ton 1994; Hoston 1991; Johnson 1987; Johnson 1999; Woo 1991). In terms of
democratization, the Japanese experience was especially problematic: Economic
growth in Japan was achieved against the backdrop of an alternating sequence of
democratizing and authoritarian or militarist tendencies. Even after the con-
clusion of World War II in the Pacific Theater, when Japan was “forced to be
free” under Occupation authorities, for nearly half a century there was no effec-
tive parliamentary opposition—which, in a European context, would have been
based on labor interests—to the rule of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), a
party that was neither liberal nor particularly democratic (Pempel and Tsunekawa
1979; Hoston 1987; Deyo 1989). By the time the Asian economic miracle meta-
morphosed into the Asian crisis of the 1990s, it had engendered a new paradigm
explaining how the strong centralized Japanese state had achieved a level of
industrial development to rival that of the United States.

Coinciding with studies by scholars “bringing the state back in” (Evans,
Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol 1985) after its systematic neglect in studies of poli-
tics and government in the United States (long presumed by American scholars
to be exceptional in having a government but no “state” as such), the East Asian
experience gave rise to a curious paradox. The charge of “revisionism” hurled
against Chalmers Johnson brought those influenced by the conservative political
“right”5 and left6 together to argue for adopting a state-society paradigm to inter-
pret revolutionary change in the context of “late” development. Drawing on
Weberian sociology and Marxist-influenced perspectives, new studies elaborated
upon Johnson’s notion of the “developmental state” (Woo-Cumings 1999a; John-
son 1999) on the basis of first-hand research tracing its trajectory in East Asia
(Amsden 1989; Gold 1986; Hoston 1986).

As Johnson described it, the developmental state in Japan was characterized
by: its attribution of top priority to economic development for over half a cen-
tury; an efficient central bureaucratic apparatus; a cultural predisposition to con-
sensus on the part of the population and the willingness of individuals to make
personal sacrifices in the interest of the well-being of the community; an analo-
gous readiness on the part of the business community to exercise self-restraint with
respect to the particular goals of individual enterprises for the well-being of the
economy as a whole; a realistic assessment by Japan’s leaders of the obstacles to
its development; a history of successful crisis management for most of the twen-
tieth century, beginning with the post–World War I economic recession; a sym-
biotic relationship between business (zaikai) and the state apparatus; and a set of
institutional structures and procedures granting sufficient autonomy to the state

C O M P A R AT I V E  P O L I T I C S  A N D  A S I A 257



bureaucracy vis-à-vis the legislative and judicial branches of government for the
state to guide economic development. These elements together distinguished
Japan’s developmental model not only from classic British-style laissez-faire mar-
ket-dependent development, but also from the state Communist regimes of the
Soviet bloc, as well as from the “bureaucratic authoritarian” regimes of Argentina,
Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay (Johnson 1982, 305–17; Johnson 1999; Evans 1984).

Variations on the Japanese model emerged as these factors were replicated in
Japan’s former colonies, specifically (South) Korea and Taiwan (Gold 1986).
Political scientists Meredith Woo-Cumings Woo-Cumings (Woo[-Cumings] 1991;
Woo-Cumings 1995; Woo-Cumings 1999b) and Atul Kohli have demonstrated
how the Korean state’s control of finance contributed to its successful industrial-
ization program (Kohli 1999), while economist Alice Amsden cited the Korean
state’s deliberate price-setting errors as evidence that the Korean example of state
collaboration with business offers an alternative model of “late development”
(Amsden 1989). The role of the central state’s bureaucracy in Japan (Pempel and
Muramatsu 1984; Vogel 1994) offered fertile ground for further comparisons with
the “neoauthoritarian NICs [newly industrializing countries]”—Indonesia, Viet-
nam, and Burma (Pei 1998)—and with state-led economic and political devel-
opment in other parts of the world, including Germany and Latin America
(Cumings 1989; Cumings 1998). Meanwhile, the newly available research sup-
port drew non-Asia specialists who were applying models based on Western
Europe and the United States to the study of East Asia, and Asian politics became
the focus of heated political conflict yet again. This time the clash arose on
methodological grounds but retraced familiar ideological territory as well. The
controversy over the continued value of “area studies,” as opposed to models
abstracted from Western experiences, quickly rendered the politics of East Asia
some of the most hotly contested terrain in the discipline.

The difficulty here has been twofold. The discipline was divided not merely
by rival methodological approaches, but also by their competing normative foun-
dations. At issue was not merely a preference for qualitative versus quantitative
methodologies and models born of Western societies and applied frequently inap-
propriately to other societies. Rather, as in the confrontation between “New” and
“establishment” political science in the 1960s, at issue were normative biases that
rendered an instrumental positivist approach to East Asia premised on Western
models suspect to specialists on the region committed to dealing with these soci-
eties on their own terms. Deep ideological cleavages divided devotees of an Amer-
ican-inspired institutional approach to politics from those who were convinced
that the Asian economic miracle could not be accommodated to the new ortho-
doxy of political development paradigms. The latter tended to define out of exis-
tence the state as such, treating it as a neutral arena in which cost-benefit analyses
of particular interests and preferences, largely economic, were conducted, and not
as an effective actor endowed with sufficient autonomy from society to promote
economic development. Contestation of these issues made East Asia the site of
a major bifurcation within area studies itself. Those who sought to treat the region
in accordance with Western models on the one hand opposed those who believed
that even when the new Western models proved capable of generating plausible
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accounts of political outcomes, these accounts did not necessarily reflect the
dynamics actually at play (Vogel 1999).

The terrain of this contestation extended to post-Mao China, which also
refused to comply with the conventional orthodoxy. Recognition of the full impli-
cations of the Japanese developmental state coincided with the Chinese Com-
munist Party’s (CCP) launch of the “Four Modernizations,” intended to lead the
country to recovery after the prolonged catastrophe of the Great Leap Forward
(1958–1961) and the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). Here once again a pow-
erful state promoted economic development from above in a manner that diverged
dramatically from the Soviet Union’s and China’s own prior strategies of economic
development. China’s revolutionary state had penetrated to the roots of Chinese
society for nearly half a century, and how that penetration would be affected by
the state’s new development strategy became a central concern (Shue 1988). The
relationship between this state-led industrialization and the prospects for democ-
ratization in China became the single most important focus of an entire genera-
tion of Chinese students who had been “lost” in the collapse of the country’s
educational system during the Cultural Revolution and sought to study Chinese
development in comparative perspective in American universities. The Tianan-
men Square massacre in June 1989 only intensified their resolve to study the rela-
tionship between political and economic reform in that country, as such leading
dissidents as former head of the Institute of Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong
Thought Su Shaozhi,7 joined the debate as new members of the Chinese émigré
community. New studies by American-trained Chinese PhDs systematically com-
pared the renewal of political repression in China on the one hand with the rapid
and peaceful “velvet” revolutions in East Europe and the changes that marked
the bicentennial of the French revolution on the other (Sun 1994; Tong 1994;
Tong 1997). The contrast between perestroika and glasnost’ in Mikhail Gorbachev’s
Soviet Union and developments in China added to the emphasis on the role of
the state in economic development that was being brought to bear by specialists
on Japan, Taiwan, and Korea (Johnson 1987; Chu 1989; Pempel 1999).

This emphasis on the role of the state did not, however, produce excessive
emphasis on the political institutions of the central government either in the case
of Japan or in the study of China and other East Asian NICs. The Ministry of
International Trade and Industry (MITI), the Ministry of Finance, and the recruit-
ment of suitable candidates through the educational system in Japan all received
due attention (Vogel 1994; Schoppa 1991; Hoston 1992). But the vivid contrast
with the political liberalization occurring in the Soviet Union and the Eastern
bloc illuminated the inadequacy of a focus on institutions that fails to explore the
attitudes that those institutions reflect and shape. Just as Hong Kong was prepar-
ing for its return to Chinese sovereignty, the devolution of responsibility to the
local level and encouragement of individual entrepreneurship produced rapid
economic growth on the mainland, drawing attention to local sites of resistance
to or support for the reforms (Walder 1995; Walder 1996; Walder 1998; Oi 1989;
Oi 1999; Walder and Oi 1999). In China the idealism of Confucius and Mencius
had long ago prevailed over its philosophical rivals (Lin 1979; Schwartz 1996);
and at the end of the twentieth century, officials and dissidents alike came to agree
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that the ideational realm and human will or voluntarism—ideas about ideas—
were determinative factors in the making of history. Although human action is
constrained by much that is beyond the control of men and women, their con-
sciousness is all the more determinative when associated with a state structure
that has the capacity to act with relative autonomy from social forces. One might
even argue that every state and its institutions reflect an individual or collective
consciousness, and that a greater collective consciousness resides in institutions
that are representative or democratic in character. This claim, of course, implies
that a state that is more fully elaborated ought also to be one that is more dem-
ocratic in character, yet this aspiration conflicts directly with the mandate for ever
more centralized and bureaucratically rationalized state institutions.

This tension within the very notion of modernity itself is evident in the afore-
mentioned accounts of Japan’s emergence as a strong modern developmental
state. The country had had an abortive series of experiments with democratic
institutions prior to World War II, tracing a zigzag course between the dominance
of freely contested parliamentary politics and an autocratic imperial system sup-
ported by a heavy-handed domestic police force and a military subject to the
influence of rogue elements abroad. After the war, the emperor denied his divin-
ity, and the Meiji Constitution that his grandfather had “granted” was replaced
by one closely modeled on that of the United States. Yet for nearly fifty years there
was no alternation of the party in power in postwar Japan. The prolonged ascen-
dancy of the LDP worked to the advantage of the state’s economic strategy, 
assuring a stable relationship between the state bureaucracy and the business-
dominated ruling party. The persistence of this “one-and-one-half” party system
presented convincing evidence that Japan’s democratization was limited at best.

This shortcoming linked Japan to the other leading actor in East Asia, China.
In both cases, the literature on the developmental state has evinced the role
played by ideology, by consciousness—including national consciousness—as con-
stitutive, at least partially, of the resolve to achieve industrial modernity and the
policies to which it has given rise. The manner in which particular aspects of such
consciousness affected the adaptation of such Western notions as liberalism both
reflected and affected the trajectories of political development envisaged and
implemented by East Asian leaders (Hoston 1992). The work of Nathan (1990;
2002), Su (1993; 1998), Sun (1991; 1995), and Tong (1997) has demonstrated
how the relationship between democratization and economic development strat-
egy in Japan, China, and other East Asian countries is mediated by ideas that 
the actors themselves claim as vital principles to guiding their actions, and by the
moral ecology of the local national context in which they seek to implement
them. Nihonjin-ron (theories of Japaneseness) in Japan (Befu 1993), Marxist-
Leninist and Maoist thought in China, and analogous guiding discourses in other
East Asian societies have prevailed over calculation of narrowly construed self-
interest by isolated “rational” individuals seeking personal economic gain. These
values include ideas concerning private property and property rights (Walder and
Oi 1999); what constitutes the moral ecology of the workplace (Walder 1986);
public beliefs about the legitimate use of state funds and authority (Sun 1991; Sun
1999); and finally discourses of resistance, views about the circumstances under
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which resistance to state initiative is considered valid (Su 1993; Su 1994; Walder
1992; Su 1998). Indeed, only by eschewing the thin rationalist view that in fact
rests on a rather “thick” account of what ought to go into making policy choices
(Pempel 1999; Vogel 1999) can any sense can be made of the relationship between
democratization and economic growth in East Asian societies in which the devel-
opmental state has been most effective.

This tension between the quest for democratization on the one hand and the
need for strong centralized state institutions to be used to protect or advance 
the interests of the collectivity on the other is by no means unique to the study
of East Asian politics. Nor is the siting of political action and initiative at the
local level necessarily more beneficial to democratic forces, offering protection
from oppression that can only be wielded at the level of the centralized state. Here
the centralizing impetus of modernity coupled with nationalistic resistance to
perceived inequities in the international system collides with the modern impulses
of individuals claiming citizenship rights. This dilemma, as evidenced at the inter-
national level with respect to the aspirations of East Asians to be recognized and
treated with justice and equality, is mirrored in those who see themselves as mem-
bers of ethnic groups oppressed in their own lands and abroad. Here East Asian
development experiences converge with the aspirations of minority scholars in
the United States. It is to the contributions of the latter to the study of Asia that
we now turn.

The Comparative Politics of East Asia: 
In Search of Alternative Voices

The world had barely begun to breathe more easily after the fall of the Berlin Wall
and the demise of the Soviet Union, when those whose universe is incomplete
in the absence of mortal confrontation resurrected the original East-West divide.
Harkening back to Hegel’s schema of history as a progressive series of increasingly
enlightened civilizations, the thesis of the “clash of civilizations” tidily relegated
“Confucian” and “Islamic” societies to the ignominious category of “uncivilized”—
or at least less civilized—cultures, condemning the West to a desperate glorious
struggle for the sake of its own survival (Huntington 1993a). This language, which
fuels the discourse of hatred of and resistance to what Islamic extremists call “the
crusaders,” has been a self-fulfilling prophesy, one that has found few courageous
critics in the United States, especially in the aftermath of the events of Septem-
ber 11, 2001. The ascendancy of this Weltanschauung is now complete. Its reflec-
tion in American foreign policy and in public discussions of world affairs marks
an injudicious return to the “Orientalist” discourse that Edward Said deftly exposed
and discredited two decades earlier (1978). As long as the premises of this world-
view remain yet again unchallenged, they will undermine serious efforts to under-
stand “the East”—that is, anything that is not “the West”—on its own terms.

It is not fortuitous that the restoration of Orientalist discourse should have
coincided with Murray and Herrnstein’s revival of racialist discourse in public and
scholarly circles (1994). The two arguments are merely two sides—international
and domestic—of the same coin (Huntington 1993b; Huntington 1994; Huntington
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1993a; Sautman 1995). It would seem self-evident that those who share lineages
and cultural ties with the “non-Western” Other also share the same fate and thus
the same responsibility to evaluate critically such truth claims and contest the
terms of such discourse. They can do so only if they self-consciously 
breach the hegemonic boundaries within the discipline and between it and related
disciplines—boundaries that fragment the totality of the lived experiences of
these peoples, shatter their solidarity with contrived and reified distinctions that
cloak the ties that bind all humanity from shared origins to common destiny, and
segment the interrelated and interdependent aspects of human beings, crippling
the ability of those most affected by it to respond effectively.

How, then, have Afro-American8 and other minority scholars responded to
this challenge as it applies to the comparative politics of East Asia? Have they
challenged the boundaries scientized by the proponents of racialism to offer alter-
native voices? Millennium’s end augured propitiously enough. The 1990s seemed
to mark the decisive emergence of the Afro-American public intellectual through
the triumphs of such figures as Henry Louis Gates, Toni Morrison, and Stephen L.
Carter, among others. This emergence, however, has not been matched by a sig-
nificant presence of Afro-Americans in the comparative study of East Asia. The
study of African and Caribbean societies is well populated by Afro-American
scholars, and the latter have begun to establish a presence in the study of Latin
America. Yet despite the East Asian economic miracle that has drawn record
enrollments in courses in East Asian languages and cultures across the full range
of ethnic groups in the United States, non-Asian minority political scientists
have been virtually absent in the study of East Asian politics.

Yet important contributions have been made by such scholars. Interestingly,
most of those minority scholars who have worked and published in this field are
women. Not surprisingly, gender and other axes of social hierarchy figure heav-
ily in their work. Cheryl Brown, for example, has highlighted the difficulties con-
fronting Chinese women as they seek to realize the Chinese Communist Party’s
official goal of assuring equality for women (Brown 1994). Her focus on local
implementation of policy articulated by central party organizations charged with
“women’s affairs,” primarily the All-China Women’s Federation (“an appendage
of the Chinese Communist Party”), illustrates the conflict between two desider-
ata of modernity: an effective central state apparatus on the one hand and the
devolution of authority to the local level on the other. While the latter is com-
monly presumed to be a measure of progress in democratization, localities are often
the loci of the most intense resistance to such democratizing measures as the
elimination of gender and ethnic discrimination, and only the application of the
force of the central government can guarantee their implementation at the local
level. This contradiction is a familiar one to Americans, as it was illustrated in
the conflict between the claim to states’ rights by the Confederate states and the
federal government’s determination to bring full civil rights to Afro-Americans.
The federal government under Abraham Lincoln was forced to resort to war to
enforce the abolition of slavery, and federal troops had to be dispatched again to
assure integration of educational institutions in Southern states in the mid-1960s.
By contrast, in contemporary Japan, the central administration’s exploitation of its
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role in selecting textbooks for kindergarten through high school by approving only
those texts that minimize Japan’s war guilt has been widely denounced as an anti-
democratic force. What if local schools in the former Confederate states had
invoked local autonomy to prescribe their own educational content inimical to
the interests of Afro-Americans in such a manner? Should elected officials sim-
ply parrot views of their constituents that they know to be wrong? It might also
be argued that it would be more “faithful” for officials to interpret the vote that
brought them to power as a mandate to exercise a more educated and considered
judgment even if that judgment diverges from the clearly articulated preferences
of the electorate. The introduction of this comparison reframes the problem in
terms of such general political theoretic themes as the problem of representation
and allows them to be answered more satisfactorily than they would be in the
absence of comparison.

Some of the most exciting research in the subfield is the comparative work
of Michael Hanchard (1994 and 1999), Melissa Nobles (2000), and Michael
Mitchell and Charles Wood (1999), who draw explicit comparisons with respect
to Latin America. More recently, Sherry Lynne Martin’s study of “Gender, Parti-
sanship, and Political Alienation in Japan and the US” (2002) employs such a
comparison between Japan and the United States to illuminate broad differences
between male and female attitudes towards politics. Drawing on survey data col-
lected over a twenty-five-year period, the study demonstrates that while both
men and women may feel disappointed by the failure of political actors to adhere
to behavioral norms, women are more likely than men to feel incapable of doing
anything to change this state of affairs. Many of these women express their result-
ing sense of alienation from the standard operating procedures of traditional,
establishment political parties by supporting new parties that presumably offer the
promise of an “alternative political process” (2002, Abstract). The significance
of this phenomenon is reflected in a dramatic rise in the number of independent
voters in a context in which effective choice among the established political par-
ties has historically been limited.

Martin’s and Brown’s studies highlight the manner in which external events,
international events, and developments in other societies expand the range of pos-
sibilities for local actors within a single society. Japanese women scored a deci-
sive political victory when Doi Takako rose to the leadership of the second most
powerful party in Japan in 1986.9 They had been heartily encouraged when Doi
led a delegation of women to Nairobi, Kenya, in 1985 to participate in the United
Nations Conference on the Status of Women, which drew some 15,000 women
worldwide. A decade later, in preparation for the fourth event in the series, which
drew over 35,000 women to Beijing,10 the transnational movement extended its
impact to Chinese domestic affairs. In order to fulfill China’s requirement as host
and “as a signatory state to the United Nations Convention on the ‘Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women,’” the PRC promulgated a new
“Law Protecting Women’s Rights and Interests” (Brown 1994, 116–17). Brown’s
research, however, highlights some of the constraints on such international influ-
ences. To assure that the subject of a “previously neglected subfield” be properly
situated in the context of its interrelations with other social elements (Brown
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1990, 67), it is vital that its agenda be integrated institutionally into existing dis-
ciplinary structures, even while drawing on methodologies and conceptual
approaches of multiple disciplines.

This admonition does not diminish the tremendous importance of external
events in placing such matters as women’s rights on a domestic agenda. Such inter-
national pressures can constrain as well as expand policy choices, particularly in
societies that occupy a subaltern status within a hierarchical world order. Such
external pressures were decisive in defining the timing and conditions under
which China as well as Japan would make the transition to industrial “moder-
nity.” As we have seen, the desiderata associated with this “modernity” were not
only defined elsewhere and then received in these societies under duress, but they
came into conflict with one another. Western thinkers have commonly described
modernity as characterized by “the secularization of society; an increasingly com-
plex division of labor between political and other social functions and in politi-
cal roles; a sense of nationalist national identity; the presence of a centralized
national state providing ‘stability and security vis-à-vis internal and external
political threats’; increasing levels of popular participation in politics; and a val-
orization of the state as an appropriate agency for achieving desirable political,
economic, and social change” (Hoston 1992, 289). Industrialization and democ-
ratization that had previously occurred elsewhere prescribed these objectives, but
they also radically proscribed the range of options available to the elites pursu-
ing them in so-called late-developing societies. Moreover, in contrast to the West-
ern European societies that were their examples, in these later-developing societies
modernity was not only pursued self-consciously by actors within and outside the
ruling leadership, it was also subject to radical reinterpretation as the various
aspects of the modernity promoted by Western Europe collided with indigenous
values as well as socioeconomic and political structures in East Asia. Teasing out
these “competing modernities” and tracing their trajectories in China, Japan, and
elsewhere has required scholarship that draws on epistemological and philo-
sophical concepts, theoretical approaches, and methodologies that contest the
boundaries among subfields in political science and the frontiers demarcating 
the disciplines, echoing both factitious distinctions among peoples—most notably
the myth of “race”—and the infelicitous compartmentalization of the totality of the
human experience into unrecognizable fragments. Transcending these boundaries
to enhance our understanding of how these antinomies of modernity have been
resolved in Asia in turn leads us to re-interrogate the nature and legitimacy of
modernity in the West reflexively.

Transcending Intra– and Inter–Disciplinary
Boundaries: The Antinomies of Modernity—

The View from Below

The United States has long imagined a “special” relationship with China. This
fascination intensified during the twentieth century, and as America’s “Manifest
Destiny” stretched across the Pacific, it eventually brought a direct confrontation

C H A P T E R  T H I R T E E N264



with Japan. The end of World War II, the revival of the cold war, and then the
victory of the Chinese Communist Party on the mainland in 1949 conspired to
create a new “special relationship” in Asia, this time with Japan. Area studies
flourished in support of U.S. foreign policy, and China and Japan drew increas-
ing attention from scholars of political development. Unfortunately, for most of
the twentieth century studies of the two countries were somewhat disengaged from
the mainstream of a profession that had traditionally focused on Europe and
North America. The challenge of attaining fluency in Chinese or Japanese
required sufficiently intense effort to discourage the incorporation of the study of
these two societies into broader comparative endeavors. This situation began to
change in the 1980s and 1990s with the emergence of a new generation of schol-
ars, many of whom had spent part of their lives in the region as U.S. military or
diplomatic personnel or their offspring. Coupling a depth of knowledge of East
Asia with critical scrutiny of the application of methodologies and theoretical
approaches developed in the study of Western Europe, the new studies have
explored Chinese and Japanese development through the prism of a range of dis-
ciplines, indirectly drawing the two countries into the discourse on the nature and
significance of modernity.

Despite the important differences between them, China and Japan have
shared common challenges as their leaders sought to define for themselves what
modernity ought to mean for their peoples. Because their quest for modernity was
imposed by external forces, these same forces also constrained the range of options
that were feasible for them. Consciousness of these constraints produced strains
of thought and programs for action that married aspects of the West European
definition(s) of modernity with indigenous philosophico-religious conceptions of
the good. Defining that quest inescapably entailed self-conscious reexamination
of the received wisdom of indigenous values, even reformulation of national and
individual identities, as part of the effort to determine which of the competing
visions of modernity would best serve the needs and values of the Chinese and
Japanese peoples.

An effective comparison of these judgments must privilege the importance
of structures without neglecting the world of thought that has historically been
so central to Chinese and Japanese elites. It must allow these leaders to articu-
late their dilemma in their own terms, capturing the view of the world order from
below, so to speak, where that order looks substantially different from its appear-
ance when viewed from atop the global hierarchy. The key here lies in factors
that have been highlighted by research in the field of cognitive psychology. As
presented vividly in Akira Kurosawa’s classic film Rasho–mon since the 1950s, psy-
chologists have made important advances in understanding how competing, even
mutually contradictory, images of a single situation may be held simultaneously
by different actors. Led as early as the 1950s by Kenneth Boulding and then by
Robert Jervis in the 1970s, American social scientists began to incorporate the
results of research on such conceptual images and the result of conflicts among
them (termed cognitive dissonance) into studies of international relations (Bould-
ing 1956; Jervis 1970; Adelson and Aroni 2002). Two findings of this research
are especially noteworthy: (1) conceptual images vary from group to group
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depending on shared (or different) experiences, values, or culture; (2) when con-
fronted with new information, men and women strive first to incorporate it into
their existing paradigms or images of the world. This need for consistency is why
a historian of science, Thomas Kuhn, argued that new paradigms arise through
“scientific revolutions.” Such dramatic paradigmatic shifts emerge only after innu-
merable attempts have been made to force new information to fit into existing
paradigms (Kuhn 1962).

Thus Chinese and Japanese thinkers who confronted the challenges posed by
Western definitions of the “new times” (for that is the meaning of modernity) first
sought to address them within the bounds imposed by their own indigenous val-
ues and experiences. In China this tendency resulted in a strained effort to adopt
Western technology (yong) while maintaining intact the fundamental worldview
that was held to define China’s national essence (ti). To simplify the matter some-
what, one might argue that this effort was ultimately unsuccessful in large part
because the key assumptions that supported Western technological development—
such as those governing the relationship between man and nature, for 
example—were in fundamental conflict with traditional Confucian perspectives.
It was ultimately impossible to unbundle ti and yong, and when the (military)
supremacy of the technological development forced itself upon China’s reluctant
elites, the philosophical presuppositions that had resisted it collapsed, taking with
them the imperial governance that they had legitimated for two thousand years.
The demise of the Qing dynasty at the beginning of the twentieth century thrust
the country into revolutionary turmoil from which it had still not recovered a full
century later. By contrast, Japan certainly shared much of China’s Confucian
philosophical heritage, but the frontiers of the values and assumptions that pre-
vailed in Japan were considerably more porous and fluid since Japan had a long
history of successful cultural syncretism. By the nineteenth century the Japanese
synthesis was such that important elements in Tokugawa culture converged with
what Max Weber defined as the ethic that nurtured the development of capital-
ism in the West (Bellah 1970). The challenge of modernity could be accommo-
dated within Japan’s historical pattern of syncretism, enabling Meiji Japan to
reinvent itself ingeniously.

But this analysis must be taken a step further, for yet another interaction is
at work. There is communication, or interface if you will, between the scholar
(with her conceptual images) and the subject of the research—or on the macro
level, between the gaze conditioned by the scholar’s specific historical situation
on the one hand and the society (or unit thereof) that is the object of the for-
mer’s desire to know it, his “rancorous will to knowledge” (Foucault 1984). The
scholar “is not the ‘bearer of universal values’” but has a specificity related to her
position in her own society and in the world, which in turn has a relationship
bringing it closer to or further from the society that is the object of study. “Each
society has its regime [or ‘political economy’] of truth, its ‘general politics’ of
truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true;
the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false
statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and proce-
dures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are
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charged with saying what counts as true” (Foucault 1984). The closer the situa-
tion of the scholar to that of the object of study, the more congruent should be
the conceptual images at work, and the more faithfully one can expect the scholar
to portray her subject.

In the case of the study of China and Japan, the scholar who recognizes the
hierarchical nature of the international system by virtue of her own “view from
below” instantly experiences a glimmer of recognition when encountering Chi-
nese and Japanese intellectuals struggling to reconcile their respective indigenous
cultural identities with seemingly irresistible external forces. These forces imposed
a modernity based on values fundamentally in conflict with indigenous East Asian
philosophico-religious perspectives. The dissonance arising out of this con-
frontation furnished a major impetus for the appeal of Marxist thought to Japan-
ese as well as Chinese reformers and revolutionaries. Marxism, after all, offered
an intellectual framework and action program that was based on a radical criti-
cism of the shortcomings of Western bourgeois capitalist modernity. Of course,
Marxism was ultimately unable to transcend its own context—its cultural critique
of that modernity had been shaped by and reflected its influences (Hoston 1990a,
175ff). For those outside the Western context that gave rise to it, adopting Marx-
ism engendered its own quandaries, the foremost of which I have treated as the
national question. For here were Chinese and Japanese intellectuals using Marx-
ism to analyze and criticize both their own societies and the Western European
capitalist model. They were attracted to this alien system of thought for what it
offered to those who would save their countrymen, yet it remained a system of
thought that was essentially alien. As if to discourage its advocates from dwelling
too long on that difficulty, Marxian socialism repudiated nationalism in theory
as a narrow chauvinistic impediment to international unity in socialist revolu-
tion. Programmatically, however, Marxism required its proponents to subordi-
nate the interests of the very countrymen one would save in the name of
humanism to a higher, more abstract, and thus potentially less human, vision
of the good.

By the end of the twentieth century, tremendously rapid political and eco-
nomic change had repositioned both China and Japan from subaltern status in
the mid-nineteenth century to the position of leading economic powers in the
global economy. Both China and Japan achieved these gains, however, under the
pressures faced by all later-developing societies, undergoing industrialization well
after the process had occurred in willy-nilly fashion in Western Europe and had
given rise to a continually expanding integrated world economy. The new order
was one that carved out exclusive spheres of influence in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America; and it compelled leaders of these societies to either accede to the imper-
ative of adopting the West European objectives of “wealth and power,” or con-
sign their peoples to economic and political subjugation. This was the first instance
in which the national question began to take form. For China, rich in com-
modities coveted by Western merchants, the encounter with this new order was
an especially brutal one. The Qing, itself a foreign (Manchu) but sinified dynasty,
had wisely outlawed the opium trade, noting its demoralizing effect on the scholar
gentry class that formed its social base. Supported by British gunboat diplomacy,
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however, by the beginning of the nineteenth century, opium smuggling had
become Britain’s most potent instrument for offsetting its enormous trade deficit
with China. Britain’s defeat of China in the Opium Wars in the mid-1800s sig-
naled the end of the classical Chinese view of the world as a moral order in which
the culture of the “Middle Kingdom”11 was presumed to be superior to that of the
Western “barbarians,” and its emperor was paid tribute by foreign dignitaries in
deference to his moral authority. Chinese port cities were suddenly opened to
Western residents who would not be subject to Chinese law, and their public parks
bore signs indicating, “No Chinese or dogs allowed.” Internal economic strains
that had been building for two centuries, punctuated by increasingly large-scale
peasant rebellions, finally combined with Western pressures to destroy the Qing
empire. Japan’s experience of cultural syncretism eventually accorded greater
esteem to the sword ( ) than to the pen ( ) and it was the sword that was much
better positioned to meet the Western challenge on its own terms. The Meiji
leaders nimbly appropriated aspects of Western thought as well as Western
technology, adapted them both to their own ends, and by the beginning of the
twentieth century had defeated not only China (1895) but tsarist Russia as 
well (1905).

If Britain took the lead in bringing these challenges to East Asia, the United
States played no small part. Indeed, from the Japanese perspective, the Ameri-
can role, for all its disingenuous modesty, was paramount. The United States was
completing its rise as a global power, extending its “Manifest Destiny” across the
Pacific and directly into confrontation with Japan’s rising sun. Domestically,
the country’s leaders hastened to adopt immigration policies founded on the same
racism that legitimated the genocide of the Native American population (whose
deepest roots reached back to Asia), as well as the enslavement and continued
repression of peoples of African descent. The new measures were intended to pro-
hibit the arrival of still more of those peoples over whose territory the United
States was poised to share dominion with Western European powers. The value
of China and its civilization as a whole had become the object of derision: “China
is the reservoir of cheap labor of the world,” opined representatives of the Knights
of Labor, including a California congressman. “[S]he has wrought no wonders and
performed no service to humanity” (McNeill 1886, 429, cited in Iton 2000, 32).
Another Californian complained that “the Chinese were enough to make peo-
ple wonder that nature and custom should so combine to manufacture so much
individual ugliness.” The fates of all the nation’s “racial” minorities were unam-
biguously intertwined. “No inferior race of men can exist in these United States
without becoming subordinate to the will of the Anglo-Americans. . . . It is so
with the Negroes in the South; it is so with the Irish in the North; it is so with
the Indians in New England; and it will be so with the Chinese in California”
(Saxton 1971, 18, 19, cited in Iton 2000, 32).

Japanese were not exempt from such derision, despite their country’s rise in
the global order. The anti-Chinese legislation was soon extended to apply to
other Asians, while on the international stage the Western powers estimated
Japanese military power to be worthy of only three-fifths of their own at the Lon-
don and Washington Naval Conferences. Such treatment did not pass unnoticed
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by Japanese and Chinese leaders and activists, whose discourses about their coun-
tries’ future economic and political development revolved heavily around the
problématique of identity, nationalism, and modernity. Marxism-Leninism pro-
moted itself as the most advanced strain of Western thought, confronting these
concerns in a manner that was critical of Western capitalism. In addressing the
problématique of the national question, Chinese and Japanese thinkers fashioned
their own, often prescient, understandings of the nature of the international sys-
tem, and they offered solutions that transcend conventional discourses of “moder-
nity” and “tradition,” “East” and “West.” Moreover, they did so in ways that
asserted normative equivalency between their “East” and the Europe that had fos-
tered the political theoretical framework that guided their work.

Until the 1980s, the cold war cast China and Japan in opposing roles in sup-
port of American foreign policy. China was but the first “domino” to succumb to
the influence of the Soviet Union, while Japan had become the bastion of democ-
racy in the Pacific. This view held that Japan had been immune to the taint of
Marxism. To be sure, Japan too had had a Communist party, but American schol-
arship on it revealed not an intellectually dynamic indigenized system of thought
like that of Mao Zedong’s Sinified Marxism, but a mechanistic, uninspired ide-
ology imported from abroad and slavishly followed as the Soviet Communist line
in Japan.

Recent scholarship drawing on interviews with the last surviving participants
in Japan’s left-wing movement has revealed that the true picture was quite dif-
ferent. There was not only a vital indigenous Marxist movement in Japan, but
also lively debate that drew its Marxist participants into pioneering comparative
scholarly work on the development of capitalism in Japan (Hoston 1986; Hos-
ton 1994). They produced innovative interpretations of Japan and East Asia that
anticipated by nearly half a century Immanuel Wallerstein’s world systems
approach (Wallerstein 1976) and dependency theory. From where these 
scholars were situated, the global order was clearly hierarchical, and yes, this hier-
archy was grounded in racism on the part of the leaders of the Western powers as
well as in purely “objective” economic forces. Takabatake Motoyuki, who played
a major role in introducing Marxism-Leninism into Japan, cited the Washington
Naval Conference to argue that the tatemae (façade) of peacemaking through arms
control concealed the true objective of the Western powers: to force Japan back
into its former inferior position alongside other Asian peoples (Hoston 1984b, 57).
“We recognize that the present oppression and exploitation of the colored peo-
ples by white peoples is not to be permitted, and we hope for their complete lib-
eration by the unification of all colored peoples and their formation of a large
league of nations,” he declared (Hoston 1981, II, 552). His conviction that the
international hierarchy was unjust in its racialist character made Takabatake mis-
trustful of Lenin’s prescription of “stateless” internationalism for Japanese revo-
lutionaries. Bolshevik “internationalism” was nothing other than Russian
nationalism, he asserted, and if such nationalism was appropriate for the Bolshe-
viks, so it was for Japan’s socialists as well. By 1919 Takabatake invoked his rein-
terpretation of Marxism-Leninism as authentically “statist” in order to found a
Marxian national/state socialist party (Hoston 1984b).
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Takabatake’s view was not exceptional in Japan. Many Marxian students of
Japan’s economic development in the global context shared with those conven-
tionally associated with the right-wing righteous indignation at Japan’s plight. In
an argument heavy with racialist overtones, the influential economic columnist
Takahashi Kamekichi deplored the unfairness of the distribution of global
resources, which, he claimed, was reinforced by racism on the part of the West-
ern powers. Given its meager natural resource base, Takahashi argued, Japan was
obliged to pursue expansion onto the Asian mainland, because the imperialist
powers of Europe and America had unjustly appropriated resources that were far
out of proportion to the needs of their peoples. Japan was burdened with a pop-
ulation density that was ten times that of the United States and Europe. Yet
North America’s 6.6 percent of the world’s population monopolized 28.7 percent
of the world’s natural resources and foodstuffs; and adding insult to injury, the
United States invoked fear of the “yellow peril” to prohibit the “colored races”
from immigrating into its bountiful territory (Hoston 1984a, 15). Takahashi
astutely observed that once the West had developed industrial capitalism and built
a global economic order thereupon, no other nation could possibly develop indus-
trial capitalism in the same manner again. As Germany had been precluded from
building a comparative advantage in textiles because Britain, with its outposts in
India, had carved out an exclusive advantage in that industry, so too Japan’s
options for economic development were constrained not only by British domi-
nance in textiles but by German supremacy in other industries. Given the limi-
tations of its natural resource base, Japan, originally a subaltern power, was in
danger of remaining so, particularly in the hostile international order that it con-
fronted (Hoston 1984a, 24).

Not surprisingly, this analysis led Takahashi to join Takabatake in his wari-
ness of the Comintern’s strictures on Japanese nationalism. In his view, the new
Soviet Union, with its immense natural resource base and legitimate claim to be
at least “semi”-European (Baron 1958), shared in the Euro-American domination
of the world order. The Bolsheviks’ repudiation of Japan’s nationalism and mili-
tary and economic expansion onto the Asian mainland, which he viewed as indis-
pensable to Japan’s survival, was suspect as an effort to relegate Japan to a subaltern
position alongside by other “enslaved” Asian peoples (Hoston 1984a, 12–15; Hos-
ton 1984b, 57). In the increasingly shrill wartime environment of the 1930s and
1940s, the powerful group orientation of Japanese national identity, represented
by an emperor considered divine, intensified. Within just a few years after the
Manchurian Incident (1931)12, virtually the entire Japanese left-wing movement
“changed direction” (tenko–) en masse, renouncing ties to the Soviet Union and
embracing the national mission to defend the emperor (Hoston 1983).

Because China was the victim of Japanese expansionism as well as of West-
ern imperialism, nationalistic Chinese revolutionaries did not have to make the
same excruciating choice as their Japanese counterparts. In both China and Japan,
however, the desire to assert moral equivalence with the West gave rise to efforts
to reinterpret imported Marxist ideas in terms of indigenous spiritual values 
(Hoston 1990a; Hoston 1990b). Just as African nationalist and pan-Africanist
leaders have done in ensuing decades, Chinese and Japanese reformers and 
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revolutionaries sought to unravel the complex web of structures and values that
had been woven by what they saw as the nefarious influences of foreign capital,
to “return to the source” (Cabral 1973; Nyerere 1968; Walters 1993, 61ff; Rod-
ney 1972), to recapture a pristine pre-imperialist national essence on the basis of
which they could formulate a new, better society for their own peoples.

In East Asia, we know that in the form of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity
Sphere, Japan’s assertion of the nativist claim to support its “younger sisters and
brothers of Asia” (Clemons 1995) became little more than an apology for what
Orlando Patterson has called “ethnic chauvinism” (Patterson 1977). Half a cen-
tury later, a similar discourse reappeared to celebrate the Asian economic mira-
cle, this time articulated by such leaders as Lee Kuan Yew in Singapore (Sautman
1995). Such discourse had played a major role in the Pacific War because the Meiji
state had had such singular success in reinventing Imperial traditions to unify and
reassure its population that in fact nothing had changed, even in the midst of the
upheaval of a state-led industrializing revolution from above (Hoston 1991; Fuji-
tani 1993). The Meiji oligarchs artfully manipulated imagery associated with tra-
ditional Japanese religious beliefs (Shinto) to invent new traditions centered
around the figure of the emperor, who had been eclipsed by regents and shoguns
in Japanese political consciousness for centuries. The Meiji Restoration made
him visible and immediate in the hearts and minds of his subjects (Fujitani 1996).
Elaborate pageantry confirmed the emperor’s exceptional position in the re-imaged
polity—the new constitution was one he had “granted” to his people. The
emperor’s spiritual authority as the direct descendant of the Sun Goddess over-
shadowed the legal positivism associated with the theory of state sovereignty 
that the new constitution borrowed from German Staatsrecht thinkers. The new
orthodoxy—the family conception of the state (kazoku kokka)—held that all
Japanese (minzoku) were but a single extended family, of which the emperor was
the head (Ishida 1954). If the emperor was divine, then by extension all Japan-
ese were superior to other peoples by virtue of being part of his divine family. This
mythology functioned as the quintessential Socratic lie, which Plato describes in
the Republic as the “noble lie to persuade, in the best case, even the rulers, but if
not them, the rest of the city” that the new rulers were legitimate. The Meiji for-
mulation precluded legitimate criticism of this view of the emperor and of nation-
alistic actions that might flow therefrom. “Absolute values [were] embodied in the
person of the Emperor himself, who [was] regarded as ‘the eternal culmination of
the True, the Good, and the Beautiful throughout all ages and in all places’”
(Maruyama 1969, 8). This variety of racialism provided its own justification. In
mistreating Chinese or Filipinos during the war, for example, the Japanese “per-
petrator [of war crimes] was conscious of the comparative proximity of himself and
of his victim to the ultimate value, that is, to the Emperor” (Maruyama 1969, 12).

Since World War II, Japanese racism has been the single most common focus
of work by Afro-American scholars. Anthropologist John Russell’s research orig-
inated with impressive work on anxiety disorders in Japan (1989), deploying a
comparative approach to interrogate the social and cultural contingency of the
diagnosis and treatment of mental illness. Russell has drawn on his background
in psychology to write on racism in Japan specifically with respect to images of
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Afro-Americans represented in Japan. “The problem isn’t just Little Black Sambo,”
he argues (1991b). Rather, the point is the reflexivity of such an image, how dif-
ference contributes to identity. Russell’s work demonstrates how images of Afro-
Americans—“the black Other”—operate in Japanese society as a transferal
mechanism to help the Japanese situate themselves in their own subordination
to Europeans and North Americans (Russell 1991a; Russell 1996). Russell’s analy-
sis echoes that of Maruyama in its invocation of the psychological device of trans-
feral. Maruyama argued that “by exercising arbitrary power on those who are
below people manage to transfer in a downward direction the sense of oppression
that comes from above, thus preserving the balance of the whole.” This psycho-
logical mechanism applied to the anthropomorphized collectivity of the Japan-
ese nation as well: “Since the latter part of the Tokugawa Period Japan had never
ceased to be conscious of the close and heavy pressure of the Great Powers, and
as soon as the country was unified it used its new strength to stage a small-scale
imitation of Western imperialism [what Takahashi Kamekichi termed “petty
(bourgeois) imperialism”]. Just as Japan was subject to pressure from the Great
Powers, so she would apply pressure to still weaker countries—a clear case of the
transfer psychology” (Maruyama 1969, 18). Thus, much as Frantz Fanon once
sought to penetrate the racism of the colonist in psychological terms in his Peau
noire, masques blancs [Black skin, white masks] (1952), Russell describes the roles
that images of Afro-Americans play in situating Japaneseness in this global con-
text. For all such indigenous racialist impulses with respect to Chinese and Kore-
ans, Russell argues that the specific negative Japanese imagery of Afro-Americans
is almost entirely borrowed from the United States itself. Images of Afro-Amer-
icans first began to proliferate in Japan after the arrival of Commodore Perry’s
“black ships” in 1854. Where previously, the only difference between white and
black American figures in Japanese etchings had been in skin color, gradually other
stereotypical features were borrowed from American representations of black
Americans. Likewise, the offensive remarks made by Japanese Prime Minister
Yasuhiro Nakasone in 1986 and by Watanabe Michio, the head of the ruling Lib-
eral Democratic Party’s Policy Research Council, shortly thereafter concerning
the influence of Afro-Americans upon American society “were heavily indebted
to Western discourse on the theme of race and difference” (Russell 1996, 18–19).

Anthropologist Eric Clemons’s research on membership and social exclusion
of non-Japanese employees moves beyond an initial focus on images of black
Americans (1990) to find that in general “the ideal of a collective national iden-
tity in Japan is based on modern-day notions of a ‘Japanese race.’” Clemons “prob-
lematizes the concept of race in Japan to critique nation, race, and ethnicity as
malleable (at times competing and other times eliding) theoretical and practical
constructs of identity formation that inform a Japanese sense of self” (1999,
Abstract). This approach enables Clemons to speak to Japanese images of them-
selves in terms of a “race” apart, as a people who historically has wished to be
placed in the same category as Chinese, Korean, and other Asian peoples only
when such placement has served Japan’s expansionist ambitions. American social
scientists know well that this instrumental use of the notion of “race”—its service
to established power—is not unique to Japan or to East Asia. Only in problematizing
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the illusory notion of “race”—and keeping it firmly between quotation marks
wherever we encounter it—can we expose the vacuity of its truth claims and
unmask the true social and political functions that its preservation serves. When-
ever it is not subjected to such critical scrutiny and repudiated, “race” is endowed
with legitimacy, reified, and allowed to replace rigorous analysis in reductionist
fashion. It is to this problem that we now turn.

What Is To Be Done? 
Beyond the Discourse of “Race”

If throughout its existence, American political science has been, in Charles Lind-
blom’s words, “not . . . a field of conventional scientific inquiry but a continuing
debate about specific subjects and claims” (Katznelson and Milner 2002), the de-
bate has been extraordinarily circumscribed. One would have thought that 
the rise of the multinational corporation and other transnational actors would
have opened the discipline to research of new sites of political action. If democ-
racy has been the primary focus of the discipline, then the spread of democratiz-
ing movements throughout the postcolonial world should have heralded new
voices from a more diverse array of scholars; and an impact on the content and
terms of that debate ought to be in fuller evidence half a century later.

Such limitations in discourse about politics in the American polity are man-
ifested in the structural characteristics of the discipline. We have already 
noted the physical and intellectual segregation of the treatment of “race”—and
ethnicity–related concerns from the mainstream of the discipline. Non-
Western political philosophers are systematically neglected within the subfield of
political theory, and interested students must seek their contributions as rela-
tively minor elements of comparative politics courses on these regions, because
their ideas are not included in the standard curriculum in political theory. In
American politics, some of the most problematic aspects of the American exper-
iment in democracy, as in the relationship between state power and inequality
and injustice in civil society, have risen to prominence largely as a result of the
work of scholars trained in other disciplines, notably sociology.13 The tendency
to privilege research questions that can be quantified and emphasize how (well)
American institutions operate and apply their (often peculiar) characteristics as
the basis for models to be applied to describe politics in general and assess other
political systems injects an inherently conservative bias.

Students of “race”-based inequalities have resisted many of these tendencies,
but they and their concerns remain on the periphery of the field. A cursory review
of previous “state of the discipline” volumes finds virtually no mention of work
by Afro-American, Latino, or Asian-American scholars outside the article or two
allocated to treating minority politics and “race”—concerns that figure in virtually
all issues treated in all the subfields in the discipline. In this respect, the volumes
reflect quite accurately the true state of affairs in political science. Minority voices
remain muffled in the side corridors, and important claims on which they might
make a contribution that is critical to achieving an accurate panoptic of politics
in all subfields remain uncontested in the “debate” to which Lindblom refers.
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Institutionalized “race”-based barriers persist within and beyond academia, and
those who have made them a central focus of their research are redressing a major
deficiency in the discipline. Yet one’s primary focus need not be racism or the
oppression of one’s own ethnic group in order to combat these. The “minority”
voices that we have examined here make important contributions to global efforts
to unveil and redress inequities; but in the study of East Asia there are extraor-
dinarily few such voices. Minority scholars ought to insist on being engaged in
the study of all peoples and civilizations, just as their peers have done. The disci-
pline needs to benefit from the perspectives of persons of all ethnic backgrounds
on the concerns of all the subfields as they affect all regions of the world. When
each group studies only its own group, it isolates itself from others with shared his-
tories and fates, and it risks sacrificing on the altar of particularistic identities the
larger truth of the unity of all mankind in the only race there is—the human race.

Scholars of African descent must exercise special vigilance with respect to
the consequences of this pattern. Surely as the most privileged of their group(s)
globally speaking, they have a moral obligation to use their expertise to help
resolve challenges that face their own group(s), but the fate of no group is deter-
mined in isolation from that of humanity as a whole. Afro-Americans are dimin-
ished by iniquities visited upon any and all other groups, just as the humanity of
those who are members of historically hegemonic ethnic groups is impaired by
harm done to their neighbors both near and far. This is precisely why it is essen-
tial that racism itself not be permitted to limit the research agendas of its victims.
This subject is properly the territory of scholars from all backgrounds, and there
are finally hopeful signs that the civil rights struggles in the United States are bear-
ing fruit in sensitive treatments of the problem by scholars of increasingly diverse
backgrounds (e.g., Appiah and Gutmann 1996; Hochschild 1997; Hochschild
2001; Sautman 1995; and Malcomson 2000). The difficulty arises in that efforts
to focus on the problem of racism tend quickly to devolve into discussions of
“race.”14 The more ink spilled discussing it, the more readily the tiresome quota-
tion marks that should always bracket it to signal its speciousness fall aside 
(cf. Gates 1986), and the more the empty notion of “race” is reified, the greater
the legitimacy imparted to it. In any event, since every “ethnicity” offers but a
partial image of the larger whole of humanity, the quest for social justice requires
a sense of that larger whole if the multiethnic coalitions required to attain it are
to be forged (Wolfe and Klausen 1997).

We can best approximate that larger whole by contesting the interdiscipli-
nary and intra-disciplinary boundaries that have reinforced the fragmentation
and isolation of the various aspects of the whole of human experience, including
ethnicity. Such boundaries have contributed to an unwarranted reticence among
minority scholars in offering the bold propositions required of decisive contribu-
tions to social science theory. A prominent exception is Edward Said, the Pales-
tinian scholar whose devastating critique of orientalism in European literature
revolutionized not only the study of the Middle East but the study of the non-
Western world here in the West as a whole. Said’s work exemplifies how intellectual
boundaries must be overcome if we are to revolutionize received understandings
that continue to impose hierarchy and cast Asian, Latin American, and African
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peoples in a subaltern role. One must not be intimidated by the virtual certainty
that theoretical insights and tools borrowed from other disciplines will be greeted
with mistrust. There is something liberating about erasing the boundary lines
that delimit the range of legitimate inquiry. Is not doing so the very essence of
the paradigmatic shifts that constitute scientific revolutions?

Key findings of recent scholarship on Asia suggest that such a paradigmatic
shift might be timely, even vital, to make sense of the lived experience of most
of the world’s peoples; they also suggest the directions in which this shift might
take us. We have already commented on the notion of the developmental state,
but we have yet to consider how its articulation in the area of “late development”
in East Asia might influence our understandings of “first world” politics. One
problématique that needs to be reformulated in light of these Asian experiences
has to do with the relationship between state activism and political and eco-
nomic democracy. It would be simple enough from the vantage point of the excep-
tionalist conceit of stateless government in the United States to conclude simply
that the activist state is in fundamental conflict with liberal democracy. But a recon-
sideration of Western trajectories of industrialization and democratization in light
of what we have learned in East Asia suggests that this assumption has it wrong.

Part of the problem lies in the relationship between the two components of
the notion of “bourgeois democratic revolution” (or in current parlance, “mod-
ernization”): the economic transition to industrial capitalism—which Marx con-
ceptualized on the basis of the British model—on the one hand, and the political
demise of monarchical autocracy and theocratic power with the rise of liberal
democracy, which was based primarily on the French Revolution. If we reverse
the geographical referents of the two components by considering the economic
development of France alongside the political development of England in the light
of the East Asian experience, we find that the relationship between the state and
economic development might in fact never have been as it was presumed to be
in the West, and that the democratic component of “modernity” was in fact
received with far less enthusiasm in the paradigmatic Western cases than we 
have presumed.

The record shows that the relationship among the state, democratization,
and industrialization was not definitively settled with the radical breach of 1789.
The ensuing Terror destroyed many of the French Revolution’s most democratic
architects, and the post-revolutionary order hurtled between Bonapartism and its
variants on the one hand and parliamentarian democracy on the other, well into
the twentieth century. Nor was a transition to democracy uniformly welcomed
enthusiastically by its putative beneficiaries, the working men and women of
France. On the contrary, there was an immediate and prolonged backlash against
the Revolution, which was reflected not just among the aristocracy but also in
the rise of fascist tendencies within workers’ parties that one would ordinarily have
expected to associate with the political left (Sternhell 1978; Sternhell 1983).
Intellectually, this backlash was expressed in an anti-Marxist historiography that
finally triumphed two centuries later in the reinterpretations of Cobban and Furet
(Cobban 1955; Furet and Richet 1965–66). This backlash, expressed in Britain
and Prussia by Edmund Burke and G. W. F. Hegel, contested the view of the 
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Revolution in 1789 as a progressive, salutary turn in human history. The first cen-
tennial of that revolution was greeted with rancorous division within France on
precisely this point, when many labor leaders condemned it as the forcible intro-
duction of an artificial and inherently corrupt political order that destroyed what
had been a good and authentically French organic polity. The new order rewarded
the partial private interests of politicians by introducing schisms among a natu-
rally harmonious population for personal gain. It might be noted that these sen-
timents were not unlike those that inspired suspicion of competitive party politics
in late imperial China (Wakeman 1972).

These sentiments were also echoed subsequently in Hitler’s Mein Kampf,
which invoked the inherent virtue of an organic polity to denounce the machin-
ery of competitive democratic politics. If such sentiments erupted so explosively
not only in interwar Germany, Japan, and Italy, but in the very soil of the proto-
typical “bourgeois-democratic revolution” in France, then perhaps it is erroneous
to associate these fascist movements only with “later industrializing societies.” We
might also need to reexamine them in light of the identity claims made against
modernity in still other settings (e.g., Islamic and African societies), as they inter-
act with other social forces resisting industrialization, such as religious move-
ments and sub-state actors.

Such resistance is related to a second set of findings, which can be summa-
rized in a caveat concerning institutional overdetermination. A major trend in
comparative politics over the past fifteen years has been an emphasis on institu-
tions. Following the focus on revolutionary change that dominated the 1950s
through 1970s, the discipline as a whole seemed to yearn collectively for the sta-
bility promised by institutions. Governed by universally applicable, rationally
derived “preferences,” the installation of structures and procedures that are sim-
ilar enough from one society to the next seems to assure the predictive power that
one ought to expect from a science of politics.

Studies of East Asian politics, however, underscore the danger of presuming
that similar institutional configurations will necessarily operate similarly and yield
similar results. The advent and persistence of the Asian financial crisis is but one
indication of this problem. Even when consciously borrowing from Western insti-
tutional models, Asian leaders have consistently adapted these to suit their own
indigenous values and requirements, resisting efforts to force the politics of very
different societies onto the Procrustean bed of institutionalism. The Meiji oli-
garchs and their successors, and China’s revolution from Mao’s time through its
succession, vested institutional arrangements that superficially resembled West-
ern and Soviet structures with very different philosophical and cultural content,
resulting in dramatically different patterns of political practice. This phenome-
non is neither new nor unique to Asia; nor is the plurality of cultures and con-
tinual renewal of inventiveness that it signals inherently regrettable. These
societies too have contributions to make, not all of them necessarily nefarious sim-
ply because they diverge from patterns laid down elsewhere. The new institu-
tionalism, then, may offer a theoretically parsimonious explanation for a set of
political outcomes across a specific culturally homogenous landscape, but it may
well be less effective in predicting outcomes than in helping to identify how and
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why the dynamics of politics in action can differ very widely behind the façades
of very similar structures.

As the preceding discussion of the vicissitudes of democratic modernization
in France underscores, imposing models premised on idealized Euro-American
experiences over the past millennium as a standard for evaluating Others is wrong-
headed. These trajectories were in fact remarkably bloody, and were greeted with
both internal and external resistance that ought to give pause to those who would
wield them as examples by which to condemn Others. Perhaps, as Takahashi
Ko–hachiro– has asserted, the paths forged by Western European countries—
specifically the collapse of their feudal structures, which triggered these trajectories—
were not the norm but rather the exception (Takahashi 1976, 74, 95–96). 
Perhaps, then, some other standard should be sought, one that affirms difference
without relinquishing moral imperatives to assure the primacy of genuinely
humane humanism, one that does not excuse inhumanity by reference to partic-
ular ends elevated to universal status, one that renounces instrumentalizing the
majority of the world’s peoples in service to such ends. This is a task to which
contributions of scholars from all backgrounds are essential.

Notes

1. See Catherine Zucker’s attempt to simulate such an encounter (1995). For a related cri-
tique of “the centrality of interest-based explanation” in the discipline, see Blyth (2003).

2. I specify the American academy, for this seems to be less of a problem in Europe, where
ordinary citizens often have a working knowledge of two or more languages—although it is rare
that one of these would be an Asian or African language.

3. See Edward W. Said’s trilogy for a critical discussion of the ways in which such uses have
supported the subordination of the Palestinians and other Muslim peoples of the Middle East (Said
1981; 1978; 1993).

4. Harvard’s East Asian Studies Center, which quickly became the leading such center in the
country, was initially founded under the auspices of the Russian Research Center. The first pub-
lications to emerge therefrom, beginning with Benjamin I. Schwartz’s Chinese Communism and the
Rise of Mao (1951), were sponsored by the Russian Research Center.

5. Johnson’s other work, on revolutionary change, drew heavily on Talcott Parsons’s systems
equilibrium approach that understood change, particularly revolutionary change, as exceptional
and to be avoided whenever possible (Johnson 1966). Johnson’s study of the victory of Commu-
nism in China—which he compared to the rise of Tito in Yugoslavia—heavily discounted the
appeal of Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong thought in favor of a thesis that the Chinese revolu-
tion was preponderantly a nationalist revolution (Johnson 1962).

6. Barrington Moore’s Marxian typology of three paths to industrial modernity (1966) directly
inspired Theda Skocpol’s comparison of the role of the state in the French, Russian, and Chinese
revolutions (1979) and other studies asserting the relative autonomy of the state vis-à-vis society,
particularly in later-industrializing societies (Trimberger 1978).

7. Throughout this essay, Asian names are given in their customary order, with the family
(last) name preceding the personal (first) name.

8. I have elected to use the term Afro-Americans in preference to “African Americans” or
“blacks.” Here I am substantially in agreement with Orlando Patterson’s rather harsh judgments
on the problems posed by the latter two terms. Patterson argues persuasively that, given the “his-
torically and culturally ingrained and dictionary sanctioned meanings of” the term black as opposed
to white—which consistently connotes virtue, purity, and thus moral superiority—it was “linguis-
tically naive, culturally obtuse, socially inept, and politically stupid” for leaders of the Afro-Amer-
ican community and their supporters from other groups in “to insist on a return to” the terms black
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and white as appropriate references for Americans to use in regard to one another during the
1960s. Similarly, African Americans “mutes the Americanness of Afro-Americans [. . . which is
“politically unwise”]” and “fails to distinguish” this population from “the growing number of immi-
grants from Africa who . . . are far more culturally different from Afro-Americans than are Afro-
Americans from any group of Euro-Americans” (Patterson 1998, xxi-xxii). Finally, this group
could also rival Edward Said’s claim that the Palestinians constitute a universal class (in the
Hegelian sense) because of their experience as an oppressed group (Said 2003), in that Ameri-
cans of African descent who are not also of Native American (and thus ultimately Asian), Latino,
or European descent are rare. The historic dominance of the “one-drop rule” for defining Amer-
icans as “black” alone ought to have sufficed to invalidate these labels in the eyes of Americans
of African descent. In any case, given the tendency for the members of various ethnic groups to
intermarry, the designations Afro-American, Latino, and Asian American promise to be short-lived
as mutually exclusive identifiers.

9. Doi was the first female party leader, holding this position as head of the Japanese Social-
ist Party (Nihon Shakaito–) from September 1986 through mid-1991. After the velvet revolutions
in Eastern European and the collapse of the Soviet Union, the party changed its name to the Japan-
ese Social Democratic Party (Shakai Minshuto–, or Shaminto–) in order to distance itself from the
Stalinist past of its alliance with the Soviet Union.

10. http://www.feminist.org/global/beij902p.html (accessed January 20, 2004).
11. “Middle Kingdom” is the literal meaning of the Chinese characters (zhongguo) that

represent China.
12. In a plot led by Japanese field officers, a bomb was exploded on the Japanese railway north

of Mukden in Manchuria on September 18, 1931, thereby providing a pretext for the launch of
full-scale war against Chinese troops in Manchuria.

13. The relatively recent attention to the welfare state has come from scholars trained in soci-
ology. Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward’s extraordinary study, Regulating the Poor (1971),
Theda Skocpol’s work on the welfare state (Skocpol 1982), and even Chalmers Johnson’s work
on the developmental state are all examples of this trend.

14. Cf. Appiah 1989, 44–46, 48. The point here is not to deny difference. Modern identity
is socially constructed, premised on first identifying fundamental similarities with others (men as
“men,” etc.), then differentiating ourselves from them (Hoston 1987). The elasticity of the term
“race” is to be noted here; for it has not always been a black v. white issue. Japanese have long
viewed themselves as a special “race,” comparable to Jews (Shillony 1991); Anglo-Canadians
have viewed French Canadians as a “race,” just as Anglo-Saxons have treated the Irish as a sep-
arate race (Iton 1994). In each case, clearly “race” is something attributed to someone else, some
“Others” regarded as inferior to one’s self. As Jeff Spinner has noted, “race” differs from “ethnic-
ity” in that “race” is an “an imposed identity” (1994, 19). Like Sartre, Spinner finds that “racial
boundaries . . . are not simply matters of cultural identity but of political and economic power”
(Grady 1996, 265–66). Thus, even if the Jew—or the Afro-American—were to minimize evident
“racially based” differences, she would still continue to find herself stigmatized by that imposed
“racial identity.”
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C H A P T E R  F O U R T E E N

Race and the Problem of Equity 
in the Administrative State

Implications for Political Science 
Theory and Methods

LENNEAL J. HENDERSON JR.

THE INCREASING COMPLEXITY and power of administrative agencies
is one of the hidden crises of American politics. Policy is implemented
in an array of bureaucracies at the national and subnational level. In the

study of political science and public administration, the role of bureaucracy is to
implement public policies. This traditional dichotomy between politics and
administration, however, understates the power of bureaucracies. Policies made
with good intentions are often transformed, truncated, and revised within and
over the life cycle of government bureaucracies.

There is no better example of this dynamic than race and administration.
African Americans, Latinos, Native Americans, Asian Americans, and members
of other racial and ethnic groups have a monumental stake in the politics of pub-
lic administration in the United States. Whether at the level of federal, state, or
local government, administrative decision making and implementation often rep-
resent fundamental public policy issues and challenges for both public policy-
makers and for nonwhite American elected officials, public administrators, and
leaders of most institutions in minority communities. The political scientist
Charles V. Hamilton predicted that this would be the case in the 1990s; it is now
even more significant in these early years of the twenty-first century. Hamilton
argued that in the future, there would be struggles over resources “as well as strug-
gles over rights.”1

These struggles occur often in public bureaucracies. Given the role of admin-
istration in the formulation, implementation, and evaluation of public policy and
the centrality of the public sector to the status and fate of nonwhite populations,
political scientists, whether black or not, must have the acumen to discern the
ways in which policy is modified and influenced by public bureaucracies. These
modifications affect minority interests as well as the tendency of bureaucracies to
become policy formulators as well as implementers. There is no way to escape what
Emmett Redford refers to as “the administrative state.” The thickening of 



government is a central reality in politics and political science. Nonetheless,
political scientists often evaluate policy without fully appreciating its impact on
dependent minorities. Race and ethnicity do matter in the allocation of eco-
nomic resources; and bureaucracies are fundamental suppliers of economic
resources, particularly to those most needy. Accordingly, these elements must be
teased out of the implementation of public policy.

Political science theory and methods are essential in advancing the study of
the interplay of race, ethnicity, politics, bureaucracies, and a variety of social, eco-
nomic, and political resources. This chapter argues that two recurrent issues or
problems characterize the relationship of nonwhite populations to public policy
and administration in the United States:

The first issue concerns public administration, which is at the center of the ethical
debate over resource allocations to nonwhite populations in the United States. How
should political scientists fashion appropriate methodological and normative tools for
analyzing the reciprocal influences of race and bureaucracy?

The second issue concerns strategies and designs. Given the perennial ethical prob-
lem, public administrators have constantly struggled with the most appropriate strategies
and designs for administrative intervention and action concerning needs, demands, and
status of nonwhites in the United States.

Both problems raise both theoretical and strategic issues for American polit-
ical scientists. Most scholars in the field have approached these problems through
such theories as dominant/submissive group theory; pluralist theory; and repre-
sentative bureaucracy theory; various forms of elite-mass theory; and most recently,
through theories of social equity.2 Yet much is lost in the application of these
approaches. For example, a key tenet of pluralist theory is that competing and
often conflicting interest groups influence the process of making public policy
through lobbying, bargaining, and compromising about political agendas. This bar-
gaining process affects the distribution and redistribution of such key resources as
education, health care, employment, and business opportunities. Pluralists rec-
ognize that rights provide access to resources. The rights to vote, to hold public
office, and to mobilize allow nonwhite Americans opportunities to influence the
allocation of public resources: how tax dollars are distributed in public budgets.
Because of disproportionate poverty, discrimination, and other historical legacies,
nonwhite American politicians and advocacy organizations have fought to make
sure that the allocation of resources is fair and equal, whether in terms of taxing
and spending, or in the design and development of such longer-term capital-
intensive public works as highways, bridges, convention centers, and other parts
of the infrastructure. Obviously, this has not been enough because allocation
decisions continue to disadvantage nonwhite populations. Consequently, politi-
cal scientists have and can employ a wide variety of methods in studying the pol-
itics of race and bureaucracy. These include history, action research, narrative,
phenomenological and other qualitative techniques, and traditional survey and
quantitative techniques.
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Historical Perspectives

Race has been a salient dynamic in public administration for nearly a hundred
and fifty years. Between 1865 and 1900, three major kinds of racially oriented
bureaucracies emerged on the American political landscape: the Department of
Indian Affairs; the Bureau of Freedmen, Refugees and Abandoned Lands (known
as the Freedmen’s Bureau); and various immigration agencies. The first two of
these bureaucracies were under the jurisdicton of the War Department.

The Department of Indian Affairs was established in 1871 after the general
decimation of Indian tribes by war, disease, famine, and relocation. It essentially
redefined the Indians as wards of the United States government. Only the fed-
eral government had legal authority to deal with Indian land, location, and mobil-
ity issues. The Department later assumed some authority over Indian lands
controlled by the federal government as a result of the 1887 Dawes Allotment
Act. The Department of Indian Affairs was assigned to the War Department
because many Indian issues were closely associated with war and because of the
residual issues of the Civil War.

The Freedmen’s Bureau was also placed within the War Department in 1865.
The Bureau was established to distribute food, supplies, protection, and both con-
fiscated and conferred land to former slaves. Although the Bureau eventually col-
lapsed as a result of mismanagement and corruption, at its peak it provided
hundreds of primary schools and health centers for former slaves. It also main-
tained some thirty-six bank branches to accommodate the wills, deeds, and finan-
cial instruments of slaves living in tenuous financial and economic conditions.

With regard to the immigration agencies, in the late nineteenth century they
performed investigative and adjudicative functions, as Gabriel Chin has indi-
cated. These agencies made both factual and legal determinations in many indi-
vidual cases involving both Chinese and Japanese immigrants to the United
States. Beginning with the Immigration Act of 1875, the federal government
preempted state and local governments in defining the Chinese as an immigrant
group and formally excluding them as aliens. The Chinese Exclusion Act became
law in 1882 and used deportation as well as prohibition of immigration as policy
tools to exclude Chinese.

Although these statutes would eventually be repealed in the twentieth cen-
tury, they established clear racial categories maintained, monitored, and managed
by immigration authorities. And although the Department of Indian Affairs Act
was eventually replaced in 1933 by the Indian Reorganization Act, the fate of the
Indians had already been significantly defined by law and bureaucracy.

Consequently, the most important effects of these racially oriented bureau-
cracies on blacks, Asians (and later Latinos), and Indians included:

• Definition and labeling in designations used by the Census Bureau
and other official agencies

• Use of bureaucratic determinations to locate or relocate racial popu-
lations to establish correlations among concepts of race, space, and place
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• Control of such essential resources as food, water, land, and employ-
ment needed by nonwhites

• Administratively determined terms and conditions of interaction
between nonwhites and whites in social, economic, and political
contexts

Although major policy changes by the courts in Brown v. the Board of Edu-
cation of Topeka, Kansas as well as the 1957, 1960, 1964, and 1968 Civil Rights
Acts (including an Indian Civil Rights Act in 1968) and a variety of “Great
Society” programs in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations clearly changed
the role of government bureaucracy in racial minority communities, earlier admin-
istrative precedents continued to affect the living conditions and life chances 
of nonwhites.

From Bush to Clinton to Bush: 
Changing Perspectives on Administration 

as an Instrument of Racial Policy

Given this historical context, if pluralists maintain that government decisions and
policies result from the collective efforts of various interest groups conveying
their preferences for public resources to public officials, nonwhite Americans
perennially confront a cruel paradox in the web of pluralist theory. How can non-
whites achieve success in meeting their emergency fiscal needs in a pluralist polit-
ical system that favors incremental over comprehensive public policies and
distributive over redistributive choices? There is no better indicator of nonwhite
political and administrative success than the extent to which they achieve their
fiscal preferences in any significant measure. When pluralist theory is applied to
nonwhite American politics and fiscal policy, two interrelated hypotheses are
posited that guide the discussion in this chapter: First, that most nonwhite Amer-
icans continue to be disproportionately dependent on the public sector for their
current social and economic vitality and life chances. Second, that fiscal policy—
the public financial transactions of government—can and does directly and imme-
diately affect the quality of life issues addressed by most African, Latino, and
Native American politicians, interest groups, and institutions.

Given the turbulent early twenty-first century characterized by the troubled
presidency of George W. Bush, economic decline, an unprecedented federal budget
deficit, the war on terrorism and the war in Iraq, and the catastrophic failure of the
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) in responding to Hurricane Kat-
rina in the Gulf region and New Orleans, there is an inverse relationship between
the severity of the challenges nonwhites face and the inclination of federal, state
and local policy makers to use public bureaucracy as an instrument of racial equal-
ity and delivery of public services. Moreover, Bush is attempting to deal with all
these crises while pursing tax cuts beyond those legislated by Congress in 2003.

Even the economic plans developed by President Bill Clinton in the 1990s,
including both taxing and spending components, were designed to stimulate 
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economic growth, reduce the federal deficit, and enhance America’s global eco-
nomic competitiveness. Both the short-term stimulus plan to invest nearly $30
billion in an employment-generating program to repair and rebuild roads, bridges,
tunnels, highways, airports, and other infrastructure, particularly in cities, could
have provided opportunities for millions of nonwhite American individuals,
households, and businesses experiencing continuing financial and management
challenges, particularly in metropolitan areas.

The intense congressional conflicts and compromises regarding the budget,
complicated by macroeconomic and political challenges facing the United
States, significantly reduced President Clinton’s aspirations for a substantial
public investment strategy. The final compromise budget program included less
than $4 billion for “empowerment zones”3 designed to uplift inner-city com-
munities through concentrated investment and development as well as a
retroactive tax provision raising the income tax rate to well over 35 percent for
most Americans.

Enterprise zones, conceptualized by the administrations of Ronald Reagan
and George H. W. Bush, and advocated by Jack Kemp (R-NY), the former rep-
resentative and secretary of Housing and Urban Development, resembled Clin-
ton’s empowerment zones. They were designed to target designated areas of distress
in central cities for intensive and continuous investment, business development,
employment development, and infrastructural repair and rebuilding. Theoretically
speaking, the government was to use tax incentives to attract business investment
in empowerment zones. The intended beneficiaries of the investment were the
residents, business owners, and consumers who reside and operate in these zones.

As the United States made the transition to George W. Bush’s administra-
tion in 2001, many challenges perennially faced by nonwhite Americans were
increasingly ignored because of macroeconomic changes at the local, regional,
national, and global levels. There were dramatic political and economic changes
in the former Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, Central and South America, and
the Middle East. In addition, the shocking attacks on the World Trade Center
and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, and the global economic recession that
followed imposed substantial pressures on the United States as a debtor nation
with a federal budget deficit of more than $500 billion and a continuing negative
balance of payments and trade.

Despite evidence of expanding socioeconomic and racial disparities, the cen-
tral administrative development of the early twenty-first century was the reor-
ganization of the federal government to enhance homeland security. Twenty-two
federal agencies, including the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS)
and the Customs Service, were reorganized into the new Department of Home-
land Security (DHS) in 2003. Perhaps the only central domestic policy initiative
of the Bush administration with significant implications for nonwhites is the 2001
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). The most comprehensive statute affecting
federal intervention in education policy since the 1965 Elementary and Sec-
ondary School Act, the NCLB imposes strict new standards on public school
accountability for student achievement without significant funding to state and
local agencies providing education.
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Ironically, social equity, civil rights, and racial justice had all but disappeared
from the policy agenda at the same time that Condoleezza Rice as National Secu-
rity Advisor and Colin Powell as Secretary of State provided unprecedented
bureaucratic leadership roles to African Americans in the Bush administration.
Rice eventually became Secretary of State in 2005. These appointments, although
substantive, are no substitute for a more equitable allocation of public resources
to increasingly difficult conditions in nonwhite communities.

The message for nonwhite Americans is simple: remain politically active,
vigilant regarding the nation’s fiscal decisions and challenges, and attuned to
macroeconomic shifts and changes—or risk being even more disadvantaged in
administrative and fiscal policy processes than ever before in history. It is the
responsibility of political scientists to alert themselves, policymakers, and racial
and ethnic leaders to some subtle and hidden changes in the nation’s political
agenda and allocation policies.

The task of administrative and fiscal vigilance is complex and arduous. John
Mikesell, for example, describes fiscal policy as covering the budget cycle, taxes,
charges, and fees; administration of the government debt, bonds, procurement pol-
icy, and public enterprise; and the creation and use of various trust accounts ear-
marked for specific purposes.4 The average American cannot negotiate this maze
of technical, financial, regulatory, and organizational dynamics that characterize
the administrative state.

Context of Fiscal Policies and Racial Politics

Clearly, the political connection between race and fiscal decision making is essen-
tial. In many respects, fiscal policy combines past, present, and future policy prac-
tices and issues. It asks how many past allocation patterns should guide present
(usually the current fiscal year) allocation options. Simultaneously, fiscal policy
experts ponder and struggle over the short- and long-term consequences of select-
ing one financial option over another. They debate one method of using budgets
and taxes to respond to social priorities over another. Historical, contempo-
rary, and future policies toward blacks, Latinos, and Native Americans are
reflected in the fiscal policies adopted by the government, whether these groups
are explicitly or implicitly the focus of these policies. This process is further com-
plicated by the various ways in which equity issues and national economic and
financial problem underlie budgetary and tax decisions. Such complications imply
five interrelated essential points about the relationship between administrative
and fiscal policies and the economic and political aspirations of nonwhites.

First, nonwhites continue to be disproportionately dependent on public
finance in order to advance their economic and political agenda. This fiscal
dependence takes place at three interrelated levels: macroeconomic, institutional,
and household. Other socioeconomically disadvantaged populations in the United
States share these three interrelated levels.5

Second, the politics and economics of deficit reduction and tax policies con-
tinue to pose severe challenges for most nonwhite populations, particularly in the
current climate of accelerating budget deficit to finance the war on terrorism and
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the war in Iraq in the Bush administration. Deficit reduction is often employed
as a justification for a federal budget rescission (a presidential decision to with-
hold funds permanently); a deferral (a presidential decision to withhold funds for
a brief period); or reprogramming (taking money appropriated for one program
and diverting it to another that has emerged as a higher priority). For example,
the 1990 Budget Summit Agreement and eventual deficit reduction package came
after one of the most acrimonious, intense, and difficult budget and tax negotia-
tions ever to take place. Voters expressed their dismay with both the process 
and the product of these negotiations in the 1990 elections, particularly at the
state and local levels.6 In the second Bush administration, the use of administra-
tive agencies, particularly intelligence agencies within the new Department of
Homeland Security mega-bureaucracy, raises questions about the centralization
of fiscal resources as well as the erosion of civil liberties associated with the war
on terror. The Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) was among the
twenty-two agencies absorbed by the new department. This agency is in a strate-
gic position to influence the specific racial or ethnic populations encouraged into
or discouraged from immigration to the United States.

Third, the continued shifting of responsibility for financial and public policy
to state and local government challenges black and Latino elected officials, who
are more numerous at these levels, to maintain existing levels of service for their
constituents with declining revenues. The interest of political scientists in the del-
icate balance of power involved in federalism includes the use of bureaucracy to
accommodate or orchestrate the operations of state and local government.

Black and Latino mayors and county officials are particularly vulnerable to
fiscal stress in the public sector. Fiscal stress is here defined as the “gap between
the needs and expectations of citizens and government employees for government
services and benefits and inability of the economy to generate enough economic
growth to expand (or even sustain, in some places) tax-supported programs with-
out putting unacceptable demands on taxpayers’ take-home pay.”7 Nonwhite may-
ors and county officials are vulnerable to fiscal stress because they frequently use
the resources of government to improve the quality of life for their constituents,
particularly black and Latino constituents, since blacks and Latinos are often
more reliant than whites on government for their well-being.

Fourth, African Americans and other nonwhites have a direct and continu-
ing stake in fiscal policies because these policies influence lending institutions,
hospitals, local and state governments, strategic large and small businesses, non-
profit organizations, and other institutions that affect nonwhite populations in sub-
stantive and material ways.8 For example, President Clinton’s proposed investment
tax credits, particularly for small businesses, that could have assisted thousands
of fledgling African American and Latino businesses who were severely chal-
lenged in the 1990s by the restrictive lending policies of savings and loan and
banking institutions.

Fifth, the impact of fiscal policy on the generic, institutional, and household
levels among African Americans and other nonwhites simultaneously affects 
all Americans. African Americans purchase goods and services from non-African
American vendors. The continuing socioeconomic struggles of African Americans
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challenge metropolitan areas, corporations, places of worship, and nonprofit
organizations throughout the country to be more attentive to the African Amer-
ican experience. Consequently, the interdependency of African Americans and
other Americans is evident in almost any fiscal decision made by a federal, state
or local government.

The Congressional Black Caucus, in its Quality of Life Fiscal 1991 Alternative
Budget, argued that “a nation’s values and concern for social and economic jus-
tice are measured by the fiscal priorities established in its national budget.”9 The
League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) has repeatedly warned tax
experts that the failure to incorporate large numbers of unemployed and under-
employed Hispanic citizens and aliens represents not only a fiscal but also a moral
failure. The rapidly rising number of women entering the work force and becom-
ing subject to rising taxes without benefit of adequate child care makes a telling
statement about the nation’s value priorities as well as its fiscal dynamics.10

Current Dependency of African Americans on Fiscal Policies

All nonwhite American populations depend to some degree on public bureau-
cracies. African Americans, however, are a salient case study of profound inter-
est to political scientists. To put the relationship of African American interests
and fiscal policy in perspective, it is useful to recall the three levels of African
American fiscal dependency—macroeconomic, institutional, and household—
discussed earlier. At the macroeconomic level African Americans, like all Amer-
icans, depend on the provision of such goods and services as roads, tunnels,
schools, hospitals, law enforcement, and defense. At the institutional level, how-
ever, community-based organizations, national associations, schools, health care
organizations, businesses, and institutions owned, operated, or directed to African
Americans depend on public money or are affected by tax policies in far more
direct ways than are experienced by most Americans. Local Urban League or
Opportunities Industrialization Centers depend on federal employment develop-
ment funding for significant portions of their budgets and missions. African Amer-
ican businesses depend on government contracts, including set-aside programs,
to remain viable. In addition to state and local government programs, the Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) makes funds available to hun-
dreds of churches and community-based nonprofit organizations to provide
affordable housing for thousands of African Americans. At the household level,
thousands of African American households depend on Temporary Assistance
to Needy Families (TANF), food stamps, the Low-Income Household Energy
Assistance Program (LIHEAP), Section 8 housing certificates, and state and
local assistance programs to sustain themselves. When welfare reform was insti-
tuted in 1996, many nonwhite households were eventual victims of “adminis-
trative load shedding”  as many came off the rolls under the new rubric of
TANF. Without public support, many households are at the mercy of charita-
ble institutions.

The term dependency is not used pejoratively in this context. Many of Amer-
ica’s largest corporate, nonprofit, and educational institutions are substantially if
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not predominantly dependent on public monies or tax credits.11 Some corpora-
tions, particularly defense contractors, receive most of their annual gross sales
receipts from the federal government. Many smaller businesses sell solid waste
management, transportation, telecommunications, health care, and other serv-
ices to state and local governments.

The absence of diverse and flexible sources of income, however, creates finan-
cial vulnerability for any institution or household, particularly given significant
fluctuations and changes in the public policy environment. Without steady
progress in obtaining contracts, employment, and goods and services from the cor-
porate sector, African Americans’ dependency on government resources makes them
particularly vulnerable to conservative politicians and interest groups advocating
reductions in federal, state, or local support for their households and institutions.

For example, of the more than 4 million businesses owned and operated by
nonwhite Americans, more than 90 percent supply or provide services directly
to the government. Less than 50 percent of all other businesses are as dependent
on government dollars.12 In addition, black, Latino, and Native American house-
holds are more than twice as dependent on some form of federal, state, or local
public assistance; and a black student attending college or university is almost
three times as likely as other students to receive government support to pay the
costs of tuition or room and board.

African Americans and Latino Americans are disproportionately represented
in federal, state and local correctional institutions, and increasing public dollars
are devoted to the maintenance and expansion of these institutions. Moreover,
as the political scientists Georgia Persons, Hanes Walton, Paula McClain, and
other experts on black elected officials indicate, black elected officials usually
represent congressional, state, or local districts or jurisdictions with large num-
bers of impoverished, poorly housed populations with health care, day care, edu-
cation, employment, business, and infrastructural needs that severely strain
federal, state and local budgets and taxes.13 Given rising rates of poverty, home-
lessness, health care deficiencies, and other social maladies, the dependency of
the needy on government will increase.

Paradoxically, much of the recent dependency of nonwhites on public money
resulted from the struggles of the civil rights, feminist, and other movements of
the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. These movements insisted on an ethic of respon-
siveness by fiscal decision makers that was unprecedented even during the Great
Depression of the 1930s. For example, through the Great Society programs of the
Kennedy and Johnson administrations, such as the Manpower Development and
Training Act of 1962 (employment training), the Economic Development Act
of 1964 (poverty programs), and the Cities Demonstration and Metropolitan
Development act of 1966 (the Model Cities Program), the alleviation of poverty
and racism was placed higher on the public policy agenda than ever before in the
nation’s history. The result was a great redistributive impulse: a desire to reallo-
cate the country’s financial resources through selected fiscal policies.

Professor Walton maintains that federal outlays for civil rights regulatory
activities increased from $900,000 in 1969 to $3.5 billion in 1976.14 In 1968, the
Small Business Act of 1953 was amended to create a federal set-aside program for
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minority businesses. Although the 1968 act was challenged in 1989 by the
Supreme Court in Richmond v. Croson, many states and localities operate set-aside
programs for minority enterprises, particularly African American-owned busi-
nesses.15 But in the early twenty-first century, the real dollar value of many of
these programs significantly declined and many programs became the victim of
more conservative national, state, or local politics or failed to meet an orien-
tation toward more outcomes-based performance accountability.

Although it is common, however, to be concerned primarily about those gov-
ernment programs earmarked specifically for blacks and other target groups at the
household or institutional levels, the generic or macro level of dependency is also
critical to African Americans and other nonwhite populations. Three observa-
tions are essential about this generic level of dependency. First, like white Amer-
icans, nonwhites depend on government for public goods. Support for national
defense, the space program, research and development funding, law enforcement,
parks and recreation, streets, highways, and bridges represent a generic or macro
level of funding for goods and services needed by all Americans. Although non-
whites may receive inadequate quantities or qualities of these goods or services,
they are public in the broadest sense of the word. Political scientists emphasize
that such public spending and revenue schemes as corporate and individual
income taxes, property taxes, sales taxes, excise taxes, trust funds, bonds, and user
fees support these public goods.

Generic levels of fiscal policy affect African Americans, Latino and Native
Americans in particular ways. These groups depend disproportionately on key
components of generic-level spending compared with other citizens. For exam-
ple, when recommendations are made for overall reductions in military installa-
tions, weapons systems, or research and development, nonwhite Americans
employed as civilians or enlisted personnel in the armed services suffer more than
others because they are overrepresented as employees of military installations.16

When President Richard Nixon closed or reduced the size of 274 military instal-
lations in 1974, many African and Latino Americans lost jobs or were transferred
to lower-paying forms of employment. More recent actions of President Bush
involving additional base closings include many installations in or near substan-
tial African American and Latino American communities. Although less than
$30 billion dollars of defense reductions has been proposed by Congress for fiscal
year 2007, many of these reductions will profoundly affect African and Latino
American institutions and households. Even the expansion of military spending
and homeland security by President Bush in fiscal years 2001 through 2007 does
not necessarily translate into immediate economic or employment benefits for
nonwhite Americans. Military spending creates jobs: conversely, each $1 billion
reduction in Pentagon outlays eliminates thirty-eight thousand U.S. workers.17

The peace dividends expected in the late 1990s to result from reductions in
military outlays because of democratization in Eastern Europe and the former
Soviet Union have yet to materialize. Before the Persian Gulf War, Defense Sec-
retary Dick Cheney, elected to the vice presidency in 2000, instructed the
armed forces to consider reductions of up to $180 billion for fiscal years 1992
through 1994.18 But United States participation in the war temporarily suspended
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discussions of major defense reductions. Although Cheney’s suggested reductions
were not substantially incorporated in the federal budget, President Clinton con-
sidered defense cuts as part of his deficit reduction strategy and as an opportunity
to convert defense spending into domestic investment in human and physical
resources. The Bush administration, however, pursued both a war on terrorism fol-
lowing the September 11, 2001 attacks in New York and Washington, and a war
in Iraq costing some $155 billion and helping to expand the federal deficit to
nearly $600 billion. These policy and administrative decisions had the effect of
stalling investments in domestic policy and slowing urban community and eco-
nomic development initiatives supported by the federal government.

A second observation about the generic level of dependency is its intergov-
ernmental nature. Federal defense, education, space, and infrastructural spend-
ing is so inextricably intertwined with the fiscal decisions of states, cities, and
counties that any political or economic strategy involving public finance must
consider its intergovernmental impact. Table 14.1 illustrates the impact of fed-
eral defense spending on goods, services, and research and development in selected
metropolitan areas.

In addition to defense, infrastructure—the nation’s system of roads, bridges,
tunnels, water distribution, transit, highways, airports, gas mains, and other pub-
lic works—is in severe disrepair. Estimates for infrastructural restoration range
from $50 billion to $3 trillion dollars over the next ten years.19 These cost pro-
jections suggest that federal leadership and resources are essential and intergov-
ernmental response is imperative. All Americans, including black Americans, are
hindered by a degraded infrastructure.

Poorer infrastructural conditions in black and other nonwhite communities
are a glaring reality. They cannot be wished away or ignored. For example, the
Commission on Budget and Financial Priorities of the District of Columbia
reported in November 1990 that the District of Columbia, whose population is
70 percent black, has not kept pace with its infrastructural maintenance and
investment needs for many years and that its backlog of maintenance projects
amounts to $1.6 billion. Philadelphia, New Orleans, Oakland (California),
Detroit, Baltimore, and Newark (New Jersey), which all have at least 50 percent
black populations, report dangerously dilapidated and overutilized streets, tunnels,
levees, canals, highways, water and sewer lines, wastewater treatment plants,
landfills, gas mains, and other essential infrastructural resources.

A third observation about the generic level of fiscal policy is its frequent lack
of racial sensitivity. For example, the Tax Reform Act of 1986 is income-based
rather than race-based. The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) provides tax assis-
tance to low-income working families to support their children. The assistance
is provided without regard to family size, penalizing larger families, like those of
blacks and Hispanics.20 Gramm-Rudman-Hollings sequesters were not sensitive
to their adverse impacts on predominantly black institutions like the govern-
ment of the District of Columbia.21 These institutions include populations with
proportionately higher rates of participation in social services programs, higher
rates of dependency on federal or local subsidies or grants, and African American-
owned businesses dependent on government procurement because of their inability
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to penetrate markets in the private sector. Consequently, an analysis of the generic
level of fiscal dependency is essential for overall nonwhite economic and politi-
cal development. It facilitates the interface between minority racial and ethnic
populations and other populations at the intersection of the broad public use of
goods and services. Although the distributional effects on nonwhites of the generic
level of fiscal dependency vary, its objectives may be found in broad statements
about national, state, or local public needs.

In contrast to the generic level of dependency, the institutional level of non-
white fiscal dependency more directly and specifically affects institutions that are
owned, operated, or influenced by African Americans. Black schools, hospitals,
churches, fraternal organizations, professional and occupational organizations,
and charitable and community-based organizations depend disproportionately on
public finance. This level of dependency includes targeted or earmarked public
programs aimed at black institutional development. Black institutions are sup-
ported in order to generate more educational, career, employment, and business
opportunities for blacks. Several examples of these programs illustrate the point.
The Small Business Administration’s (SBA) Office of Minority and Small Busi-
ness manages the minority set-aside program. Of more than four hundred thou-
sand minority-owned firms, just over twenty-five hundred in 1990 (Table 14.2)
participated in the sheltered market reserved for them, which consists of work-
ing for various federal agencies. Through federal offices for small and disadvan-
taged business utilization, the minority set-aside program has generated millions
of dollars for minority firms that could not have been acquired in the competi-
tive marketplace. In the early twenty-first century, these programs have been
sharply curtailed and the scope and scale of operations circumscribed.

Another example of a targeted federal program is the National Energy Act
of 1978.22 The Office of Minority Economic Initiative (OMEI), administratively
housed with the Department of Energy (DOE), provides a comprehensive program
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TABLE 14.1 Department of Defense Spending for Goods, Services, and Research and
Development in Selected Metropolitan Areas (Excluding Military Payroll), 1992

Share of Total Spending Share of R & D Spending

Los Angeles, * Long Beach, CA 7.2% 19.7%
Washington, DC* 4.2 5.4
Norfolk-Virginia Beach-Newport News, VA 4.2 0.0
St. Louis, East St. Louis, IL* 3.8 1.1
Nassau and Suffolk Counties, NY 3.0 4.5
Boston, MA 3.1 9.1
San José, CA 2.7 4.5
Fort Worth and Arlington, TX 2.1 2.4
Anaheim and Santa Ana, CA 2.1 3.7
Seattle, WA* 1.7 3.9
Dallas, TX 1.6 1.6
Denver, CO* 1.5 7.8

* Cities with current or recent African American or Hispanic American mayors.

Source: U.S. Department of Defense.



of socioeconomic research on the impact of energy prices, supplies, and policies
on minorities; assistance to minority institutions of higher learning for research
and development opportunities; a Minority Energy Information Clearinghouse;
and a Comprehensive Business and Community Development Program.23 More-
over, OMEI collaborated with the Argonne National Laboratory on the eco-
nomics of household energy consumption and expenditures and with various
black and Hispanic-oriented colleges and universities. Although small in both
budget and staff (Table 14.3), OMEI is pivotal in both its monitoring of energy
policies for their effects on minorities, and its opportunities for bartering with DOE
for nonwhite institutions. The monies reflected in these minority programs are
minimal, but the impact on the financial well-being and development of the insti-
tutions they assist is substantial. Now called the Office of Economic Impact and
Diversity (EID), this small unit is an example of a specialized racial bureaucracy.

The last level of public financial dependency is quite direct. Black households
are sensitive to minute changes in the financial disposition of either black insti-
tutions or generic fiscal policies. Taken together, Gramm-Rudman-Hollings, its
1987 amendments, the 1990 deficit reduction packages, and the Tax Reform Act
of 1986 were fiscally regressive for nonwhite households. The minor benefits that
the Tax Reform Act provided to the poorest black households were eliminated
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TABLE 14.2 Number of Minority Firms Participating in
the SBA’s 8(a) Program, 1985–1990

Year Number of Firms

1985 2,977
1986 3,188
1987 2,990
1988 2,946
1989 3,297
1990 2,500

Source: Small Business Administration, Office of Minority and Small 
Business Files, 1989.

TABLE 14.3 Budget of the Office of Minority Economic
Impacts, U.S. Department of Energy, 1985–1991

Year Budget (in millions)

1985 $2.4
1986 2.6
1987 2.8
1988 3.8
1989 4.1
1990 3.9*
1991 3.5

*Gramm-Rudman-Hollings sequester.

Source: U.S. Department of Energy, Office of Minority Economic Impact



by real dollars budgeted—deficit reductions and changes in both generic and tar-
geted federal programs.24 Even the tax cuts approved by Congress in 2003 have
limited benefits for nonwhite households. Congress approved $350 billion in
reductions over ten years. If fully implemented, annual reductions will average a
mere $35 billion.

Paradoxically, African Americans and other nonwhites experience generic,
institutional, and household dependency on public budgets while experiencing a
perennial vulnerability to regressive taxation and revenue policies. Socioeco-
nomic retrogression in inner-city and poor rural black communities are unfortu-
nately correlated with declines in the levels of federal, state, and local spending
in those communities.

A Case Point: 1991 Budget Summit Agreement

A compelling case study of budgets, bureaucracies, and race is the budget for fis-
cal year 1991, which led to a budget summit. The 1991 summit agreement had
several key provisions. First, in contrast to the original summit proposals of Sep-
tember 1990, the final budget legislation adopted by Congress on October 27,
1990, was generally progressive. To reach a deficit reduction target of nearly five
hundred billion dollars over the next five fiscal years, reduction in entitlement
programs and defense spending were enacted together with increases in federal
user fees for government services, various tax increases, and reductions of inter-
est payments on the national debt.25

More than half the forty-one billion dollars in deficit reductions for fiscal
year 1991 were to be generated by direct spending reductions. User fees for some
federal services were to be increased by nearly a billion dollars, while entitlement
programs were to be reduced by nearly ten billion dollars. These programs—
mandated by a statute requiring the payment of benefits to any person or unit of
government that met the eligibility requirements established—are particularly sig-
nificant to nonwhites.26 Included among those entitlements at that time were food
stamps, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), nutrition programs,
housing programs, veterans’ benefits, Social Security benefits, worker’s compensation,
and Medicare. Nonwhite participation in these programs ranged from 22.7 percent
of Social Security beneficiaries to 53 percent of AFDC recipients.

Real dollar deficit reduction, while important to overall fiscal control, cre-
ated hardships for nonwhite beneficiaries in at least three ways: (1) the reduc-
tions occurred during an economic recession, thus exacerbating existing crisis
conditions, particularly in nonwhite urban neighborhoods and rural settlements;
(2) the reductions ignored accelerating needs in nonwhite communities, even
then documented through means testing; and (3) reduction in net disposable
income in these communities was a negative economic multiplier; that is, land-
lords, businesses, churches, local governments, and other institutions dependent
on the purchasing power of nonwhites experienced aggregate revenue reductions.
These revenue reductions significantly affected the continued capacity of federal,
state and local bureaucracies to provide goods and services to African Americans
and other nonwhite communities.27
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President Clinton’s fiscal plan, however, sought to balance the impact of
spending reductions with some modicum of public investment, particularly in
cities. In addition to reductions of more than eight billion dollars in defense
spending over fiscal years 1994 through 1998, freezes on civilian and military
employee wages, controls on social entitlements, and health care cost reform,
Clinton proposed increases in employment-generating public works programs as
well as increases in Head Start, college assistance, and community infrastructure
programs. Combined with his emphasis on small business support, the impact of
these initiatives on nonwhite households and institutions and, most importantly,
on their dependency on fiscal policies remain was slight if not negligible.

In contrast, there is little direct administrative support for nonwhites in the
twenty-first century Bush administration. The emphasis in the administration is
on the war on terror, the war in Iraq, and global economic competitiveness.
Health, education, law enforcement and welfare responsibilities have been fur-
ther devolved to states and localities. States struggle with Medicaid, public assis-
tance, public education, and corrections management. Unfunded or underfunded
federal mandates continue to burden state and local government and to circum-
scribe the distribution of goods and services to all populations, including nonwhite
populations.

Revenue Dimensions of Fiscal Policy

Almost eighteen billion dollars in deficit reduction in fiscal year 1991 was to be
generated by revenue increases, principally tax increases. These provisions rep-
resented a reversal of the “no new taxes” pledge by President George H. W. Bush.
These tax provisions raised taxes for most income earners. Tax increases by income
group are shown in Tables 14.4 and 14.5. Although people earning incomes of
over two hundred thousand dollars experienced a 6.3 percent increase in taxes
and constituted 46 percent of the total of all income categories, tax increases were
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TABLE 14.4 Percentage Change in Federal Taxes, 1991

Income Level Final Package (%) Summit Agreement (%) House (%) Senate (%)

Less than $10,000 –2.0 7.6 –1.3 –0.0
$10,000–30,000 3.2 1.9 –1.6 –2.3
$20,000–30,000 1.8 3.3 1.0 2.7
$30,000–40,000 2.0 2.9 1.0 2.8
$40,000–50,000 2.0 2.9 0.8 2.8
$50,000–75,000 1.5 1.8 1.4 1.9
$75,000–100,000 2.1 2.1 1.5 2.5
$100,000–200,000 2.3 1.9 0.7 3.5
$200,000 and over 6.3 1.7 7.4 3.7

*Includes childcare bill with approximately $12 billion in tax credits primarily for working families with
children and incomes below $20,000.

Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities calculations, based on data from the Joint Committee on
Taxation.



fairly well distributed among other income groups. Net increases in taxes over the
next five years were projected to be $137 billion.

In addition, this tax program called for five major excise tax provisions, includ-
ing a five cents per gallon rise in gasoline taxes; increases in cigarette taxes from
sixteen cents a pack to twenty cents in 1991 and 24 cents in 1993; higher alco-
hol taxes; and greater airport and aviation excise taxes, including an increase from
8 percent to 10 percent in the tax on airline tickets. Moreover, the temporary 3
percent excise tax on telephone service became permanent under the law.28

In contrast to income tax provisions, these taxes are generally regressive.
Given the documented tendency of poorer and larger African American and
Latino families to use older, larger, and less fuel-efficient vehicles, the gasoline
tax has a disproportionately higher impact on them and their Hispanic and white
income counterparts.29 “Sin taxes” on cigarettes and alcohol also disproportion-
ately and negatively affect blacks. Despite vigorous efforts to discourage smoking
and drinking in black communities, smoking and drinking rates are still high.
Health and moral issues aside, sales of cigarettes and alcohol support many small
business establishments in those communities, such as liquor stores, small grocery
stores, and franchises selling alcohol, cigarettes, and other commodities. Those
businesses and their customers would be adversely affected by these taxes.

The positive structure of the revenue side of this enactment is best expressed
in the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) (Table 14.6). The EITC is a tax credit
available to working families with children that have incomes below twenty-five
thousand dollars. For example, for the tax year 2005, the income cutoff was
$25,264; for the tax year 2006, it was about $27,000. The credit is refundable: If
an eligible family earns too little income to owe federal income tax, or if the
amount of the credit exceeds the income tax owed by the family, the Internal Rev-
enue Service (IRS) sends the family a refund.30

President Bush’s economic program, however, included direct reductions in
income and corporate tax rates as part of his tax reduction program. But federal
excise taxes on fuel, telephone service, and other commodities are regressive for
nonwhite families and households. Families earning more than $25,000 a year are
likely to feel the impact of the new tax program. The program included a new
tax on gasoline and home heating fuels, an increase in the individual and cor-
porate income tax from 31 to 36 percent, as well as taxes on various fees.
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Table 14.5 Tax Increase Borne by Various Income Groups, 1991

Income Level Final Package* Summit Agreement House Senate

Under $50,000 19% 57% 11% 34%
$50,000–100,000 22 22 22 24
$100,000–200,000 13 10 5 18
$200,000 and over 46 11 63 24

*Includes effect of the tax provisions of the child care bill.

Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities calculations, based on data from the Joint Committee on
Taxation.



Consequently, the fifty-three African American and Latino members of Con-
gress, the more than 600 African American and Latino state legislators, and more
than 14,000 African American and Latino local elected officials will closely mon-
itor the combined impacts of these revenue policies and the Bush spending pro-
gram on both nonwhite Americans and the nation as a whole.

Toward an Ethical Fiscal Strategy

Political scientists examine politics as both an authoritative allocation of values
and a process of determining who gets what, why, how much, and how often. Both
bureaucracies and ethics are essential to the study of politics. Both the values
implied in the struggle of nonwhite Americans seeking fiscal justice and the
related criteria of good fiscal policies must somehow be maintained and balanced.
At a minimum, good fiscal policies include the principles of productivity, equity,
and elasticity. A productive fiscal policy generates sufficient revenues to meet gov-
ernmental needs on the tax side and makes investments in human needs, eco-
nomic development, and defense on the spending side. If tax policies fail to
generate adequate revenue, more public monies must be spent on borrowing, with
a subsequent effect on interest rates and economic growth. An equitable fiscal pol-
icy is fair to both taxpayers and specific public constituencies benefiting from
public expenditures. In tax policy, economists and political scientists refer to two
kinds of equity—horizontal and vertical. Horizontal equity means that taxpayers
who have the same amount of income should be taxed at the same rate. Vertical
equity implies that wealthier people should pay more taxes than poorer people.
A related principle is that tax policies should be proportionate to increases in
income. Given strong correlations between race and income, policy and admin-
istrative tax strategies have vast racial and socioeconomic implications. Regres-
sive taxes impose greater burdens on nonwhite taxpayers least able to pay.31

Although traditionally applied to taxes, notions of progression, proportion-
ality, and regression also have budgetary counterparts. Fiscal policies that cost the
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TABLE 14.6 EITC Benefit Structure, 1993

Supplemental Credit for 
Families with Families with Families with a Child 

One Child Two or More Children under Age One

Tax Maximum Maximum Maximum 
Year Credit Percentage Benefit ($) Credit Percentage Benefit ($) Credit Percentage Benefit ($)

1990 14% of first $6,810 953 14% of first $6,810 953 — —
1991 16.7% of first $7,140 1,192 17.3% of first $7,140 1,235 5% of first $7,440 357
1992 17.6% of first $7,440 1,309 18.4% of first $7,760 1,369 5% of first $7,760 372
1993 18.5% of first $7,760 1,436 19.5% of first $7,760 1,513 5% of first $7,760 388
1994 23% of first $8,090 1,861 25% of first $8,090 2,023 5% of first $8,090 405

Note: Dollar amounts for 1991 and beyond are based on current Congressional Budget Offices estimates of inflation,
using the consumer price index.

Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 1990.



poor more and the rich less are inherently regressive and racist. For example, the
Gramm-Rudman-Hollings budgets of the 1990s were generally regressive in their
effects on blacks and Hispanics because they used budget bases that were already
retrenched before 1985 as baselines for cuts mandated by their budget and because
needs continued to rise as funding levels declined. Current deficit policies and
national debt policies in the Bush administration threaten the social and eco-
nomic development of nonwhite populations well into the twenty-first century.

In addition, the principle of elasticity suggests that the fiscal system should
be flexible enough to address its revenue and spending needs regardless of changes
in macroeconomic conditions. Taxes and spending help to stabilize the economy
as well as the society. As the Congressional Black and Latino Caucuses and the
National Center for Budget Priorities point out, fiscal policies are usually adverse
for nonwhite populations. They tend to be fiscally regressive for black and Hispanic
households, individuals, and institutions. Strict enforcement of the 2003 tax reduc-
tion provisions and extension of the EITC objectives may be generally progressive
for nonwhite low-income families and households, but only if accompanied by fed-
eral, state and local support for local employment and neighborhood development.

Moreover, consideration of the ethics of good fiscal policy should include the
reciprocal relationship between households and institutions. Institutions like
charitable organizations; businesses; advocacy organizations; municipal, county,
and state government; trade unions, and others provide essential services to their
members and constituencies. These institutions are profoundly affected by fiscal
policies. If fiscal policies damage institutions, households suffer.

Thus, although President Bush’s original fiscal plan seriously challenged the
ethics of fair budgets and taxes, congressional political priorities clearly dimin-
ished any emphasis on significant urban investment strategies or on the President's
investment tax credits and energy taxes. Neither nonwhite American institu-
tions nor most lower income households will benefit directly from these policy
initiatives. Nor is it clear that they benefit from any generic short- or longer-term
effects of the program without targeted public investment, particularly in the
human and physical infrastructure of the inner cities.

Political scientist Aaron Wildavsky’s reflections on the implications of nor-
mative theories of budgeting are particularly appropriate to analysis of the polit-
ical implications of the federal budget to nonwhite Americans: “If a normative
theory budgeting is to be more than academic exercise, it must actually guide the
making of governmental decisions.”32 Wildavsky indicates that the Congressional
Black Caucus represents those who envisage “a high-tax, high service state geared
to improving the lot of the worst off.”33 The key point is that a normative ethi-
cal approach to budgetary politics is required not only in policy formulation and
adoption but also in policy implementation.34

Summary and Conclusions

The high levels of dependency on public sector funding by nonwhite Americans
raise two key questions for pluralist theory: Is racial and ethnic group access to
resources solely dependent on the organizational prowess of these groups? Does
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that access include the distributional and redistributional capacity of public
bureaucracies? These questions raise two additional theoretical issues for politi-
cal scientists: First, is the degree of institutionalized variation of administrative
access maintained by various groups in the political system fair and equitable? If
group A historically influences public choices more than group B, will govern-
ment be biased or skewed in its policy making and administrative orientations
toward group A? Will that policy bias institutionalize itself enough to require a
greater effort by group B to use its rights to influence resource allocation from
bureaucracies vis-à-vis group A?

The second theoretical issue centers on the universe of resources available to
government and governmental agencies to satisfy the preferences of groups in the
political system. Possible outcomes of competition between groups A and B will
be influenced by resources (taxes and other revenue sources) generated by groups
A and B into the political system and the total resources government has avail-
able through the administrative process. Given socioeconomic conditions in non-
white communities, will dependency on the meager resources of government
bureaucracies expand or contract?

These two theoretical issues make the application of pluralist theories and its
variants to nonwhite Americans and fiscal politics problematic. Nonwhite Amer-
icans have been brought into the political system at a different level from other
groups. They begin and sustain competition with those groups for public resources
at a much lower level. Specifically, blacks, Latinos and Native Americans are sub-
stantially and uniquely dependent on government dollars for their most funda-
mental needs. History and ongoing discriminatory practice limit their ability to
compete at all levels of government.

On the other hand, other groups and institutions in the United States are
becoming increasingly dependent on government budgets for their survival: such
groups as farmers, the disabled, immigrants, the homeless, those who suffer from
acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS), and many others, including such
institutions as state and local governments, lending institutions, transitional for-
eign governments, and declining manufacturing industries. Consequently, non-
white Americans are competing with an increasingly diverse constellation of the
budgetary needy while available budget dollars at all levels of government continue
to shrink. This particular context of nonwhite participation in the politics of allo-
cation policies is rarely incorporated in analyses of public policy and administration.

These developments combined to create clouded budgetary scenarios for non-
whites in both the first and second Bush administrations. Equity issues raised by
the controversy over President George W. Bush’s record on homeland security,
civil rights; a badly bungled response and recovery program in New Orleans 
and the Gulf region following the devastation of Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and
throughout 2006; continuing struggles over the implementation of No Child Left
Behind in increasingly nonwhite public school systems; and exponential increases
in the number of young black men killed and wounded in inner-city drug-related
warfare generated serious political skepticism among nonwhite American politi-
cians and political activists. They continue to place federal, state and local bureau-
cracies in the center of the political maelstrom.
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In response, the politics of federal deficit management makes no effective
response to any particular group or institutional need. Bush proposals for the
overhaul of the Social Security Trust Fund, the Highway Trust Fund, and federal
housing programs will continue to raise issues about the role of public bureau-
cracies in the politics of race and ethnicity. Nonwhites are inextricably inter-
twined in these spending debates. The prospects of reduced entitlements not only
erode the value of food stamps, TANF, Medicare, and other public dollars but also
are unresponsive to increases in need resulting from the most recent economic
recession. Moreover, tax provisions, particularly the Earned Income Tax Credit,
are generally progressive at the income tax level but generally regressive at the
excise tax level. Consequently, tax reduction and other fiscal packages proposed
by President Bush may be only partially responsive to the fiscal principles of pro-
ductivity, equity, and elasticity.

The struggle to attain equity and financial choice for blacks, Hispanics,
women, and the poor will escalate. Middle- and upper-income white Americans
have as great if not a greater stake in the outcome of that struggle as do those
who are needy. The ultimate financial beneficiaries of this struggle include 
white businesses, educational institutions, and public agencies, because those who
are needy frequently patronize them.

Formal policy and administrative impact assessments should be used by non-
white political and advocacy organizations to advance the needs of nonwhite
Americans participating in legislative hearings, public rule makings, regulatory
processes, and judicial proceedings. All these points underscore the need for non-
white policy advocates to acquire, utilize, and work carefully with their own and
other experts. Policy expertise comes from many disciplines and is the major
weapon of interests whose ethical preferences prevail in policy. The new fiscal
imperatives are therefore best met by a new and more effective use of expertise.

Because of the budgetary constraints now faced by federal, state, and local gov-
ernments and the general malaise and morass of problems confronting lending
institutions, nonwhites face, at best, an attitude of fiscal indifference from those
governments despite the policy and administrative strategies of President Bush.
Traditional policy approaches to the resolution of obstinate socioeconomic and
institutional problems in nonwhite communities will be largely overlooked by fis-
cal decision making without linking those resolutions to visible financial and
socioeconomic paybacks.

Finally, this analysis links the continuing dependency of many nonwhite
American households and most nonwhite American institutions on public sec-
tor fiscal decisions to the shortcomings of political science as a discipline. Given
the position of people of color in the economy, their lack of well-funded politi-
cal lobbying groups, and their limited access to the mainstream media, it is easy
to overlook their exposure to the vicissitudes of politics and the whims of the
economy. Even decisions made in a supposedly race-neutral way have a disparate
impact on nonwhite Americans. Moreover, the quality of life issues addressed by
most nonwhite American politicians and political activists must increasingly include
explicit references to fiscal policy. The former mayor of New York City, John Lind-
say, was correct when he said that “a budget is a political document.”35 As a 
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number of political scientists have argued, it is also often a document with hid-
den beneficiaries.

Offering such alternative budget proposals as the National Urban League’s call
for a fifty billion dollar urban Marshall Plan for cities in the 1990s, the Small and
Minority Business Legal Defense and Education Fund demand for increases in gov-
ernment procurement opportunities for minority businesses, and the demands of
many civil rights groups for greater government investment in the education 
of African American children has not worked, as evidenced in contemporary
socioeconomic disparities. The majority of the American public has not rallied
to support these programs. Accordingly, nonwhite Americans must engage the
politics of fiscal policy more directly, more vigorously, and more explicitly. Oth-
erwise certain interest groups in the political agenda will continue to have their
preferences met at the expense of the blacks, Latinos and other substantially poor
populations. Indeed, it is the responsibility of political scientists to explicate pol-
icy preferences in an increasingly complex public policy process. They must expose
the unethical aspects of budgetary decision more cogently. Given that budgets are
the resource base of bureaucracies, the potential contributions of the adminis-
trative state to racial justice in the United States rests firmly on a vision of pub-
lic finance that addresses the conditions of the neediest to both advance social
justice and to contribute to social, economic and political stability in the nation
as a whole.
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Race and the City

The View from Two Political Science Journals

MARION ORR AND VALERIE C. JOHNSON

THIS ESSAY IS an exploratory examination of the ways in which politi-
cal scientists have covered urban politics. What is the place of the study
of urban life among American political scientists? When political sci-

ence has taken up the issue of urban affairs, what has been its focus? And finally,
how have political scientists who study American urban politics handled race and
racial issues?

To explore these questions, we systematically examined the articles on urban
politics in the two oldest political science journals: the Political Science Quarterly
and the American Political Science Review. Founded in 1886, PSQ is the older of
the two journals. The APSR, founded in 1906, is the official journal of the Amer-
ican Political Science Association (APSA). Both journals are considered to be
first-rate publications among political scientists.1 The APSR is regarded by many
as the top journal in the discipline. In addition, these journals are national in
scope and encourage contributions from all subfields within the discipline of polit-
ical science. Our research process allows for a systematic longitudinal survey of
over a century of scholarship on urban politics.2

Urban Affairs Review (formerly Urban Affairs Quarterly) and the Journal of
Urban Affairs are journals dedicated to the specific study of urban issues. They do
not allow, however, an in-depth analysis of the place of urban politics in the dis-
cipline of political science as a whole. In addition, both of these journals are rel-
atively new in comparison to PSQ and APSR and do not provide the opportunity
for a longitudinal survey of scholarship on urban politics—more particularly, how
race has been treated in the urban literature.3

Journal articles in the APSR from 1906 to 2002 (volumes 1–96) and in PSQ
from 1886 to 2001 (volumes 1–116) were compiled and downloaded using the
online electronic journal archive JStor. Articles published after 1999 were identi-
fied in the bound copies of the journals located in the libraries of Brown and DePaul
Universities respectively. We conducted a systematic and chronological search
through each volume of the selected journals to determine the total number of



major articles and to identify the number of articles that dealt with urban poli-
tics. Our analysis included only research articles; review and bibliographical arti-
cles were not included. Articles with a central focus on American cities were
selected for inclusion in the analysis.

Academic journals are published for the express purpose of exposing the gen-
eral membership of the discipline to important scholarly developments in the field.
Journals distribute highly specific knowledge and report original research in order
to make such information available to members of the discipline. One survey of
political scientists found that “scholarly journals were more important than other
media for the communication of professional knowledge.”4 Articles featuring cut-
ting-edge research that extends the academic frontiers are found in academic
journals, especially the “flagship” journals that are the official publications of
their scholarly associations. We can learn a great deal about the methods and con-
cerns of scholars in a particular discipline by examining its premier journals. Of
course, there are other published indicators of an academic discipline’s under-
standing and approach to a particular subject matter.5 To keep the length of this
essay manageable, however, we focused on journal articles only. Many academi-
cians are quick to link their prestige and credentials to subjects that are “hot” or
just short of revolutionary because they know that editors and reviewers are likely
to look favorably on such work. Publishing such work in a premier journal
enhances the academicians’ prestige among their peers and advances their careers.

General Analysis of Journal 
Articles on Urban Politics

As Table 15.1 shows, only a tiny fraction of the articles in the selected journals
deal with urban subjects. Of the 6,842 articles published in the APSR and PSQ
in the time periods under consideration, only 168 or 2.4 percent covered some
aspect of urban politics. The APSR and PSQ published nearly identical percent-
ages of urban articles. In almost a hundred years of existence, the APSR published
nearly four thousand major articles, but only 90 (2.2 percent) were urban-related.
Among its 2,847 articles, PSQ published a slightly higher percentage—2.7 per-
cent—of urban-related manuscripts. As viewed from its oldest and most presti-
gious journals, urban politics has not had a prominent place in political science.6

Cities have always been a feature of the American political scene. The data
in Figure 15.1 show that cities began to receive attention in the PSQ and APSR
in the early twentieth century. Nineteen percent of the urban articles in the two

R A C E  A N D  T H E  C I T Y 309

TABLE 15.1 Articles in Two Premier Journals

Political Science Journal Number of Articles Number of Urban Articles

Political Science Quarterly 2847 78 (2.7%)
American Political Science Review 3995 90 (2.2%)
Total 6,842 168 (2.4%)

Source: Authors’ compilation of articles from the APSR (Volumes 1–96) and PSQ (Volumes 1–116).



journals appeared between 1900 and 1919. The bulk of these articles appeared in
the PSQ. Surprisingly, as the United States became an urban nation in the 1920s
and 1930s, the number of urban articles in political science journals fell slightly
from that of the previous twenty-year period. During the 1950s, as the period of
what Rae called “urbanism” began to taper off, the total number of articles in the
PSQ and APSR fell to one and four respectively.7 The 1960s and 1970s witnessed
a significant resurgence in the number of articles on cities published in the two
selected journals. Clearly, the protest activities and civil disorders in the central
cities of the 1960s captured the attention of social scientists. Over one-third of
all the urban articles published in PSQ and APSR appeared during the 1960s and
1970s. Indeed, nearly a quarter of these articles were published between 1970 
and 1979—the largest number of urban-related articles to appear in the two jour-
nals during any single decade. The APSR, for example, published 23 urban-focused
articles during the 1970s. In the 1980s, the number of urban articles returned to
the level of the early 1900s, to 22. As we approached the dawn of the twenty-
first century, we found that the number of articles tapered off, reaching the low-
est number in over three decades.

Major Areas of Interest

In order to discern the patterns and relationships that emerge from the data, we
categorized the articles into five substantive areas. Urban policy articles examine
key laws, judicial decisions, and administrative rules that determine the benefits
and constraints that come from federal, state and local governments and impact
cities. Articles on governance and service delivery analyze governance arrangements,
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FIGURE 15.1 Urban Articles in PSQ and APSR, 1886–2002
Source: Authors’ compilation of articles from the APSR (Volumes 1–96) and PSQ (Volumes 1–116).



metropolitan and regional government, and issues related to the provision of
urban services. Theory refers to studies that provide conceptual approaches to
urban politics, including issues of political power and the structure and function
of decision making processes. Articles on political participation address voting
turnout, public opinion, political parties, and electoral behavior in city politics.
Race and racial politics articles analyze political issues directly concerning African
Americans in the city.

Which substantive areas in urban politics have appeared most frequently in
the APSR and PSQ? The data in Table 15.2 show that political scientists have
been most interested in issues of governance and service delivery. In PSQ, 43 per-
cent of the urban-related articles were in this area; 33 percent of the APSR urban
articles concerned governance and service delivery. Of the 168 urban articles
published in the two journals, 38 percent covered governance and service deliv-
ery. A higher percentage (24 percent) of urban policy articles appeared in the PSQ
than in the APSR, in which only 11 percent of the urban articles focused on pol-
icy. In the APSR, articles on political participation in central cities comprised the
second-largest percentage of urban articles. Issues of race and ethnicity received
very little coverage among urban articles. Across the two journals, only 11 per-
cent of the articles dealt with race and ethnicity. In the PSQ, only 6 percent of
the urban articles were focused on race and ethnicity. With 15 percent of its arti-
cles on race, the APSR did a little better in this substantive area than the PSQ.
Finally, the lowest number and percentage of urban articles were in the area of
theory; the majority of them appeared in the APSR.

The remainder of this essay provides an overview of the manner in which race
and racial issues were treated in each of the five substantive urban research areas
covered in the two journals. Such an analysis is important, as large urban 
areas are predominately populated by African Americans and Latinos. In short,
urban areas have become synonymous with racial politics.

Urban Governance and Service Delivery

The APSR and PSQ’s formative years were during the Progressive Era (1890s–1920s),
when concerns about corruption and the efficient operation of city governments
were paramount. It should cause little surprise that the early urban-related arti-
cles in the APSR and PSQ were dominated by discussions of the municipal reforms
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TABLE 15.2 Percentage of Articles in Five Substantive Research Areas

Substantive Area PSQ APSR Combined Percentage

Governance and Service Delivery 43% 33% 38%
Urban Policy 24% 11% 17%
Theory 3.8% 13% 9%
Political Participation 19% 26% 22%
Race and Racial Politics 6.4% 15% 11%
Other 2.5% 1% 1.7%

Source: Authors’ compilation of articles from the APSR (Volumes 1–96) and PSQ (Volumes 1–116).



advocated by progressives. Political scientists were among the leading advocates
of the reform movement.

What stands out from a reading of these articles is that political scientists
clearly took normative positions concerning the challenges facing municipal gov-
ernance. Throughout the Progressive Era, articles appeared in the APSR and PSQ
supporting the virtues of municipal charter reform, scientific management in city
governance, commission plans, city manager systems, referenda, initiatives, and
recalls, as well as denunciations of the dominance of political party bosses.8 In
short, the two premier journals in the field of political science became advocates
of progressive reforms.

The politics and administration of progressive reforms continued to dominate
the scholarship of urban affairs in the APSR and PSQ through the 1950s and 
into the 1970s. By the 1980s, however, attention shifted to service delivery and the
distribution of services across communities. Essentially, these studies sought to
determine the ways in which city governments allocated services and what types
of equity characterized service delivery.

The early political scientists who used the academic journals to advocate pro-
gressive reforms were guided by the view that values and normative judgments
can be eliminated from the administration of policy. In their analysis, there is no
substantive discussion of black voters or black leaders’ reactions to progressive
reform, nor is there any significant attention paid to the potential impact of 
the reforms on the black community. This oversight is striking, considering that
African Americans were present in considerable numbers in many of the major
cities during the Progressive Era. Indeed, the first great migration of African
Americans from the rural South to the urban North took place during that period.
Still, the bulk of the published articles in the area of urban governance and serv-
ice delivery ignored African Americans.

In some instances, when the presence of blacks confounded analysis, politi-
cal scientists simply dropped them from the study. This approach was taken by
Wolfinger and Field, who tested Banfield and Wilson’s “political ethos” theory
among “foreign stock” residents in 309 cities with populations over 50,000 accord-
ing to the 1960 census. “Foreign stock population percentages exclude Negroes,”
they wrote, because “in most such cities Negroes were scarce and politically unim-
portant.”9 Although African Americans were excluded from the study, Wolfinger
and Field nevertheless speculated that African Americans “might be considered
inclined to the private-regarding ethos.”

One of the first exceptions to the pattern of ignoring urban blacks was Zeller
and Bone’s 1948 study of the repeal of proportional representation (PR) in New
York City.10 Zeller and Bone noted that black organizations, including the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and 
the Amsterdam News, favored the retention of PR. This article made clear that the
establishment of proportional representation was a significant reason why New
York City voters elected an African American to the city council for the first time
in 1941. Black leaders in New York strongly supported PR and opposed the suc-
cessful effort to repeal it.
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As we moved into the 1980s, we noted that journal articles that focused on
service delivery and governance often included some discussion of the African
American community. By the 1960s, race had become such a salient issue, espe-
cially in urban America, that most researchers found it prudent to include race
when analyzing urban bureaucracies. Typically, these studies included the race vari-
able to test whether there was evidence of discrimination in the distribution and
allocation of municipal services. For the most part, the studies supported the view
that the level of services a community receives is not the result of conscious dis-
crimination but is largely determined by decisions or rules made within an agency
as it attempts to perform its job. Bryan Jones, for example, found no indication
of discrimination on the basis of race in his study of service delivery in Chicago.11

In fact, Kenneth Mladenka showed that in Chicago, “black demands and protests”
were important determinants for the allocation of parks in African American com-
munities.12 These are interesting findings, for they raise the question that if there
is no or little discrimination in the distribution of urban services, why have pub-
lic opinion polls consistently shown a racial gap in citizens’ views about service
delivery? Polls usually find white residents indicating a high level of satisfaction
with public services and African American residents typically expressing a neg-
ative opinion of the quality of the urban service in their communities.

Political Participation, Elections, Campaigns

Elections, campaigns, and political participation are exciting aspects of urban
life. The annals of American urban politics are dotted with colorful politicians
who appealed to residents for their vote. Early urban-related journal articles that
focused on campaigns and elections were critical of the election processes and the
political bosses that controlled them. As indicated above, the flagship political
science journals were organs for advocacy of progressive reforms and outlets for
those who proposed alternatives to boss rule. And as successful challenges to
machine rule occurred, political scientists captured them for the readers of their
premier journals.13

With the 1948 publication of the landmark study The People’s Choice, Amer-
ican political scientists began a period of long and sustained interest in the indi-
vidual and systemic determinants of political participation.14 Political scientists
who studied cities joined this “behavioral revolution.”15 In the behavioral
approach to political participation, however, resource-poor citizens (read African
Americans) were often perceived as powerless. Hence the traditional models used
to explain participation were predicated on an inverse relationship between social
status and political participation, especially voting.16

Early scholarship on urban elections, campaigns, and participation that
appeared in the APSR and PSQ typically ignored African Americans.
Although much of this work focused on New York, Philadelphia, Cleveland,
and Chicago, where boss rule was prevalent and an emerging concentration
of African American residents existed, only in rare cases did the articles cap-
ture the African American experience under the heading of machine politics. For
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example, none of the articles covering the electoral strength of New York’s Tam-
many Hall paid attention to African Americans. Studies of the Workingmen’s
Party’s attempt to challenge machine rule in Boston and New York City ignored
the thousands of free African Americans living in those two cities.17 Roy Peel’s
close examination of New York City’s Democratic machine made no mention of
African Americans.18 John Salter mentioned that in the 1930s Philadelphia’s
Republican machine had a “negro division,” but he tells us nothing about it.19 In
his examination of political parties in New York, Hugh Bone went a little further
than others, describing the role of “a young Negro,” James Pemberton, who was
an important “protégé” of U.S. Representative Vito Marcantonio, a key player in
New York’s Tammany Hall.20 Congressman Marcantonio depended on Pember-
ton to be his liaison to local political parties. As Bone described it, “through
Pemberton, Marcantonio can always get his view across in Tammany executive
meetings.” Bone’s description of Pemberton, however, appears only in a footnote.
There is no mention of him in the article’s text.

The presence of African Americans often confounded some of the underly-
ing theoretical assumptions and findings of early urban scholars studying elections,
campaigns, and participation. For example, in one statistical study, Ogburn and
Hill found a strong correlation between low economic status and voting for
Franklin D. Roosevelt. These scholars discovered, however, that socioeconomic
status was only weakly associated with African Americans’ evaluations of the two
major parties. African American voters did not fit their theory. How did the
authors explain this conundrum? They surmised that low-income blacks’ voting
patterns diverged from those of similarly situated whites, “no doubt for historical
reasons.”21 To make their analysis consistent, Ogburn and Hill simply dropped
African American voters from the analysis. As they stated: “Negro precincts were
omitted; they were low rent precincts that voted for Republicans.”22

Wilson and Banfield’s political ethos theory, which bifurcated voters into
those who had a so-called public-regardingness value and those who did not,
caused a great deal of interest in the discipline. Wilson and Banfield’s work, how-
ever, also highlighted the difficulties of making valid scientific interpretations
with inadequate or incomplete data. For example, the authors claimed that 
middle-class and upper-income white voters were “more disposed than others to
rest their [vote] choices on some conception of the ‘public interest’ or the ‘wel-
fare of the community’” than low-income voters.23 When they sought to test the
extent to which public-regardingness existed among “upper-income home own-
ers,” their sample of voting precincts in Cleveland included only whites. As Wil-
son and Banfield acknowledged, “There are not enough home-owning Negroes
. . . to make a really satisfactory matching of the wards possible.”24 To this extent,
the structural factors that limited African American social and economic mobil-
ity rendered this comparison impossible and the analysis incomplete.

Protest has long been a part of the American political landscape. The black
protests of the 1960s were the first participatory activity by blacks that actually
encouraged political scientists to take a different line of research. In the 1960s
political scientists were forced to examine the involvement of African Americans
and other “powerless” groups with unconventional political activities. When the
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doors of the voting arena were closed to African Americans, they turned to protest
politics. Voting studies conducted prior to the 1965 Voting Rights Act, when sys-
temic and formal restrictions limited black voting, obviously illuminated only a
small aspect of black political participation. This situation is not surprising, given
that the “most striking and theoretically interesting features of black political
behavior have been expressed through unconventional political participation
exemplified by sit-in activity and direct action.”25

The articles that captured the political protest of the 1960s put African Amer-
icans front and center. Peter Eisinger, for example, found that during the 1960s,
African Americans tended to be more confident than whites about the impact of
their particular protest efforts.26 Michael Lipsky’s classic article, “Protest as a Polit-
ical Resource,” was less sanguine about the effectiveness of protest politics.27 He
noted that a critical element in the success of protest is the capacity of powerless
groups to activate or gain the support of “reference publics.” It is the reaction of
these third parties that cause the protest “targets” to address or ignore the con-
cerns raised by the protest constituents. In the final analysis, Lipsky questions
whether protest is a viable political resource for powerless groups.

Urban Policy

As noted above, the PSQ published a higher percentage of urban policy articles
than the APSR. Generally speaking, however, the urban policy articles focused
on the politics of urban policy at the federal level. Only a small number of urban
policy studies that appeared in the two journals focused on policy specifically at
the local level.28

The articles on urban policy once again reflected limited coverage of African
Americans and race. As noted, the bulk of the articles in this area focused on fed-
eral urban policy. There is an underlying assumption in these articles that federal
programs designed to address the problems of cities would ultimately benefit African
Americans. There is no discussion, however, of the role African Americans played
in shaping federal urban policy. Historically, African American members of Congress
have represented central cities. Their district boundaries typically included blighted
inner-city areas struggling with poverty, high unemployment, homelessness, crime,
and other indicators of social and economic distress. Black members of Congress and
their positions on federal urban programs were not discussed.

By directing their attention primarily to the role of the federal government
in formulating urban policy, political scientists missed opportunities to examine
the formation and implementation of urban policy at the local level. This over-
sight left the role of African American mayors and other local black elected offi-
cials out of the analysis. In the few articles that focused on urban policy from a
local perspective, none of the authors considered race or racial politics.

Urban Theory

Long-time students of urban politics will remember the community power stud-
ies of the 1950s and 1960s, and the great debate they generated among political
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scientists. Over a twenty-year period—from 1958 through 1980—the APSR
became the primary venue for the battle of ideas between the elitists, pluralists,
neo-elitists, and the neo-pluralists. During the height of the community power
controversy, the editor of the APSR was Nelson Polsby, who had studied under
Robert Dahl and worked as a graduate research assistant on his Who Governs?
book, which challenged Floyd Hunter’s findings in Community Power Structure.29

Polsby provided space in the journal not only for major articles like Dahl’s 1958
article, “A Critique of the Ruling Elite Model,” but also for extensive comments
and exchanges between the community power combatants.30 Interestingly, the
PSQ did not publish any articles concerning the community power debate.

Floyd Hunter’s Community Power Structure and Dahl’s Who Governs? pay very
little attention to African Americans or racial politics. Hunter included a sepa-
rate chapter on the “power structure” in Atlanta’s black community but indicated
that the African American community was isolated from the city’s power center.
Dahl’s massive study devoted a few paragraphs to blacks in the politics of New
Haven, Connecticut. Given that the two major works at the center of the debate
about the distribution of power within urban communities paid little attention
to race, it is not surprising that subsequent studies in urban political theory
included very little analysis of African Americans’ role in urban decision mak-
ing. Moreover, many of these studies were published in the 1960s and 1970s,
when African Americans were just beginning to capture political offices. African
Americans had long been shut out of positions of authority in the corporate sec-
tor. Given the paucity of African Americans in leadership positions in the pub-
lic and private sectors at the time, it is not surprising that studies of elites did not
include them. These studies were more concerned with examining politics from
the top down than from the bottom up.

Racial Politics
The first urban-related article to appear in the APSR that dealt directly with the
politics of the African American community was published in 1934 by Harold
Gosnell.31 PSQ published its first article in this category in 1977. Gosnell’s arti-
cle, part of his larger study of “Negro politics” in Chicago, was a unique appraisal
of the meetings and rallies designed to encourage the black community toward
political action.32 We learned from this pioneering article about the character of
African American urban politics, including the role of religion, the significance
of black oratory, and racial group consciousness in African American political life.
Gosnell’s seminal article appeared nearly thirty years after the founding of the
APSR. It would be another forty-six years before the APSR published another
urban-related article in which race and racial politics were central.

In the 1970s the pace of published urban-related articles devoted to race and
racial politics quickened. This newfound scholarly attention was engendered by
the massive upswing in African American political mobilization and civil disor-
ders in Detroit, Los Angeles, Newark, and other central cities. The articles men-
tioned above by Eisinger and Lipsky on protest politics were representative of
attempts to understand the nature and quantify the individual characteristics 
of African Americans who participated in the civil disturbances in the central
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cities. Aberbach and Walker used a public opinion survey of Detroit residents in
1967 to examine the meaning and reaction of black and white respondents to the
then-popular slogan “black power.” Not surprisingly, they found that the “over-
whelming majority of whites are frightened and bewildered by the words black
power” and that 42 percent of black respondents viewed the term positively,
“either as a call for equal treatment and a fair share for Negroes, or as an appeal
for racial solidarity in the struggle against discrimination.”33 Miller, Bolce, and Hal-
ligan sought to challenge the popular “relative deprivation theory” that posited
that the civil disorders were fueled by rising African American expectations com-
bined with the actual decline of their social and economic status.34 Joel Lieske
offered a developmental model of the civil disorders, showing them to be a func-
tion of black social class. Lieske argued that the economic progress blacks made
during the 1960s might have been the needed social catalyst that ignited the civil
rights movement and subsequent unrest.35

By the late 1970s, as the full impact of the 1965 Voting Rights Act was being
felt, and as African American communities across the nation shifted from “protest
to politics,” a number of political scientists studying urban politics focused on
African American voters. In 1977 PSQ published a short article by Charles Hamil-
ton, the first urban-related research published by an African American to appear
in either of the two premier journals. Hamilton examined the relationship
between voter registration drives and subsequent voter turnout in Harlem. His
analysis showed that only about half of the new registrants voted on election day.
Harlem’s black community apparently responded to the nonprofit organizations
that were conducting voter registration. Because of their tax-exempt status, how-
ever, the nonprofit organizations could not work to turn out voters on election
day, leaving the task to labor unions and party organizations.36 Hamilton observed
that the party organizations in Harlem were particularly weak, failing to mobilize
black voters.

In a second article on black politics in New York City, Hamilton argued that
the poverty programs of the 1960s and 1970s had a demobilizing impact on blacks.
These programs operated within the framework of a “patron-recipient” instead of
a “patron-client” relationship. In the former, “the recipient receives from the
patron and is asked to do nothing but receive the benefits. The recipient, for 
the most part, is a passive partner.”37 Hamilton was interested in the impact of
poverty programs in determining levels of African American political participa-
tion. Other urban scholars looked at a range of factors that could explain black
political behavior at the local level. Bobo and Gilliam determined that the pres-
ence of black elected officials had a statistically significant positive impact on black
political participation. They found that black residents who lived in high 
“black empowerment” cities (cities with a black mayor) were more likely to par-
ticipate in politics than blacks who did not.38 Cohen and Dawson found that liv-
ing in high-poverty areas led to greater isolation from the social institutions that
are most involved in African American politics; a lack of confidence in black
group effectiveness; and lower levels of political participation.39

African Americans have long shared the expectation that putting blacks in
positions of authority in municipal government would lead to policy outcomes
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more beneficial to the black community. Several scholars tested this proposition,
examining the impact of African American mayors, city councilors, and other city
officials. Peter Eisinger, and later Kenneth Mladenka, found that the size of the
black population had the strongest effect on the level of black municipal employ-
ment. Eisinger’s research showed that African American mayors were especially
significant in appointing African American professionals and administrators who
subsequently played a vital role in increasing the percentage of African Ameri-
cans working for municipal agencies.40 Mladenka confirmed Eisinger’s finding that
the size of the minority population provided the “dominant explanation of why
some municipal governments hire more blacks and Hispanics than others,” but
found a weak relationship between the presence of a black mayor and black
municipal employment.41 Instead, Mladenka found that minority city councilors
exerted greater impact than minority mayors on black municipal employment. In
a 1984 APSR article, Meier and England examined the relationship between the
presence of black school board members and education policies that affect black
students.42 Using multiple regression analysis, they found that African American
access to school board seats was associated with the hiring of black administra-
tors and teachers; and that their presence in turn was associated with such posi-
tive policy outcomes as larger proportions of African American students attending
college and a reduction in the discriminatory assignment of minority students to
dead-end vocational tracks and special education classes. The authors called 
these discriminatory assignments “second generation segregation.”43 Eisinger,
Mladenka, and Meir and England’s research suggest a relationship between
black political power, African American municipal employment patterns, and
municipal policy.

Finally, the influx of Latinos into America’s big cities changed the political
dynamics and the paradigms that political scientists used to study race and eth-
nicity in the city. Increasingly, students of urban politics in the early 2000s are
shifting toward a multiracial paradigm, raising the question of whether Latinos
and African Americans will form electoral coalitions or compete for their fair
share of city resources. McClain and Karnig’s article showed that the two groups
do not always have to compete with each other.44 Drawing on municipal employ-
ment data from a number of American cities, they demonstrated that politics
between the two groups is not always zero-sum and that each group could do well
when it builds alliances with the other.

Hanes Walton, Cheryl Miller, and Joseph McCormick provide a useful frame-
work for analytical assessment of the urban-related articles that feature race and
racial politics.45 These authors have divided political science studies that focused
on race into two categories. “Race relations politics” articles are studies “that
emphasize an implementation strategy to obtain peaceful and consensual relations
between the two races, even if the result is the domination of one and the sub-
ordination of the other.”46 These studies also “value and highlight stability over
conflict, gradual and moderate change over strident or disruptive change.”47 Stud-
ies in the “African American empowerment” tradition support “parity and
“empowerment” and “tend to focus on the analysis and evaluation of the obsta-
cles, limitations, and inadequate delivery of policy outputs/services.”48 These
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studies also look to African American initiatives to deal with social, economic,
and political inequalities.

The studies by Gosnell, Bobo and Gilliam, Cohen and Dawson, Hamilton,
and Eisinger all fit within the “African American empowerment” tradition. These
studies provide a rich, contextual, and situational examination of the efforts of
African Americans to move toward political parity. At the same time, the authors
acknowledged the systemic forces that African Americans have had to overcome
to gain positions of political authority and to deliver services. The articles deal-
ing with the protest era of the 1960s—Aberbach and Walker; Lieske; and Miller,
Bolce, and Halligan—all fall into the “race relations” tradition. These articles
emphasized the “individual traits and practices” (“relative deprivation,” for exam-
ple) as barriers to black political participation.

The other important observation to make about the articles in this substan-
tive area is that African American (Bobo, Cohen, Dawson, Gilliam, Hamilton,
McClain) scholars wrote several of them. As mentioned, Charles Hamilton’s
1974 PSQ article was the first urban-related article published in one of the two
major political science journals written by an African American. All of the
African American scholars except Cohen came of age during and were influ-
enced by the modern civil rights movement. Hamilton, for example, was directly
involved in the civil rights struggle in Tuskegee, Alabama. Dawson was a com-
munity activist in Berkeley, California, in the 1970s. The opening of the acad-
emy to African American political scientists represented a change, which was
reflected in the scholarship on urban politics.

Conclusion

Looking back over the discipline’s treatment of urban politics as reflected in its
two premier journals, we find that it is limited. As gauged by the number of major
articles published in the PSQ and APSR, urban politics has not been one of the
major concerns in political science. Only a tiny fraction of the major articles pub-
lished in the two journals have been urban-related. One obvious conclusion of
this exploration is that urban politics is not the preferred field of study in politi-
cal science. It is not clear to the present authors why this is the case. It could be
that many present-day political scientists came of age during the period of increas-
ing suburbanization and have had few relationships with central cities. There
may simply be a lack of awareness of the issues that might emanate from an urban-
focused research agenda. As the methods employed by political scientists have
moved solidly toward survey research and the quantification of political variables,
younger political scientists are increasingly trained to seize an existing data set
and begin testing theories and hypotheses with mathematical models. Few such
data sets exist in urban politics and not many graduate students (or faculty) have
the capacity (or desire) to create such data sets.

Perhaps political scientists do not see urban phenomena as central concerns
of political life. With the discipline’s frequent and persistent focus on Congress,
legislative enactment, elections, and political campaigns, anyone reading con-
temporary political science literature on American politics would be led to 
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forget that much politics and policy take concrete form at the local level. Indeed,
a good deal of what Congress does on the domestic front has some links or feed-
back to urban America. Hence studies of housing, immigration, urban renewal,
transportation, education, health disparities, public safety, and much more would
be incomplete without a local or urban element. In addition, because imple-
mentation is such a large part of policy action, legislative enactment ultimately
requires significant buy-ins and follow-throughs at the local level. While we would
not make the claim that all politics is local, we think a strong case can be made
that urban politics provides a useful lens through which to explore many issues
of concern to political scientists.

Much of the scholarship in the subfield of urban politics that appeared in the
APSR and PSQ ignored or had little to say about African Americans, race, and
racial issues. Whether it is urban policy, governance or service delivery, elections,
campaigns, electoral participation, or urban theory, the African American pres-
ence in these journals is limited. During the formative years of the two journals,
urban scholars wrote about city life with no mention of African Americans. New
York City, for example, is a metropolis in which race has long been a persistent
and pervasive element of local politics. Nevertheless, works that looked closely
and deeply into the city’s machine culture did not discuss the implications of
machine politics on New York’s African American community. Roy Peel’s exhaus-
tive look at New York’s party organizations is a prime example. Prior to the 1970s,
only Gosnell’s article on Chicago’s black political machine dealt seriously with
race and African American politics. As Lucius Barker observed, American polit-
ical science has never “squarely faced the dehumanizing conditions suffered by
blacks and minorities in American ‘democratic’ life.”49

What are we to make of this relative silence? Walton and McCormick main-
tain that some aspects of academic research may represent a kind of “social dan-
ger” that scholars purposely avoid.50 For example, they argue that political
scientists avoid studying the African American political experience because of
their own personal need for approval from family, friends, and professional col-
leagues; their concern that by studying black politics they might have to take a
critical view of the American political system; and that professionally, such schol-
arship would lead to “fewer academic opportunities, lowered professional stand-
ing, and greater difficulty in obtaining grants and awards.”51 In other words,
Walton and McCormick argue that political scientists avoid researching and pub-
lishing on subject matters that are “seen by the larger culture as socially unac-
ceptable and therefore socially dangerous.”

There is evidence that the study of urban life can be characterized as “socially
dangerous.” William Julius Wilson argues that after the angry reaction of many
African American scholars to the unflattering depictions of black family life in
Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s 1965 report, “The Negro Family: The Case for
National Action,” “serious research on minority problems in the inner city” was
curtailed “as liberal scholars shied away from researching behavior construed as
unflattering or stigmatizing to particular racial minorities.”52 According to Wil-
son, liberal researchers avoided studying the urban “underclass” “either because
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of a fear of providing fuel for racist arguments or because of concern of being
charged with ‘racism’ or with ‘blaming the victim.’”53

By the late 1970s, however, political scientists conducting research on Amer-
ican cities would find it difficult not to include some aspects of race and the
African American political experience in their analyses. Political science simply
could not avoid the black protest movement and political mobilization that took
place in the 1960s. They could not legitimately ignore the black voter and the
subsequent emergence of African American mayors. What is significant, however,
is that the increased attention to race and racial politics in the urban-related arti-
cles also corresponded with the entrance of African Americans into the discipline.
It is no coincidence that the first urban-related article to appear in PSQ that dealt
directly with African American politics was written by Charles V. Hamilton, a
black political scientist.

Although race and racial issues have been central to the American urban
experience, urban politics studies in the two premier journals has constrained its
coverage, virtually rendering the study of race and racial groups in the city mar-
ginal to the discipline. This fact has had a curious effect on the treatment of race
and racial issues in the study of urban politics, largely restricting it to publication
in second-tier and minor journals, and more recently, to journals dedicated to the
study of urban politics. The establishment of the National Conference of Black
Political Scientists (NCOBPS) and its official journal, the National Political Sci-
ence Review, is a manifestation of this reality. The NCOBPS was created in 1969
as a professional organization of scholars “committed to the study and practice of
black politics.”54 The first edition of the National Political Science Review was pub-
lished in 1989; the journal has served as an outlet for scholars studying various
aspects of race and ethnicity. Although there are alternative publication vehicles
for the study of race and racial issues in urban politics, it remains that work on
race and the city is a tiny component of the articles published in the journals that
are considered by many in the discipline as the most prestigious. This fact, no
doubt, has had and continues to have an impact on promotion and tenure oppor-
tunities for scholars whose work focuses on race and the city.
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C H A P T E R  S I X T E E N

Navigating the Muddy Waters 
of the Mainstream

Tracing the Mystification of Racism 
in International Relations

ERROL A. HENDERSON

Introduction

THE FIRST AFRICAN AMERICAN male and female PhDs in political science,
the diplomat and Nobel laureate Ralph Bunche, and the disarmament specialist
Merze Tate, both chose to focus on international relations (IR, or world politics)
as their area of expertise. Interestingly, many newly minted black PhDs today opt
for American politics rather than IR as their chief area of specialization. This focus
is in obvious ways understandable, considering the salience of domestic politics
in general to citizens of the United States—including academics. The focus also
reflects the more prominent role of blacks in contemporary electoral politics than
in Bunche and Tate’s era, which makes it possible for black political scientists to
directly study the impact of blacks in the political arena in a way that was less
available in the past. This focus is further intensified by the ever-increasing spe-
cialization of political scientists, which encourages newer PhDs to concentrate
on niches even within subfields like American politics, such as race and ethnic-
ity, religion and politics, urban politics, voting, the presidency, the legislature, and
the like. This specialization is also evident in the other primary fields of political
science such as comparative politics, political theory, methodology, and of course,
world politics. But the relatively reduced concentration of black scholars in world
politics compared to the interests of Bunche and Tate has to my mind clear effects
on the focus and subsequently the quality of research in the field. In particular,
the relative lack of black voices in world politics in the academy seriously affects
the breadth and depth of scholarship in the field. This absence—to my mind—
has resulted in, among other things, insufficient engagement of the impact of
racism in world politics, which might be informed by the insights of African
American political scientists grounded in a research tradition appreciative of
racial dynamics in the United States.

This essay addresses the centrality of racism in the origins of the major para-
digms of world politics and its continued influence today. I argue that both realism



and idealism (liberalism) are grounded in racist precepts that provided the foun-
dation of world politics as an academic field of inquiry. I maintain that this ori-
entation continues to inform analyses derived from the major paradigms, such as
the clash of civilizations and democratic peace theses. The silence of Western
authors on the racist foundations of their theses leave them complicit in the fur-
therance of an inegalitarian version of IR and imbues the policies that derive from
their theses with a white supremacist logic that both undermines their empirical
accuracy and generates resistance on the part of the nonwhite majority peoples
who face the policies that are derived from such theses. The persistence of racism
in world politics has been facilitated by a process whereby its dominant form,
white supremacism, has been mystified and morphed over time and across aca-
demic fields. I maintain that it is important to recognize how the contorted logic
that allows the perpetuation of white supremacism is “normalized” and made to
seem “natural” and thereby allowing it to not only become acceptable but also to
lend itself as an intellectual anchor to important precepts in world politics as a
field, and important practices in the foreign policies of those who find their inter-
ests in consonance with such orientations. The latter is especially evident in the
foreign policy practices of Western states. In order to appreciate the seminal and
enduring impact of racism in world politics, one should reconsider the origins of
the field and the major paradigms that have come to dominate it.

Racism, Anarchy, and Commonalities in Paradigms of World Politics

Of the major paradigms of world politics, realism and idealism (liberalism), and
their assorted variants, are the most prominent. Today realism—or neorealism—
is the dominant paradigm in the field. Realists assert that the international sys-
tem is basically anarchic and that states are the dominant actors in the system.
Given the anarchical system of states, security is the basic objective of interna-
tional actors; power is essential to achieving one’s aims and resisting those of oth-
ers. Realists argue that states seek to balance power to ensure their security. They
note that morality and ethics are secondary to such concerns. Warfare is the ulti-
mate expression of state power and is the primary arbiter of conflicts of interest
among states. With homage to Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527)—who is viewed
by the seminal political realist, E. H. Carr, as the prototypal realist—scholars and
policymakers who advocate these assumptions insist that states should pursue for-
eign policies that ensure relative gains compared to others. This approach accepts
a perpetual competition among states largely as a result of the security dilemma.
The security dilemma describes the basic source of friction in an international
system of sovereign states in pursuit of their individual security in a system in
which there is no superordinate authority. In such a system, ironically, each state’s
pursuit of its own security leads ultimately to greater insecurity. What results is a
war-ridden global system in which power—especially military power—is the ulti-
mate arbiter of conflicts of interest.

At the heart of the realist preoccupation with power and war is the concep-
tualization of the global system as fundamentally anarchic. This characterization
of the system as anarchic is essential to understanding realist (and subsequent 
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neorealist) assumptions regarding power and war, since anarchy is a fundamen-
tal aspect of the system’s structure, which necessitates the pursuit of power and
in turn the prosecution of war. The anarchic structure of an international system
dominated by sovereign territorial states (and the nonsovereign territories they
control) necessitates a self-help orientation among the states, because absent an
authority above them, each individual state must ensure its own security. But it
is not only realism that asserts the centrality of anarchy among its core precepts;
idealism (and neo-idealism)—the paradigmatic counterpoise of realism—is sim-
ilarly grounded in a preoccupation with anarchy in the global system.

Idealists accept the view that the global system is anarchic and that anarchy
may lead to security dilemmas, balance of power politics, and interstate war.
Unlike realists, however, they do not maintain that these problems are the
inevitable outcomes of international interactions. Instead, grounded in the Enlight-
enment belief in the perfectibility of the individual, they transfer this view of
domestic politics to the international realm and argue that conflict and warfare
are largely a result of such corrupt institutions as authoritarian regimes. Idealists
argue further that by reforming such regimes, in this case making them more
democratic, and interposing international institutions above the state level to
coordinate international behavior—especially free trade—one may encourage
“good” or “cooperative” behavior among states and enshrine this behavior in
international law. In the idealist view, states are not destined to be predators as
a result of anarchy, the myopic pursuit of national interests defined in terms of
power, and the conflict-laden repercussions of the security dilemma as realists
argue. Instead, idealists believe that there is a real prospect of reorienting state
behavior to reflect such collective interests as global peace. Simply put, idealists
argue that democratization among states, liberal international trade policies, and
the institutionalization of international law—each buttressed by transnational
organizations that help coordinate interstate interactions—will allow states to over-
come the security dilemma and facilitate international cooperation. Implicit in
these idealist assumptions is the view that a state’s foreign policy derives from its
domestic policy. Therefore, states that observe the rule of law at home (e.g., democ-
racies) are more likely to accept the principles of international law in their foreign
affairs, while those that are more violent domestically (e.g., non-democracies) are
more likely to be violent abroad. In essence, states with a domestic predisposition
to norms of peace and justice should be similarly disposed in their foreign policies.

One of the key idealists of the twentieth century, who is also regarded as one
of the progenitors of the field of international relations, was a former professor,
Woodrow Wilson, who became President of the United States on the eve of
World War I. Confronting the issue of the United States’ involvement in what
was then called the Great War, Wilson articulated and at the war’s end attempted
to institutionalize these idealist premises in the postwar order established at Ver-
sailles in 1919. Some analysts, such as Ray argue that “Wilson can be seen as the
founder of idealism and, in a way, as the founder of the field itself” (1995, 7). But
the view that Wilson established the scholarly field of International Relations is
more accepted wisdom than actual fact; it actually obfuscates less salutary but more
significant factors that contributed to the emergence of world politics. Clearly,
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IR at its birth was concerned with anarchy and power; however, this anarchy was
largely assumed to result from the lack of cohesion in the primitive polities of the
inferior races—especially those in the tropical domains of what we would now
consider the third world. At the same time, the power that was wielded by the
“civilized” white races through their “modern” states and the mechanism of “effi-
cient” and “rational” colonial administration could insure that “anarchy” did not
spread to the modern world and contribute to violence among the major (white)
powers. These notions, while informed to some extent by Woodrow Wilson’s
(1887) work, emerged more directly from such scholars of world politics as Paul
Reinsch, whose World Politics at the End of the Nineteenth Century (1900) is con-
sidered the first work in the intellectual field of world politics. Reinsch’s Colonial
Government (1902) and Colonial Administration (1905) placed him among the
leading experts on colonial administration. Olson and Groom (1991, 47) note
that Reinsch’s work “suggests that the discipline of international relations had its
real beginnings in studies of imperialism, not in world order, as has so often 
been suggested.”

Reinsch (1900, 14) argued that the emergent force of “national imperialism”
was transforming the landscape of international relations as European states sought
“to control as large a portion of the earth’s surface as their energy and opportu-
nities will permit.” For him, national imperialism was the attempt “to increase
the resources of the national state through the absorption or exploitation of unde-
veloped regions and inferior races” without attempting to “impose political con-
trol upon highly civilized nations.” Reinsch attempted to reconcile the interests
of colonizer and colonized in his conceptualization of effective colonial adminis-
tration, which led him to criticize United States policy in the Philippines fol-
lowing the Spanish-American War. Reinsch, however, also justified expansion in
the name of the “white man’s burden” (Schmidt 1998, 72).

Some scholars, such as Philip Kerr in his An Introduction to the Study of Inter-
national Relations (1916), argued that “one of the most fundamental facts in human
history” is that “mankind is divided into a graduated scale” ranging from the civ-
ilized to the barbarian, which necessitated colonization of the latter by the for-
mer (163). Still others, such as Giddings, invoked “survival of the fittest” logic
to rationalize the subjugation or “governing” of “the inferior races of mankind”
as the duty of the civilized. These scholars drew on Kidd’s The Control of the Trop-
ics, which stated that the tropical regions were “existing [in] a state either of anar-
chy, or of primitive savagery . . . in which no attempt is made or can be made to
develop the natural resources lying ready to hand” (1898, 15). For Kidd, the supe-
rior races had a responsibility to overcome the anarchy of the tropics so that the
riches of the “third world” could be cultivated. The competition for these resources
might engender conflict among the civilized states, as Hobson, Angell, Du Bois,
Lippmann, and subsequently, Lenin, would more famously argue. It follows that
world politics as a field of inquiry in political science emerges from the compar-
ative study of colonial administration in the context of concerns with anarchy,
power, and race.

So the discussions of anarchy among both realists and idealists are grounded
in a discourse concerned with the obligations of “superior peoples” to impose
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order on the anarchic domains of “inferior peoples” in order to prevent the chaos
endemic in the tropics from spilling over into the superior peoples’ territories, pos-
sessions, or spheres of interest. Similarly, both realist and idealist concerns with
power are grounded in a racist discourse concerned largely with the power of
whites to subjugate the tropics and then put themselves in charge of the admin-
istration of the societies of the colonized “others.” Therefore, the roots of realism—
the dominant paradigm in world politics—are grounded in a rationalization for
constructing a hierarchical racial order to be imposed upon the anarchy alleged
to arise from the “tropics,” an anarchy that begs for rational administration from
whites. That is, realism is little more than an intellectual justification for colo-
nialism and imperialism in the guise of the “white man’s burden.” In addition,
the roots of idealism are found less in idealized versions of classical liberal pre-
cepts regarding the perfectibility of humanity; the primacy of “God-given” indi-
vidual rights; and the institutionalization of democracy, free trade, and the rule
of law (which in actuality were never intended for the nonwhite peoples of the
world) than with the imposition of a racist order on indigenous peoples through-
out Africa and Asia and the administration of that racist order for the benefit of
white people. Thus realism and idealism have common roots in their shared racist
conception of anarchy as a condition inherent in the societies of the “inferior
races” and the corresponding necessity for whites to use power to impose “order” on
the anarchical societies. This order would be imposed to prevent the anarchy from
spilling over into the lands of the civilized whites and threatening their security.

Given imperatives for “progress” and “development,” and the reality that the
unspoiled lands were not being sufficiently exploited by the indigenous peoples,
realists and idealists agreed that the incentive to imperialism in this regard is so
great that it might lead to conflict among whites. Therefore, there must be a
rational distribution of territory and its appropriate administration by colonial
agencies. Realists and idealists disagreed regarding the implications of a global sys-
tem thus structured on the interactions of white peoples and their political insti-
tutions, but such disagreements were not evident when these theorists considered
nonwhite people and their societies. It follows that realism and idealism converge
on a white supremacist logic that has been evident since the establishment of the
field of world politics. 

The centrality of race in the analysis of world politics can be documented in the
origins of the most venerable international relations journal in the US, Foreign
Affairs. It became the house organ of the Council of Foreign Relations in 1922,
having been renamed that year from its previous title, the Journal of International
Relations from 1919–1922. However, from 1910–1919 it bore its original title,
which suggests its dominant orientation: the Journal of Race Development.

I contend that white supremacism was not only present at the creation of the
field but also that it continues to inform the arguments derived from each para-
digm today. To better appreciate the enduring impact of racism in world poli-
tics, one should understand how racism as a concept has been transformed,
mystified, and eventually turned on itself even as the effects of racism have con-
sistently accrued advantages to whites and disadvantages to nonwhites—especially
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blacks—in both the United States and abroad. In the next section we will address
these issues.

Racism and World Politics: Mystification

The academic field of international relations had two birth mothers: the United
States, one of the most prolific enslavers; and Great Britain, one of the most
prolific colonizers. At the heart of the domestic politics of both regimes was a
legacy of racism operationalized as white supremacy, which was practiced in pol-
itics, economics, culture, education, and law within both countries and through-
out the domains they subjugated. At the same time, both regimes articulated
some of the most profound notions of individual freedom while they enslaved and
colonized great swaths of human beings. They rationalized the subjugation of
these peoples through the propaganda of their societies, including their educa-
tional systems. A key manifestation of such rationalization was evident in the
international relations scholarship that they promulgated. While the impact of
racism in international affairs has been noted previously by diplomatic historians
(e.g., Lauren 1996; Hunt 1987; Furedi 1998; Dudziak 2000; Anderson 2003), for
many IR specialists in the discipline of political science it is often assumed to be
a relic of a bygone colonial era. Theses generated from the racist policies of that
period are thought to have little relevance to post–cold war world politics. But
such a view represents a basic misunderstanding of the centrality of racism in the
field and the enduring impact of racism in current IR scholarship. The relative
silence of IR authors and their unwillingness to engage the issue forthrightly and
in an informed manner are the result of willful perversions of the historial record
of white racism in political science, which has assisted in the construction of a
deracialized intellectual history of world politics. This disjointed and misleading
view has become ingrained in the catechism of primary, secondary, undergradu-
ate, and graduate students throughout the West.

At the center of this mythified version of history is either the neglect of issues
of racism altogether, the marginalization of racism as a matter of domestic—as
opposed to international—politics, or the assumption of the irrelevance of racism
in the postcolonial era. This mythification was largely effected by U.S. and
British scholars and policymakers as they sought to rationalize their racist for-
eign policies. The formation of this myth required the promulgation of an
assemblage of euphemisms to camouflage the egregious history of white
supremacy that both societies pursued, as well as the denigration or silencing
of antiracist challenges to the systems of oppression that these societies insti-
tuted and spread abroad.

Prior to World War I, Western political leaders and scholars celebrated their
imperialist projects and the racism that underlay them. As noted above, the field
of IR emerged largely in response to the need to provide more efficient colonial
administration of the subjugated peoples of Africa and Asia. As Western elites
began to draw on their colonial subjects to assist in the fighting of their increas-
ingly horrific wars, these subjects petitioned for racial equanimity in the domes-
tic and diplomatic affairs of states. As the international system globalized,
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information, media, and military technology spread throughout many states;
meanwhile, resistance to colonialism became better coordinated and more wide-
spread. Subjugated peoples began to make progress in drawing out the contra-
diction between the West’s advocacy of democratic ideals and the reality of the
West’s white supremacist practices as they increasingly organized to overturn 
the institutions of domination that facilitated their subjugation on an interna-
tional scale.

As indigenous resistance to Euro-American dominance became increasingly
apparent around the time of World War I, Western leaders attempted to contain
the growing discontent. Their academics provided them with pseudo-scholarly jus-
tifications to rationalize the simultaneous pursuit of democratic ideals for some
and the denial of human rights to others. Woodrow Wilson’s call to “make the
world safe for democracy” was seemingly at odds with white perceptions prior to
WWI, which cast imperialism as a glorified, vaunted, and even religiously ordained
pursuit. Euro-American imperialist wars were often viewed as race wars justified
by a religious obligation to bring the heathen to Christ or as vindications of the
social Darwinist tenets of the survival of the fittest. For example, Theodore Roo-
sevelt celebrated imperialist war and “lashed out at those who would apply the
‘rules of international morality’ to ‘savages’ and ‘beasts’.” For him, “a war with sav-
ages, though it is apt to be also the most terrible and inhuman” was “the most
ultimately righteous of all wars” because “the rude, fierce settler who drives the
savage from the land lays all civilized mankind under a debt to him.” He adds
that “the victor, horrible though many of his deeds are, has laid deep the foun-
dations for the future greatness of a mighty people” (Lauren 1996, 68). Roosevelt
thought it inevitable that the lands of the indigenous peoples should pass to the
more powerful Western states, and his successor in the presidency, William
Howard Taft, similarly justified imperial conquest in the name of “our superior
race” (68).

Although these views occupied a prominent place in public discourse, it was
Taft’s successor, Woodrow Wilson, who appeared to provide a transition between
those who lauded imperial slaughter and subjugation and those who proffered a
more egalitarian foreign policy acknowledging the rights of the subjugated to self-
determination and the promotion of the principles of democracy. Wilson had
made positive statements regarding the need for equality among nations during
WWI; in his view, “Only a peace between equals can last. Only a peace the very
principle of which is equality and a common participation in a common benefit.
The right state of mind, the right feeling between nations, is as necessary for a
lasting peace as is the just settlement of vexed questions of territory or of racial
and national allegiance. The equality of nations upon which peace must be
founded, if it is to last, must be an equality of rights” (Lauren 1996, 87). Wilson
had even made convincing overtures to African Americans regarding their domes-
tic and international concerns—which led the dean of black scholars, W. E. B.
Du Bois, to pen an essay, “Close Ranks,” to encourage black support for the war
effort and Wilson’s promises for redress of blacks’ concerns. But in actuality Wil-
son was as steeped in white supremacist precepts as his predecessors. A South-
erner himself, he was an apologist for Southern racism and once excused
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objections to black voting rights on the basis that blacks’ “minds are dark; . . .
they are ignorant, uneducated, and incompetent to form an enlightened opinion”
(Patler 2004, 76). As president of Princeton, he advised a black seminary student
interested in attending the school that “it is altogether inadvisable for a colored
man to enter Princeton” and he suggested Harvard, Brown, or Dartmouth as alter-
natives, as Princeton retained its policy of excluding blacks for several more
decades (77). In 1889 he had argued in The State: Elements of Historical and Prac-
tical Politics, that in order to understand the origins of modern government, “one
should not study the ‘savage’ traditions of ‘defeated’ primitive groups but rather
the contributions of the ‘survived fittest,’ primarily the groups composing the
Aryan race” (Oren 2003, 35). As U.S. president, Wilson rejected entreaties of
blacks, whose support he solicited prior to the war in his “New Freedom” plat-
form, and implemented and expanded segregation in several departments of the
federal government. He once remarked to black representatives protesting segre-
gation that “Segregation is not humiliating but a benefit, and ought to be so
regarded by you [colored] gentlemen” (Lauren 1996, 89). He accepted the racist
fiction of the pro-KKK film, Birth of a Nation (which he screened in the White
House), as historical fact (Patler 2004, 39–40, 76). It is difficult “to reconcile Wil-
son’s treatment of blacks with his often expressed noble sentiments of justice, lib-
erty, and equality” given that “he not only failed to uplift African-Americans, but
he enabled forces to crush them even further, . . . all this as he preached to the
world the importance of serving humanity” (78). Wilson was intent on institu-
tionalizing his racist policies internationally through his Kantian-inspired League
of Nations, which was also oriented by his racist logic.

Wilson’s true colors on the issue of racial equality were revealed in his response
to the Japanese proposal at the Paris Peace Conference to include a clause in the
League of Nations Covenant recognizing racial equality. The Japanese amendment
stated that “equality of nationals being a basic principle of the League of Nations,
the High Contracting Parties agree to accord as soon as possible to all alien
nationals of State members of the League, equal and just treatment in every
respect, making no distinction, either in law or in fact, on account of their race
or nationality.” The Japanese delegation’s expectations were buttressed by Wil-
son’s earlier comments on the importance of equality in the construction of a post-
war peace; but they would have done better to heed Wilson’s statements regarding
the Japanese in the domestic politics of the United States. On the question of
Japanese immigration he opined, “I stand for the national policy of exclusion. We
cannot make a homogeneous population out of a people who do not blend with
the Caucasian race” (Lauren 1996, 89). This view Wilson cast abroad in his deal-
ings with the Japanese delegation on the issue of the racial equality clause. So
while the Japanese felt that international diplomacy would prevail and their
request would be supported, to their surprise and consternation, the United States,
Britain, and Australia voiced strong and pointed opposition to the proposed
amendment. William Hughes, the prime minister of Australia, “denounced the
principle of racial equality as dangerous nonsense” and openly articulated his
beliefs in white superiority (Furedi 1998, 42). Lord Robert Cecil, a British 
representative at the negotiations, “saw the amendment as a challenge to the 
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management of the Empire” (42), while Harold Nicholson, another British diplo-
mat present at the conference, opposed the idea of a clause in the League
Covenant that “implied the equality of the yellow man with the white man,” or
worse, “might even imply the terrific theory of the equality of the white man with
the black” (90). But it was Wilson, the president who argued for the United
States’ entry in the war in order to make the world safe for democracy, who per-
sonally orchestrated the rejection of the racial equality clause.

Not only did Wilson personally reject the principle of racial equality; he,
along with the other American diplomats, was concerned about the consequences
such a policy might have on the relations of blacks and whites within the United
States. Wilson had rejected the original clause, but even when the reference to
“race” was deleted in an amended proposal, he still sought to kill it. Wilson tried
to avoid taking an official vote on the clause, but the Japanese delegate, Baron
Nobuaki Makino, pressed the issue. The vote was 11 of 17 in favor of the Japan-
ese proposal. Wilson, however, “declared from the chair that the amendment had
failed” because it didn’t secure unanimous support—although majority votes 
had been sufficient in the past for acceptance of amendments that Wilson sup-
ported (Furedi 1998, 99). Nevertheless, with the promise of equality of peoples
ignored, the framers of the postwar peace vacated the promise of democracy and
self-determination by rejecting the rights of indigenous peoples in the colonies
of the defeated powers—especially those of Africa and Asia—not to mention
those in the colonies of the victors. Instead they underwrote the imperialism of
its members, including Japan, who lined up in queues to gorge themselves on the
spoils of Germany’s defeated empire. The dismemberment of the colonies belong-
ing to the Central Powers was facilitated by a mandate system that allowed for
the continuation of white domination in most of the colonial areas of the world.
One analyst observed that in effect, the League remained essentially “an all white
and predominantly European affair” (Gardiner 1968, 21). Central to the main-
tenance of the façade of freedom and democracy was the racism that in a manner
increasingly distinct from discourse at the turn of the century was less stridently
proclaimed, though continually practiced.

Discussions of “race relations” and “race consciousness” emerged in the nas-
cent field of world politics in the interwar era. Since colonial administrators faced
continued challenges among colonized people organizing around issues of self-
determination, these academic discussions were “characteristically alarmist and
had a tendency to inflate the significance of every manifestation of anti-Western
sentiment” (Furedi 1998, 123). The concerns raised in the metropole (i.e., the
capital of the colonizing country) were no doubt magnified as a result of the view
that those who had been for so long oppressed and exploited would seek revenge
against their transgressors. Those who displayed such an orientation came to be
viewed by many whites as “race conscious.” Race consciousness was neither a char-
acteristic of white peoples pursuing racist policies in the colonies nor was it even
a reflection of white racism, but it came to be seen as a condition that afflicted
indigenous (i.e., nonwhite) peoples that at times compelled them to seek “racial
revenge.” It was increasingly evident that “the Western sense of race could only
interpret the aspiration for independence and equality in a racial form” (123),
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which casts the victims as potential perpetrators of racist acts—like throwing off
the colonial yoke. Furedi notes that “it is not clear to what extent officials were
conscious of their evasion of responsibility for the legacy of racial domination.
During the 1930s they seemed to elide the distinction between the action of the
oppressor and the oppressed.” In such a context, “demands for civil rights were
seldom greeted as legitimate aspirations, but as attempts to change the existing
balance of racial power” (127–28).

The challenges to the assertions of freedom and independence did not rely
on sentiment alone. In the United States, national and local law enforcement
agencies, including the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), targeted individu-
als branded as “racially conscious,” such as those involved in Marcus Garvey’s Uni-
versal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) and African Communities
League (ACL). It also targeted black newspaper editors implicated in the vile act
of “drawing attention to acts of racism,” such as publishing articles about lynch-
ing, leading the FBI to target them “as a threat to social harmony” (Furedi 1998,
128). Similar actions were evident in Britain. For example, the West India Royal
Commission “indirectly blamed local newspaper editors for stirring up race con-
sciousness” (128). The British mentality on the subject reflected greater scorn for
those who complained about the “colour bar” than for the “colour bar” itself.
Revolts against the imperialist status quo were often attributed to “race con-
sciousness.” From the perspective of the British, racism “was associated with move-
ments against Western domination,” but less evident as a characterization of
Western imperialist rule. It was a “term [that] might be applied to the contem-
poraneous Nazi movement, but certainly not to the British” (129–30).

Alarmist sentiments in the interwar era augured a race war that would result
from the teeming masses of nonwhite peoples who were becomingly increasingly
assertive (i.e., “race conscious”). Figures on demographic growth in the colonial
world were brought to bear to justify the growing fear of “race war” during the
period before World War II. Furedi notes that “these interwar contributions were
characteristically incoherent and unfocused. Allusions to racial competition and
unspecified hints about growing resentment against the white race were the usual
fare” (Furedi 1998, 48). He adds that “racial fears were seldom engaged openly
and the object of anxieties was usually vague. This lack of specificity was based
in part on the relative dearth of experience to substantiate such pessimism. These
were unsubstantiated fears, which said more about those who suffered from them
than about any clearly defined dangers” (48). Part of the concern was intensified
by a rise in the popularity of literature about the decline of civilizations, epito-
mized in Oswald Spengler’s Decline of the West as well as Lothrop Stoddard’s The
Rising Tide of Color against White World Supremacy. These works reflected in part
the view that the moral standing of the West had been undermined by its pros-
ecution of World War I, the most destructive war in recorded history up to that
time. The war was largely viewed in the colonial world as the result of disputes
over imperial acquisitions as W. E. B. Du Bois had argued in “The African Roots
of the War” in 1915, prior to publication of Lenin’s more famous tract, Imperial-
ism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism. Moreover, Spengler’s and other works height-
ened the sense of impending racial warfare. Nonetheless, “The threat was very
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much an imagined one. It had the character of expectations. Sometimes empirical
evidence was ignored in favour of the presentiment of racial danger” (57). One result
was that “every Western setback” from the defeat of Russia by the Japanese in 1905
to the Turkish defeat of the Greeks in 1923 “was a direct boost to anti-white con-
sciousness” and augured greater conflicts to come (58). These sentiments were
echoed in the arguments of such prominent social scientists as Bronislaw Mali-
nowski, but they also resonated in the arguments of such prominent sociologists as
Ernest W. Burgess and Robert E. Park.1

Voices of reason challenging these portents of impending race war included polit-
ical scientists such as Ralph Bunche in his A World View of Race (1936); how-
ever, his commentary that what appeared to be inter-racial conflicts were actually
rooted in social, political, and especially economic conflicts that were inherently
resolvable was lost in a cacophony of prophesies of an imminent racial maelstrom.

In sum, “the race agenda that emerged in the interwar period was strongly
influenced by apprehensions concerning differential fertility, racial deterioration,
and race war. These anxieties were based on the premise that any impending con-
flicts would be at the expense of the prevailing balance of power (Furedi 1998,
79). The major implication of this view was that “public displays of white racial
superiority had become dangerous since they invited an explosion of racial resent-
ment” (79). To be sure, “this new racial pragmatism did not fundamentally ques-
tion the assumption of superiority as such. Indeed it was even critical of those who
promoted the radical idea of race equality” (79). Fundamentally, “this was an
approach that self-consciously ignored the fundamental question of racial oppres-
sion and focused its concern on the etiquette of race relations” (79). It was a
replacement of Rudyard Kipling’s and Cecil Rhodes’s celebration of imperialism
and white supremacism with Frederick Lugard’s assertion of the “rights” of indige-
nous peoples within a colonial arrangement of indirect rule, which, though no
less white supremacist in practice, at least seemed to make some rhetorical over-
ture to native rights—as long as the natives stayed in their place. In effect, it was
the intellectual rationalization of the separate but equal doctrine of apartheid or
Jim Crow. Nonetheless, these sentiments shaped the discourse on race and were
embraced by such cultural relativists as Malinowski. Furedi notes that “the new
racial pragmatism presented itself as an alternative to racial supremacist philos-
ophy,” and in that context “Malinowski was as scathing of Nordic supremacist
theories as he was of ideas of race equality” (93). In effect, cultural relativism was
quite compatible with white supremacist tenets, and the move to cultural rela-
tivist arguments on the issue of race relations simply represented the most recent
morphing of white supremacist discourse without any real change in the effect of
white supremacist practices and white power in the global system.

Toward the outbreak of World War II there was a rise in anticolonial senti-
ment that began to change the contours of world politics. Most obviously, it was
becoming increasingly unacceptable to proffer patently supremacist foreign pol-
icy statements, especially in light of the racist claims of Nazi Germany—less so
those of Imperial Japan—that ostensibly generated opprobrium in the West. This
was so even though such important aspects of Nazism as eugenics found support
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in the United States and other Western countries as applied to blacks. One result
was that racism “continued to influence Anglo-American policy decisions and
political life, but more and more covertly,” while “the silencing of racial concerns
became public policy” (Furedi 1998, 163). Engagement in World War II against
the Nazi regime was to some extent a civil war among the leadership of the inter-
national order, which was compelled to disassociate itself at least superficially
from the doctrine of the regime that it had just defeated. Nevertheless, Du Bois
(1946 [1987], 23) situated the condition of white supremacy following World
War II in its historical context in his assessment that “there was no Nazi 
atrocity—concentration camps, wholesale maiming and murder, defilement of
women or ghastly blasphemy of childhood—which the Christian civilization 
of Europe had not long been practicing against colored folk in all parts of the world
in the name of and for the defense of a Superior Race born to rule the world.”
Subsequently, the international order would not substantively alter the racist sta-
tus quo; instead, it would silence attempts at racial redress and even cast those
who opposed racist practices as racist themselves.

The Western powers had learned from the failures of the League of Nations
and sought to create a much more powerful international organization following
World War II. They also learned to be much subtler in accommodating calls for
racial equality without fundamentally changing the racist status quo. The role of
Japan in the Paris Conference was taken up by China at the Dumbarton Oaks
Conference in 1944. The official Chinese proposal for the new organization’s fun-
damental principles included the following: “The principle of equality of all states
and all races shall be upheld” (Lauren 1996, 158). The response of the United
States was to attempt to separate issues of racial equality in the international
sphere from issues of racial equality in the domestic sphere. In this way it was
hoped that Jim Crow laws could be maintained, and the contradictions between
the American creed of freedom, justice, and equality and the American practice
of segregation, lynch law, and inequality would not affect the United States’ new-
found status as a superpower in the global arena. Although Article 1 of the United
Nations (UN) Charter advocates human rights and fundamental freedoms “for
all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion,” it was clear that
“countries might have been willing to consent to the inclusion of words and state-
ments of principle,” but “few were prepared to commit themselves to practical or
effective means of implementation” (166). U.S. officials at first resisted the inclu-
sion of statements regarding racial equality and consistently rejected notions of
economic equality as Communist inspired, but they were ultimately assuaged by
the inclusion of a domestic jurisdiction provision that would effectively check
enforcement of the UN ideals with respect to the domestic affairs of member
states. The impact of this provision was so great that “when John Foster Dulles
wondered aloud among his U.S. colleagues in the delegation whether the human
rights and nondiscrimination provisions might not create difficulties for ‘the
Negro problem in the South,’ he was told that the inclusion of a domestic juris-
diction provision would preclude this possibility. . . . In the words of Senator Tom
Connally on the U.S. delegation, this article ‘was sufficient to overpower all other
considerations’” (167).
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These positions were not the specific domain of any particular political per-
suasion. George Kennan, the architect of the United States’ containment strat-
egy, argued against the inclusion of a Declaration of Human Rights in the UN
Covenant since it might generate charges of hypocrisy on the part of the United
States, given its own domestic policies (Anderson 2003, 132). One of the most
prominent critics of the extension of human rights protections to blacks in the
United States through stipulations in the UN Covenant was the liberal former
First Lady, Eleanor Roosevelt. Anderson (133) notes that “she made sure that the
proposed Declaration and, especially the Covenant, contained no viable imple-
mentation mechanisms”; moreover, “Roosevelt worked to ensure that neither
individuals nor nongovernmental organizations would have any authority to 
petition the UN for redress of human rights violations.” She threatened to resign
from the board of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) if it pursued efforts to include the “negro problem” under the
rubric of human rights issues that would fall under the purview of the UN
Covenant. At one point, she “emphasized three key, important areas in which
the current balance of federal-state power would be sacredly preserved. The fed-
eral government, she promised, would never interfere in ‘murder cases,’ investi-
gate concerns over ‘fair trials,’ or insist on ‘the right to education.’ In essence,
Eleanor Roosevelt had just assured the Dixiecrats that the sacred troika of lynch-
ing, Southern justice, and Jim Crow schools would remain untouched, even with
a Covenant on Human Rights” (201). Roosevelt’s actions contributed to W. E. B.
Du Bois’s charge that she was one of the most implacable foes of African Amer-
icans’ struggle for human rights (141).

Facing a cold war imperative, in which U.S. officials beginning in the Tru-
man administration found themselves in geopolitical as well as ideological bat-
tles with the USSR as both superpowers sought to form alliances with the many
new nations that were emerging from the collapse of colonial regimes, succes-
sive presidential administrations asserted the greater desirability of the United
States’ politico-economic system as compared to the Soviet Union’s, given the
greater freedom in the former. But in order to make this argument, the United
States had to engage its serious domestic problem of racial discrimination. Pres-
ident Truman’s Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, acknowledged that “racial
discrimination in the United States remains a source of constant embarrassment
to this Government in the day-to-day conduct of its foreign relations; and it
jeopardizes the effective maintenance of our moral leadership of the free and
democratic nations of the world” (Dudziak 2000, 101). In light of such concerns,
Truman issued his Executive Order 9981, which stated that it was “the policy
of the President that there shall be equality of treatment and opportunity in
the armed services without regard to race, color, religion, or national origin”
(86). The order did not mention desegregation, however, nor did it state when
the objective of equality was to be achieved. In practice the armed forces
remained segregated until the Korean War (1950–1953), when military 
commanders in need of reinforcements realized that segregation was under-
mining their ability to achieve their military objectives on the ground. It was
these wartime imperatives instead of appeals to norms of equality that 
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compelled the military to begin to challenge its long-held racist view of accept-
able military service.

Meanwhile the emergent anticolonial struggles in the third world—especially
following the Mau Mau rebellion in colonial Kenya (1954–1956)—were recast
as hysterical epidemics of anti-white resentment expressed in “pathological ide-
ologies” of anticolonial nationalism. Western experts “insisted that this was a
negative reaction, driven by jealousy and hatred of the white race,” which was
rooted in “an inferiority complex” among colonial subjects (Dudziak 2000, 208).
Clearly, then, “it was the feeling of inferiority rather than the reality of racial dom-
ination that provoked anti-colonial revolts” (209). Subsequently, this racist psy-
chobabble, “the pathology of anti-racist resentment,” became “a catch-all
explanation of events” in the independence struggles in Africa and Asia and
“provided an important theme for official reports” (208). In this view, “the prob-
lem was not so much the impact of imperialism or of racism as the failure to
adjust” (134). Prominently implicated was the so-called “marginal man,” the
colonial subject who was either racially mixed or had received some Western
education and found himself “between two worlds.” It was these marginal men
who had the greatest difficulty in “adjusting” and it was opined that “those who
could not adjust became racially conscious, anti-white or unstable” (Furedi 1998,
134). It followed that “it was not so much racism as the overreaction to it that
constituted the problem. It was not idealism, conviction or political passion, but
a psychological overreaction which drove Marginal Man’s anti-imperialism” (148).
In the final analysis, “this stress on adjustment left the colonial reality as unprob-
lematic,” meanwhile “the focus on the psychology of anti-Western sentiment
invariably distracts from the wider social and historical structures of Western
domination” (148–49).

Racism in world politics was reconceptualized again to accommodate the
changed realities on the ground, with only superficial adjustments to the façade
of white supremacy. At this point, “racial inferiority became a subject of study in
its own right. Accordingly, the standard model of analysis used to explain anti-
colonial nationalism began with the premise that the source of the problem was
frustration, resentment and a feeling of inferiority. It was held that these nega-
tive sentiments led to a virulent type of reaction against the West, which invari-
ably took on an anti-white racist form” (Furedi 1998, 208). Therefore, “the very
rejection of the West was held to be the defining feature of racial prejudice”
(208). The strained, perverted, but nonetheless prevailing logic of this contention
suggested that “anti-colonial nationalism was the product of a disturbed state of
mind, which was invariably susceptible to racist emotions,” creating a state 
of mind marked by a “highly infectious” hysteria that magnified grievance towards
whites out of all proportion to its actual degree. Africans and Asians, the argu-
ment went, were highly susceptible to this irrational hatred of white people;
therefore making them just as racist as they claimed whites to be. The result was
that “precisely at a time when scientific racism was under attack and when ideas
of race equality were gaining currency, a rearguard action was successfully dis-
crediting the reaction to racism” (149). Antiracist movements “were interpreted
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as the irrational action of the psychologically frustrated” whose main problem was
hypersensitivity to perceived slights. Therefore, “it was not so much racism as the
overreaction to it that constituted the problem,” which stressed the need for greater
“adjustment” on the part of the natives while leaving the oppressive colonial appa-
ratus blameless (148).

Further, if all peoples could harbor these racist feelings, then surely everyone
was guilty of racism to some degree. As Furedi notes, “In the post-war period 
there was a gradual shift from the focus on race consciousness to one that por-
trayed racism as a problem for which everyone bore responsibility. The logic of this
representation was at once to implicate everyone and no one in particular. This
discourse was rooted in the discussions of the interwar period, but in the 1950s
it was systematically developed into a powerful theory of race relations. It pro-
vided a coherent defence for the negative argument that suggested that the West
should not be singled out since everyone else was also racist” (Furedi 1998, 226).
As a result, racism in world politics had become thoroughly mystified. Race 
consciousness was linked to common problems of interracial relations in which
it was assumed that there was a constant potential for conflict. “The implication
was that the international conflict of colour possessed an autonomous dynamic” and
that “this was a problem which transcended particular societies and circumstances”
(116–17). Racism in world politics was not particular to white people or the white
nations that dominated the globe and subjugated most of the world’s non-
white people. Such a “reduction of racism to a generic concept of conflict led many
writers to conceptualise racism as a universal problem.” Consequently, their con-
clusions invariably implied that Western societies bore no greater responsibility for
racism than others.” In fact, it was “a sin afflicting the whole of humanity” (229).

But such a misinterpretation of history rests on a mystification of the defini-
tion of racism in world politics and a willful attempt to minimize the practice of
racial domination and exploitation. It seeks to remove power from our concep-
tion of racism, reducing it to some form of ubiquitous ethnocentrism that may or
may not affect the life chances of peoples who encounter it. It ignores the insti-
tutional apparatus of white supremacy in place in the governance of the world
for at least the last two centuries. This mystification could not be accomplished
internationally had it not been firmly established domestically. It was a con-
comitant of similar processes at work within Western societies that housed siz-
able black minorities. Nowhere was it more evident or more influential than in
the United States. This situation has put African Americans in a pivotal posi-
tion insofar as they experience a domestic form of racial oppression that has been
extended abroad; therefore, the extent to which they can effectively challenge
this dominant form of racial oppression, the greater their ability to provide a
blueprint for others similarly situated. Moreover, the degree to which blacks might
transform U.S. society through the transformation of its racist institutions—
including its foreign policy institutions—the greater the likelihood of a transfor-
mation of international relations itself, structured as it is around the political,
economic, military, and cultural hegemony of the United States. To appreciate
this viewpoint, we need to turn to demystifying racism in the United States.
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Demystifying Racism in the United States

There is an immediate challenge when one attempts to define racism in U.S. soci-
ety because a system of white racism persists in the United States that acts to pre-
vent those within it from recognizing it, confronting it, indicting it, and therefore
changing it. Scholars analyzing racism in the United States are often confronted
with the task of defining the concept in ways that do not offend extant racist sen-
sibilities and institutions. In this context racists themselves have defined their
racism out of existence through the creation of a “nonracist” discourse that
obscures racist practices that persist in the society and instead targets relatively
powerless expressions of bigotry among minority communities as more appropri-
ate targets of state action. In such a context, mainstream scholars and policy-
makers willfully pervert definitions of such terms as racism in order to deracialize,
naturalize, and marginalize white supremacism, which is at the core of U.S. soci-
ety, while often indicting as racists those who call this racist order into question.

The post–civil rights era has witnessed the mystification of white suprema-
cism that has resulted from misdefining the concept of racism and mystifying the
practice of racism. For example, Omi and Winant’s widely touted text (1994)
focuses on racism as a “sociohistorical process” by which racial categories are cre-
ated, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed, which they refer to as “racial for-
mation.” They define racism as “a fundamental characteristic of social projects
which create or reproduce structures of domination based on essentialist categories
of race” (Omi and Winant 1994, 162). They add that “we should think of race
as an element of social structure rather than as an irregularity within it; we should
see race as a dimension of human representation rather than as an illusion.” Race
should be understood in its social context, which varies across time and space. It
“signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and interests by referring to different
types of human bodies” (55). They accept that race as a category is not biologi-
cally defined; nevertheless, they agree that it has an enduring impact on social
relations. They maintain that theory should explain the enduring significance of
race, and this is what they set out to do. They eschew what they consider two
limited views of race, either as (1) an essence, or something “fixed, concrete, and
objective”; or another view of race as (2) mere illusion, or “a purely ideological
construct which some ideal non-racist social order would eliminate” (54). Their
attempt to transcend these bipolar conceptualizations of race leads them to aver
that race is an “unstable and ‘decentered’ complex of social meaning constantly
being transformed by political struggle” (55).

Feagin (2000, 21) maintains that Omi and Winant’s thesis places far too
much emphasis on “the ideological construction of race or the formation of racial
meanings and identities” and far too little on “the concrete advantages whites
have gained, unjustly, over several centuries of slavery, segregation, and contem-
porary racism.” He argues that while racial formation is an aspect of racism, it is
hardly the most important one. He is emphatic that white supremacism, which
he characterizes as “systemic racism,” is “not just about the construction of racial
images, attitudes and identities,” but “it is even more centrally about the creation,
development, and maintenance of white privilege, economic wealth, and 
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sociopolitical power over nearly four centuries” (21). That is, “it is about hierar-
chical interaction.” (29) Feagin adds that “the past and present worlds of racism
include not only racist relations at work but also the racist relations that black
Americans and other Americans of color encounter in trying to secure adequate
housing, consumer goods, and public accommodations for themselves and their
families. Racism reaches deeply into family lives, shaping who has personal rela-
tions with whom, and who gets married to whom. Racism shapes which groups
have the best health, get the best medical care, and live the longest lives” (21).
Feagin concurs with Cornel West’s sentiment that “‘Categories are constructed.
Scars and bruises are felt with human bodies, some of which end up in coffins.
Death is not a construct’” (21).

Feagin is essentially correct, but beyond his critique it is clear that Omi and
Winant’s turn to “racial formation” largely abandons the enterprise of conceptu-
alizing and confronting racism. That is, in arguing that race is a construct that is
largely wedded to specific and shifting social milieu, Omi and Winant conflate
the origins and dynamics of the manipulation of races by elites with the defini-
tion of the term itself. While it is true that race is “constructed” and reflects cer-
tain “social conflicts,” this generalization can be made about many socioeconomic
or political categories such as gender, class, or sexuality. In addition, Omi and
Winant’s recognition does not uncover the deleterious impact of policies and
practices geared toward the oppression of people who are denigrated through
these constructs. Moreover, even as a construct, race is not subsumed by gender,
class, or sexuality but incorporates these lines of cleavage within it. Often ana-
lysts ignore this obvious inclusiveness in order to insinuate and camouflage their
actual focus on white women, white workers, and white homosexuals (and as an
afterthought, “other” minorities in these categories) in order to artificially nar-
row a focus on black people as one that ignores other lines of cleavage that the
category “black” obviously subsumes. Race in important ways is much simpler than
Omi and Winant suggest. It has a clear history in the United States, and it has
enduring precepts and straightforward, if hardly scientific, denotations. The most
fundamental denotation across time and space is white supremacy. Specifically,
race has been clearly grounded in a classificatory scheme that places those who
are white and associated with whiteness in the superior position and those 
who are nonwhite or associated with nonwhites—especially blacks—in the infe-
rior position. Regardless of the context, since the establishment of the United
States race has consistently meant this: white supremacism.

Similarly, racism is not the mélange that Omi and Winant suggest; instead,
racism as it has been actualized, experienced, and propagated in U.S. society is
the belief, practice, and policy of domination based on the specious concept of
race. Racism is not simply bigotry or prejudice but a public policy supported by
institutional power, primarily state power. The functional or most persistent and
dominant form of racism in the United States is white supremacism. It is this form
of racism in the U.S. that is responsible for the genocide against the Native Amer-
icans, the human and cultural destruction and debasement of African enslave-
ment, the denial of the humanity and citizenship rights of blacks after
enslavement, Jim Crowism, de jure and de facto segregation, and the establish-
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ment of ideologies and institutions to rationalize and perpetuate the subjugation
of nonwhite peoples. It also involves the privileging of white peoples and their
interests, opportunities, and life chances by granting them differential access to
the major life-giving and life-sustaining institutions of the society. Racism pro-
vides concrete advantages for those viewed as whites and concrete disadvantages
for those viewed as blacks. As Lipsitz (1998, viii) reminds us, whiteness has a “cash
value” as well as an emotional value; and this is evident domestically and inter-
nationally. Among the cash values is “a system for protecting the privileges of
whites by denying communities of color opportunities for asset accumulation and
upward mobility.” One of the main instruments of the maintenance of this dis-
torted system of privilege and privation is racist discrimination in the distribu-
tion of land following manumission and racist discrimination in home ownership,
which is the major vehicle for the transmission of wealth across generations and
persists today. Government and local policies promoting housing discrimination
(and financial support for mortgages) against blacks have been a major and 
persistent impediment to black socioeconomic development in the U.S. It has
repercussions for education opportunities from kintergarten through high school
and into college, as well as access to insurance and health care. It also plays a role
in the feminization of black poverty through its differential and deleterious impact
on black women who suffer under both the racism and sexism of many of these
discriminatory policies.

Thus white supremacism in the U.S. is hardly the same conceptually, in prac-
tice, or in effect, as a black person using a racial slur against a white person or
voicing the black supremacist tenets of Nation of Islam members. To be sure, black
supremacist pontifications are not institutionalized in any major life-giving or
life-sustaining institutions. It is not black supremacist policy that redlines districts
for insurance or mortgages. White people do not fear going to black supremacist
hospitals where without insurance they cannot afford to get sick. Nor does any
racist doctrine other than white supremacism find solace and support in the insti-
tutions of the United States armed forces, its local police forces, or its courts, pris-
ons, and jails. Nor is white employment, housing, or education affected in even
a minuscule way by notions of black supremacy. Such arguments are a subterfuge
and meant to distract attention from and opprobrium for the major functional
form of racism in past and present U.S. society: white supremacism—nothing else
comes close, and to argue otherwise is to engage in the absurd. Therefore, defi-
nitions of racism in the United States that do not focus primarily on white
supremacism are abstractions with little relevance to U.S. social dynamics. This
view is more historically accurate and is consistent with the experience of U.S.
society than Omi and Winant’s mystification. The failure to situate racism in its
historical and most prevalent manifestation leads to a mystification of the concept
and leaves us unprepared to challenge it or even to articulate it in terms that are
clear: the fundamental form of racism in the United States is white supremacism.

In attempting to apply the “racial formation” thesis to world politics, Winant
(2001) again errs in his assessment of the phenomenon. Although he is correct
that a racial hierarchy persists even against claims to the contrary; that it corre-
lates very well with worldwide and national systems of stratification and inequality;
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that it corresponds to glaring disparities in labor conditions; and that it reflects
differential access to democratic and communicative instrumentalities and life
chances, he still succumbs to the façade of change in the functional form of
racism. That is, he asserts that “what remains of racial discourse has a new tone,”
such that “Race talk today presents itself as egalitarian, respectful of ‘cultural dif-
ference,’ and, above all, humane. The appearance and consolidation of such post-
racial sentiments is a recent phenomenon; it has reshaped contemporary
understanding and debates over race” (1–2). But the reality of racism as white
supremacism has not changed. Further, discussions of social Darwinism, the 
white man’s burden, mission civilisatrice, all took on an “ethical” dimension, albeit
dualist ones that suggested one form of conduct for civilized, Christian, and
evolved whites and another for uncivilized, heathen, and unevolved blacks. What
is most important is not the superficially varied propaganda of white supremacist
proponents, but the underlying hierarchy that white racism supports and the 
distribution of concrete advantages across races that it ensures. It is clear that
today as for the last two centuries, this hierarchy is ordered by white supremacist
precepts. In that way, the essence of racism as a system of power has not changed,
although some of the language related to present racist policies clearly has.

Having defined racism clearly, we can demonstrate its influence in world pol-
itics through its impact on the dominant paradigms of the field. Pursuant to this,
we analyze two theses arising from the two prominent paradigms in the field.
First, I examine one of the most recent but influential theoretical arguments from
the realist school, Samuel Huntington’s clash of civilizations thesis, which posits
that cultural difference leads to international conflict. Second, I examine one of
the most influential theses in the idealist tradition, the democratic peace thesis,
which posits that democratic states are less likely to fight each other. I will attempt
to show how racism inheres in the assumptions of the two theses to the extent
that it challenges and confounds their empirical assumptions even as they are uti-
lized to guide international relations research and to inform U.S. foreign policy.

Realism: Racism and the Clash of Civilizations

While a critique of realism could usefully begin with a discussion of balance of
power theorists dating from the Enlightenment (see Henderson 2005), here I will
focus on more recent formulations in order to demonstrate the persistence of
racism in more recent realist theses. For example, in the 1990s an extensive lit-
erature emerged in world politics that focused on the impact of cultural identity
conceived as shared religious or ethnolinguistic characteristics (e.g., Chay 1990;
Mazrui 1990; Davis and Moore 1997; Henderson 1997). This literature was epit-
omized in studies focusing on “ethnic conflicts” (Ryan 1990; Gurr 1994, 2000),
and many of these began to explicate these events through an application of real-
ist frameworks such as found in the study of “ethnic security dilemmas” as pre-
cipitants of “ethnic conflicts” (Posen 1993), and most prominently in
Huntington’s (1993a, 1993b, 1996, 1999) cultural realist “clash of civilizations”
thesis, which suggests that shared civilization membership is the fulcrum upon
which post–cold war era world politics rests. Huntington’s initial essay (1993a)
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on the clash of civilizations is one of the most frequently cited articles to have
appeared in Foreign Affairs, while the book-length version of the article has
become an international bestseller and has been translated into several lan-
guages while becoming increasingly influential in policy circles. Decision makers
in the West have evoked “clash of civilizations” explanations to account for the
attacks on the United States of September 11, 2001 and to suggest Huntington’s
thesis as a guidepost to orient U.S. and Western foreign policy in both the war on
terrorism and in post–cold war international relations more generally. In this way,
both the literature on the increasing role of culture in international relations gen-
erally, and Huntington’s “clash of civilizations” thesis in particular, have become
prominent points of departure in analyzing world politics in the post–cold war era.

Huntington’s (1993a, 1993b, 1996) “clash of civilizations” (hereafter, CoC)
thesis posits that conflict is more likely to occur between states of different 
civilizations. His basically realist formulation insists on the primacy of states as
the major actors in international relations, however, he maintains that whereas
ideological differences framed cold war era international relations, in the post–cold
war era cultural identities—civilization identities—are increasingly salient. More-
over, he insists that for the first time in history the global system is both multi-
polar and multicivilizational. He is concerned—like realists in general—that the
balance of power among these poles is shifting in such a way as to decrease the power
of the West and to increase that of “the Rest.” Therefore, Huntington’s thesis should
be viewed as providing a cultural façade over a clearly realist foundation.

For Huntington (1996, 43), a civilization is “the highest cultural grouping of
people and the broadest level of cultural identity people have short of that which
distinguishes humans from other species.” He maintains that a civilization “is a
culture writ large” (41) and the “central defining characteristic” of a civilization
is its religion (47); hence, “the major civilizations in human history have been
closely identified with the world’s great religions” (42). These civilizations include
the Sinic, Japanese, Hindu, Islamic, Orthodox, Western, Latin American, (appar-
ently) Buddhist, and “possibly African” civilizations (47–48). Huntington (1996,
126) is clear that “people rally to those with similar ancestry, religion, language,
values, and institutions and distance themselves from those with different ones.”
For Huntington, shared religion is the single most important indicator of a civi-
lization; therefore, he avers that clashes of civilizations are usually conflicts
“between peoples of different religions” (253). For him, “Civilizations are the
ultimate human tribes, and the clash of civilizations is tribal conflict on a global
scale” (207). Huntington (1996, 289–90) implies that culturally dissimilar deci-
sion makers are likely to employ a “civilizational realpolitik” (i.e., a cultural real-
ist) strategy in their inter-civilizational disputes, which, in his view, increases the
probability of escalation to a fault-line war.2 Moreover, since membership in a civ-
ilization is rooted primarily in religious identity, this factor further reduces the like-
lihood of compromise. In fact, it intensifies the likelihood of conflict in
inter-civilizational disputes because the exclusivity of religion is far more perva-
sive than that of race or ethnicity. He notes that “A person can be half-French
and half-Arab and simultaneously even a citizen of two countries”; however, it
“is more difficult to be half-Catholic and half-Muslim” (Huntington 1993, 27).
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The popular version of Huntington’s (1993a, 22) thesis asserts that in the
post–cold war era the most prevalent form of global conflict will occur at the fault
lines of the major civilizations. According to Huntington (1996), the CoC
emerged in the post–cold war era as a result of: (1) the heightened interaction of
peoples from different civilizations; (2) the de-Westernization of elites in non-
Western states; (3) increased economic regionalization; (4) a global resurgence
of religious identity; and (5) a demographic and economic shift in the balance of
power toward non-Western states—especially Asian and Islamic states—in ways
that challenge Western hegemony. The interaction of these factors has resulted
in the increased salience of civilization membership in global politics. Since civ-
ilizational characteristics are basic and essential, differences among civilizations
are increasingly likely to generate conflict. For Huntington, the result is that cul-
tural factors have replaced ideological ones as the major source of conflict in
world politics in the post–cold war era. But systematic analyses of Huntington’s
empirical claims have consistently failed to support his thesis for international
wars (Henderson and Tucker, 2001), militarized interstate disputes (Russett,
Oneal, and Cox 2000; Henderson 2004a), and international crises (Chiozza 2002).
With respect to civil wars, one finds that drawing on data that includes observa-
tions through the year 1999, there is no support for Huntington’s thesis in the
post–cold war era (Henderson 2006). In fact, where there have been changes in
the incidence of clashes of civilizations in the post–cold war era, we find that their
number has actually declined, if only marginally. Similarly, if we consider the pro-
portion of clashes of civilizations to all intrastate armed conflicts, we find that if
anything the proportion of clashes of civilizations has declined since the end of
the cold war (Henderson 2006).

While many post–cold war conflicts are disputes crossing ethnic, linguistic,
or religious lines, they do not cross civilizational lines as designated by Hunting-
ton; therefore they do not constitute clashes of civilizations. For example, the con-
flicts in Rwanda and Burundi—which are included in most lists of “ethnic
conflicts” in the post–cold war era—are not clashes of civilizations but are clashes
within the African civilization as defined by Huntington. Similarly, the conflicts
between the Krahn and Gio in Liberia are clashes within the African civilization
as defined by Huntington. The armed conflicts involving Kurds and Iraqis in Iraq;
Pashtun, Uzbeks, and Tajiks in Afghanistan; and Shia and Sunnis in Iraq—as well
as Somali clans in Somalia—are not clashes of civilizations but clashes within the
Islamic civilization as defined by Huntington. By the same token, the conflict
between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland and the conflict between
Basque separatists and the Spanish government are clashes within Western civi-
lization. Even the conflicts in the Middle East involving Israel and its Arab neigh-
bors are not clashes of civilizations according to Huntington since he does not
recognize Judaism as a major civilization. These conflicts and many others like them
involve disputes that cross cultural lines, but they are not clashes of civilizations
according to Huntington’s definition. Thus, even where it appears that interethnic
or interreligious conflicts have proliferated in the post–cold war era, most of these
are not “clashes of civilizations,” nor do they originate from or portend the supposed
transformation of warfare in the post–cold war era that Huntington’s thesis suggests.
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The empirical evidence does not support the clash of civilizations thesis, or
by implication the policy recommendations that Huntington derives from it.
These recommendations advocate, among other things, the “cultural contain-
ment” of non-Western civilizations—especially the presumed impending Islamic-
Sinic threat to Western hegemony internationally and the crippling of
multicultural initiatives within Western states (especially the United States)
domestically. Instead, Huntington’s thesis represents a simplistic conceptualiza-
tion of world affairs that is for the most part unrelated to the reality that it
attempts to explain. His view of the post–cold war political landscape as one
checkered by the impending threat of cultural “others” conceived as “clear and
present strangers” is more likely to provide succor to those already predisposed
towards ethnocentric and even xenophobic foreign policies. The implementation
of policies founded on Huntington’s assumptions is likely to antagonize rather than
ameliorate difficulties across cultural divides in our highly interdependent inter-
national system. In this way, the clash of civilizations thesis may become a self-
fulfilling prophecy for those following its recommendations because it encourages
policies that generate strong opposition among cultural “others” who resist their
marginalization across political, economic, social, and cultural dimensions.

The main problem is that Huntington’s thesis relies largely on anecdote and
selective attention to the historical record. Throughout his text, Huntington
appears to have little problem taking the remarks of government leaders at face
value when they provide support for his thesis while ignoring what these leaders
actually do in pursuit of their presumably civilizational interests. As a case in point,
Walt (1997, 185) challenges Huntington’s (1996, 246–52) depiction of the 
Gulf War as a harbinger of the civilizational clashes that are presumed to prevail
in the post–cold war era. First, Walt reminds us that the Gulf War did not begin
as a dispute between states of different civilizations but as an intracivilizational
dispute between two Islamic states, Iraq and Kuwait. In this “clash of civilizations,”
Western states (with tacit support from Israel) allied with one Islamic state,
Kuwait, and repulsed another Islamic state, Iraq. Undeterred by these peculiari-
ties, Huntington (1996) attempts to salvage his thesis by focusing on the senti-
ments of select individuals and groups within Islamic populations that, he argues,
favored Iraq. Second, Walt (1997, 185) counters that “even if this were true, it
merely underscores the fact that state interests mattered more than loosely felt
and politically impotent loyalties to a particular ‘civilizational’ entity.”

Turning toward another post–cold war “clash of civilizations,” Walt (1997,
185) points out that although the war in the former Yugoslavia manifests some
of the trappings of a fault line war, it ultimately fails as an intercivilizational con-
flict because the more than 50,000 U.S.-led troops that were deployed to Bosnia
in 1996 were not there to defend Western interests, represented by Croatia, but
Muslims. This is also evident in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
intervention in Kosovo, which is aimed at protecting ethnic Albanians, who are
predominantly Muslim. Further, Walt contends that while modest sums of aid for
the Bosnian Muslims were sent by Islamic countries, the lion’s share of support
was provided by Western states. “Similarly, Russia offered some rhetorical support
to the Serbs, but it backed away from its ‘Orthodox’ brethren when Serbian 
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bellicosity made Belgrade an unappealing ally. Even the Western states failed to
lineup according to cultural criteria, with Britain and France being more sympa-
thetic to the Serbs, Germany backing the Croats, and the United States reserv-
ing most of its support for the Muslims.” Even Huntington’s (1996, 313–16)
hypothetical case of an intercivilizational World War III in 2010 begins as a con-
flict between China and Vietnam, both of which Huntington includes in the
Sinic civilization; therefore, even this hypothetical “clash of civilizations” is a
clash within civilizations.

The major critique of the CoC thesis is that it ignores the persistent role of
nationalism in world politics. Clearly, although nationalist conflict may resem-
ble intercivilizational conflict at times, as in independence struggles or colonial
wars, national interests often work at odds with civilizational ones, leading to such
intracivilizational wars as the wars of Italian and German unification in the nine-
teenth century. For example, Walt (1997, 183–84) states that “being part of some
larger ‘civilization’ did not convince the Abkhaz, Armenians, Azeris, Chechens,
Croats, Eritreans, Georgians, Kurds, Ossetians, Quebecois, Serbs, or Slovaks to
abandon the quest for their own state.” Contrary to Huntington’s thesis, the
nation, and not the civilization, appears to be the largest identity group to which
people consistently swear fealty in the post–cold war era. While Huntington is
correct that states continue to be the major actors in world politics—and will be
for the foreseeable future—he seems to have ignored the reason that their influ-
ence persists: the enduring salience of nationalism in international relations. This
“neglect of nationalism,” for Walt (187) “is the Achilles Heel of the civiliza-
tional paradigm.” Since civilizations are more or less ideational constructs rather
than political agents, they are devoid of decision-making power or control over
political or economic resources. By comparison, states “can mobilize their citi-
zens, collect taxes, issue threats, reward friends, and wage war; in other words,
states can act. . . . Nationalism is a tremendously powerful force precisely because
it marries individual cultural affinities to an agency—the state—that can actu-
ally do something” (187). To be sure, nationalist struggles may engender conflicts;
however, cultural differences in the future as in the past are likely to remain one
of several factors, including political, military, economic, and demographic con-
siderations, that give rise to international conflict.

While Huntington’s thesis has the “merit of simplicity, and it seems to make
sense of some important contemporary events” (Walt 1997,181, 188–89), its
allure appears to rest more on a “call for new enemies” and its partial resemblance
to classical realist tenets (Rubenstein and Crocker 1994) than its empirical evi-
dence. But not only should Huntington’s (1996) foreign policy recommendations
be viewed as questionable, his domestic policy prescriptions, which center on an
attack on multiculturalism in the United States (Huntington 1996, 304–7),
appear to be similarly misguided and essentially racist. According to Huntington
(1993b, 190), multiculturalists “reject the idea of a ‘color-blind’ society of equal
individuals and instead promote a ‘color-conscious’ society with government-
sanctioned privileges for some groups.” He contends that “Such claims run directly
counter to the underlying principles that have been the basis of American polit-
ical unity.” Huntington’s view ignores the clear historical fact that the framers of
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the United States Constitution had every intention of creating a country rooted
in “government-sanctioned privileges for some groups”: specifically, whites. The
framers institutionalized and provided constitutional protections of the liberty of
whites and de jure and de facto subjugation of nonwhites. To suggest that “color
blindness” is somehow an article of faith or a centerpiece of American political
philosophy or practice—as Huntington does—ignores centuries of constitution-
ally supported white supremacism in the United States.

Huntington’s (1993b, 1996) thesis also seems to imply that one cannot be
simultaneously multiculturalist and Western; this is clearly incorrect. To be West-
ern does not suggest that one must be a Western chauvinist. His argument that
multiculturalism rejects Western constructs appears to rely on an erroneous con-
flation of Western culture and white racism such that attacks on white racism by
multiculturalists become in his mind synonymous with attacks on Western cul-
ture. Multiculturalists primarily contend that the Western features of American
society have been melded from a quite remarkable amalgamation of diverse races,
cultures, and peoples that provide the various threads of its social tapestry. Fun-
damentally, multiculturalists assail racist depictions of American history—not its
Western heritage per se—and remind us that America since its inception has been
multicultural in composition but has been dominated by whites who sometimes
confuse their hegemony with the state’s homogeneity.

Huntington’s domestic policy prescriptions also give succor to those who
blame intercultural disputes in the United States on the diversity of American
society and the failure of divergent groups (especially African and Latino Amer-
icans) to assimilate themselves into a generally Western and evidently white cul-
tural mold, while ignoring the historic and ongoing impact of white racism in the
United States and the context of intergroup relations that it has created. A domes-
tic policy that targets these historically marginalized culture groups alone instead
of the institutions that buttress white racism will ensure the continuation of inter-
racial and intercultural conflict in the United States. In its temper and substance,
Huntington’s analysis appears to suggest that nonwhites in the United States—
just as nonwhites abroad—represent a “clear and present danger” to the state; and
as such they should be contained domestically just as their cultural kin should be
contained abroad. It is this rationale that would justify the preemptive attack of
the United States on an Arab state—any Arab state—after the attacks on the
United States in 2001, even though there was no evidence that Iraq posed an
imminent threat to the United States.

Huntington’s domestic policy prescriptions also fail to recognize that the man-
ner in which the United States and other states promote interracial and inter-
cultural cooperation within their own borders can fulfill the best ideals of Western
(and many non-Western) societies while providing a blueprint for other cultur-
ally heterogeneous states. This point is especially significant in light of the fact
that the modal composition of states or nations is one of territorially bounded
political units housing culturally heterogeneous communities within them. There-
fore, it is incumbent upon most, if not all, states to effectively integrate (not
assimilate) the diverse groups in their heterogeneous societies in a manner that
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respects both the sovereignty of the state and the cultural pluralism of its inhab-
itants; or, on the other hand, to facilitate the autonomous development of cul-
turally separate societies in their midst.

In sum, by focusing on theoretical and empirical blind spots in the CoC the-
sis as noted in the critiques cited earlier, we are better equipped to respond to
Huntington’s (1993b) query, “If not civilizations, what?” Evidently it is not civ-
ilizations, therefore, we should proceed in a systematic way toward uncovering
the actual correlates and causes of war so that we can employ more effective
strategies to prevent them. Rather than trying to simply “build new bogeymen”
as Walt suggests that Huntington endeavors to do, we should build on extant
research on the causes of war and peace and put forward empirically grounded
and rigorously substantiated theoretical models to inform foreign policy. The fun-
damental problem with racist discourses in IR—or those that are silent with
respect to white supremacism—is that they are empirically inaccurate and unteth-
ered to the reality they propose to explain. The clash of civilizations thesis is
largely a rehash of the civilizationist arguments of the pre–World War I and inter-
war eras; it shares the alarmism that viewed the “teeming uncivilized masses” of
Africa and Asia as the greatest threat to Euro-American global dominance, which
is replicated in Huntington’s thesis concerning the Asian “affirmation” and the
Islamic “resurgence” (the latter fueled largely by the Muslim “youth bulge” and
other demographic factors auguring the decline of Western civilization in Hunt-
ington’s view). This early twentieth-century alarmism predicted a race war that
would threaten the racial balance of power with little credence given to empiri-
cal evidence to support this view and little effort put forth to alter the system of
white supremacy to ameliorate the conditions in the colonies that were giving
rise to organized resistance. Similarly, the clash of civilizations thesis augurs a
world where the black, brown, and yellow peoples—especially those embracing
Islam—are a clear and present danger to Western power internationally and to
white American power in the United States. It does not address the system of
white supremacy either internationally or domestically but instead calls for cul-
tural containment abroad and culturally hegemony (and its corollary, cultural
repression) domestically. It demurs—following G. W. F. Hegel and Arnold Toyn-
bee—on the existence of an African culture, as well as on the contributions of
African and other nonwhite minorities’ cultures to American society. Its ongo-
ing popularity is a testament to the persistence of white supremacism in world
politics. And like white supremacist theses of the last two centuries its strength
lies in its proffer of a rationale for the maintenance and “naturalization” of an
international status quo of white domination, however, its weakness is also
emblematic of earlier white supremacist thesis and is its empirical inaccuracy.
Hopefully the absence of empirical support for its claims suggests that Hunting-
ton’s Foreign Affairs article of 1993, in which he first promulgated his clash of civ-
ilizations thesis, will not be viewed as the post–cold war equivalent of Kennan’s
“Long Telegram”3; instead, it should be seen as resembling a post–cold war Schli-
effen Plan4 that, if followed, is likely to provide the same result in the future as
its namesake provided for Imperial Germany in 1914.
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Idealism: Racism and the Democratic Peace Thesis

Having examined a major realist argument in world politics, at this point we turn
to a prominent idealist thesis. In fact, idealism has provided one of the most
important arguments to emerge from recent research in world politics, namely,
the view that democracies are less likely to fight each other, and the related argu-
ment that democracies are more peaceful than nondemocratic states (Oneal and
Russett 1997; Oneal and Ray 1997; Russett and Oneal 2001). The supportive evi-
dence for this “democratic peace” thesis is allegedly so extensive that this cen-
tral claim of Wilsonian idealism has been hailed as virtually an “empirical law”
of world politics (Levy 1988). It compelled U.S. President Bill Clinton (1996, 9)
to promulgate his post–cold war grand strategy of “democratic enlargement.” Pres-
ident George W. Bush, while giving less credence to the Wilsonian idealism that
undergirded Clinton’s assessment, nonetheless has described his “war on terror-
ism” as an attempt in part to assist more democratic elements to assume control
of such states as Afghanistan and Iraq. The strategy is based on the explicit
assumption that once transformed, these states will be more peaceful and less likely
to support forces aligned against Western democracies.

The democratic peace thesis is rooted in the philosopher Immanuel Kant’s
view that republics requiring the consent of the governed to both support and do
the actual fighting in war would be less bellicose because their citizens would not
visit upon themselves all the calamities of war if given a choice. Woodrow Wil-
son regarded Kant’s republics as analogous to the democratic republics of the early
twentieth century; Wilson consequently enshrined the notion of “democratic
peace” in his vision of the post–World War I global order. The democratic peace
thesis today argues that democratic states apply the shared norms of peaceful con-
flict resolution that inhere in their domestic politics to their international rela-
tions. Variants of this argument suggest that democratic institutions, which rely
on checks and balances, require coordination of foreign policy before the state
may take action, as opposed to the institutions of autocratic states, which often
require only an edict from the ruler to embark on foreign conflict. Given that
mobilization takes more time in democracies, in the interim democracies may pur-
sue mediation or third-party arbitration of their conflicts. These relationships are
assumed to be evident in instances in which democracies face off against other
democracies, but they are less likely to be apparent when democracies confront
nondemocracies (Russett 1993). Implicit in both versions of the democratic peace
thesis is that a state’s foreign policy derives from its domestic policy. That is why,
for Wilson, peace in international relations required a concert of nations com-
mitted to peace in their domestic relations: namely, democracies. But the version
of democracy that informs the post-Wilsonian democratic peace thesis is not a
race-neutral concept. To be sure, the notion of peace between democracies was
not meant to include nonwhite peoples. Much of the evidence for the “demo-
cratic peace” proposition rests on the definition of democracy that is used as well
as the types of wars one analyzes. What is more, the roots of the notion of dem-
ocratic peace are found in the white supremacist notions of Herrenvolk democ-
racy5 that undergirds many Enlightenment-inspired precepts of classical liberalism
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and the idealist paradigm of world politics that borrows heavily from this tradi-
tion. An appreciation of racism in the democratic peace thesis requires that we
confront the seedier side of the democratic peace literature and some of its historic
advocates such as Hegel, Kant, and Wilson, since Africa and Africans in their
minds constituted a realm and a group of peoples for whom principles that were
observed for Western nations were not deemed desirable or thought practicable.

For example, Hegel, whom Ray (1995, 4) acknowledges as a “generally under-
appreciated . . . inspiration for contemporary work on the democratic peace propo-
sition,” noted that the consciousness of blacks “has not yet attained to the
realization of any substantial objective existence . . . in which the interest of
man’s volition is involved and in which he realized his own being.” Hegel added
that “the Negro . . . exhibits the natural man in his completely wild and untamed
state,” and that “among the Negroes moral sentiments are quite weak, or more
strictly speaking, non-existent.” Further, he argues that they lack self-control and
that “the only essential connection between the Negroes and the Europeans is that
of slavery. . . . The gradual abolition of slavery is therefore wiser and more equi-
table than its sudden removal.” He is emphatic that Africa “is no historical part
of the World; it has no movement or development to exhibit. . . . What we prop-
erly understand by Africa is the unhistorical, undeveloped spirit, still involved in
the conditions of mere nature” (Hegel 1944, 91–93). Hegel’s racist historiogra-
phy informed Toynbee’s (1934, 233), which insisted that “the only one of the pri-
mary races, . . . which has not made a creative contribution to any of our
twenty-one civilizations is the Black race,” and, in turn, informs Huntington’s the-
sis which demurs on whether Africans possess a civilization at all.

Since Hegel is only indirectly associated with the democratic peace thesis,
perhaps Ray’s silence on his racism can be attributed to that fact. Kant’s philos-
ophy, however, provides “an important symbolic as well as substantive source of
inspiration for advocates of the democratic peace proposition,” according to Ray
(1995, 3). Kant is for Doyle (1997, 302) the author whose thesis “lays a special
claim to what world politics is and can be: a state of peace.” Kant is the theorist
whose thesis “claims a special property right in what shapes the politics of Lib-
eral states—liberty and democracy” (302). It is Kant, whose focus on “republican
constitutionalism” is for Russett (1993, 4) “compatible with basic contemporary
understandings of democracy.” It is Kant (1960, 113), the intellectual godfather
of the democratic peace thesis, whom these advocates and others extol profusely,
who suggested that nonwhite human beings are not full persons whose rights are
bound to be respected, protected, and defended by the very democracy that advo-
cates of the democratic peace so persistently associate with his name.

According to Kant, blacks are inferior to whites. He is clear that “so funda-
mental is the difference between these two races of man (whites and Negroes),
and it appears to be as great in regard to mental capacities as in color” (Kant 1960,
111). For Kant “talent” was an “‘essential,’ natural ingredient for aptitude in
higher rational and moral achievement” and talent was unequally distributed
across races with whites possessing the greatest “gift” of talent and blacks largely
lacking it (Eze 1995, 227). Whites occupy the highest position in Kant’s “racial
rational and moral order,” “‘followed by the ‘yellow,’ the ‘black,’ and then the ‘red’”
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and this rank reflected their relative “capacity to realize reason and rational-moral
perfectibility through education” (218). Therefore, “it cannot . . . be argued that
skin color for Kant was merely a physical characteristic” but rather “evidence of
an unchanging and unchangeable moral quality” (218–19). Mills (1999, 71)
agrees that “in complete opposition to the image of his work that has come down
to us and is standardly taught in introductory ethics courses, full personhood for
Kant is actually dependent on race.” Take for example, Kant’s (1960, 113) dis-
cussion taken from his Observations of the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime where
he affirms that “this fellow was quite black from head to foot, a clear proof that
what he said was stupid.” He adds that “the Negroes of Africa have by nature no
feeling that rises above the trifling” (110). For Kant they are incapable of achiev-
ing the level of rationality required of moral agents.

Kant asserted that negroes “can be educated but only as servants (slaves); that
is, they allow themselves to be trained” (Eze 1995, 215). Such training does not
require reason but only repetition. Cognitive inabilities of blacks require of their
masters a stern disposition and informed instruction in their catechism that Kant
does not hesitate to supply in providing guidance on the proper method of pun-
ishment for blacks: use “a cane but it has to be a split one, so that the cane will
cause wounds large enough that prevent suppuration underneath the ‘negro’s’
thick skin” (215). Neugebauer (1990, 264) points out that Kant’s advice to use
a split bamboo cane instead of a whip was intended to ensure that the slave suf-
fered—“because of the ‘negro’s’ thick skin, he would not be racked with sufficient
agonies through a whip”—without actually dying. Only if the black person is not
fully human can one reconcile this instruction with Kant’s imperative that we
“always treat humanity whether in your own person or in the person of any other,
never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end.” Blacks do not
meet the minimal requirements for moral agency and thus of personhood for
Kant. Personhood, for Kant, is circumscribed by his white supremacism. The
republicanism he espouses—in contrast to Russett’s claims—is quite a distance
from democracy popularly conceived: it is a Herrenvolk democracy for whites that
provides for “perpetual peace,” but democratic peace advocates are silent about
this core precept of their “universalist” thesis. Mills (1995, 72) explains that “the
embarrassing fact for the white West (which doubtless explains its concealment) is that
their most important moral theorist of the past three hundred years is also the founda-
tional theorist in the modern period of the division between Herrenvolk and Unter-
menschen, persons and subpersons, upon which Nazi theory would later draw. Modern
moral theory and modern racial theory have the same father” [emphasis in orig-
inal]. The democratic peace literature is silent on this particular impact of Kant’s
writing and its implications for his “perpetual peace.”

Woodrow Wilson, who is generally considered among the leading theorists
of democratic peace, inherited Kant’s notion about the benevolence of democ-
racy and was no less a student of Kant’s white supremacism, which Wilson helped
to institutionalize both in the United States and abroad. In world affairs, the
architect of the “democratic peace” had little patience for democracy that would
include people who were not white. While Wilson is said to have helped to usher
in a new era in world politics by institutionalizing the core precepts of classical
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liberalism and making an ostensible departure from the Realpolitik that guided
international relations in the previous era, he also perpetuated the white suprema-
cism of the earlier epoch, as discussed above. Wilson provides an excellent exam-
ple of the liberal or idealist notion that a state’s foreign policies reflect its domestic
policies; in this case the white racism of Wilson’s domestic policies translated into
the white supremacism of his foreign policies. His “idealism” is revealed for the
Herrenvolk foreign policy that it is, justifying, as it does, imperialism and the subju-
gation of nonwhite peoples. Democratic peace advocates too readily ignore the per-
sistent role of these notions in their present enterprise to embark on a crusade to
remake the world in the image of these self-same Western Herrenvolk democracies.

With white supremacism an inherent aspect of the historic logic of democratic
peace arguments, it seems for most democratic peace theorists today that perva-
sive white racism in the domestic and foreign policies of Western imperialist
states neither disqualifies these states from being classified as democratic 
in their domestic politics, nor does it encourage the simple straightforward impu-
tation of the liberal ideal that links a state’s foreign policy to its domestic policy.
The latter would lead most unbiased analysts to conclude that democracies are
likely to pursue racist or imperialist wars. Hunt (1987, 91) reminds us that decision-
makers in the United States—one of the most enduring democracies—“fixed race
at the center of their world view.” Hunt (91) is clear that U.S. political elites share
“a loyalty to race as an essential category for understanding other peoples and as
a fundamental basis for judging them.” But democratic peace advocates such as
Weart (1998) and Russett (1993) argue that even given their biased perceptions
of certain peoples, democratic leaders have not prosecuted international warfare
against other democracies. Such a view ignores imperialist wars between West-
ern democracies and potentially egalitarian polities that they were attempting to
subjugate. For example, the conflicts related to the Belgian subjugation of the
indigenous societies of the Democratic Republic of Congo may provide candidate
cases of joint democratic conflict, especially in light of the research by such
African scholars as Ernest Wamba dia-Wamba, who have been documenting
such indigenous representative institutions as palaver which are found in several
societies in Africa’s interlacustrine region (see also Nzongola-Ntalaja 2002). Con-
flicts involving indigenous egalitarian states in the region and the agents of impe-
rial Belgium, which is coded as a democracy from 1830 on by quantitatively
oriented democratic peace scholars—with the exception of the few years when
it was occupied by Germany—could readily inform democratic peace research and
allow us to determine its accuracy in light of Africa’s political history.

The African cases with respect to Belgium and other Western colonizers is
even more instructive given that the Belgian king, Leopold II, committed what
Hochschild (1998, 3) labels “one of the great mass killings of recent history” in
the “Rubber Terror” in the Belgian Congo. An estimated ten million Africans
were killed between 1880 and 1920, in what Hochschild characterizes as a holo-
caust in Central Africa (225). Hochschild maintains that the scale of the killing
subsided only when the “democratic” Belgian government took over control of
the colony. Hochschild adds that democratic France followed similar policies in
their equatorial African territories with indigenous population losses estimated
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at roughly 50 percent, but little research has been conducted on the extent to
which the polities of Africa who resisted colonial subjugation were egalitarian.
Similarly, Britain’s colonial subjugation of African and Asian peoples neither
affects her democratic standing among democratic peace researchers nor does it
seem to warrant much research on the extent to which the British fought indige-
nous egalitarian politics.

In addition, by excluding colonial and imperial wars from their analyses, dem-
ocratic peace advocates ignore the loathsome record of Western involvement in
colonial and imperial wars. Some democratic peace researchers accomplish this
feat at the same time that they laud the impact of peace-generating norms in
inhibiting democratic states from the pursuit of bellicose foreign policies (e.g., Rus-
sett 1993; Weart 1998). If there are any consistent examples where such “norms”
did not inhibit Western democracies, it is in the bloody record of the West’s
colonial and imperial wars (e.g., see Rodney 1980; Hochschild 1998). Only
recently have democratic peace scholars returned to systematically analyzing these
wars, and the results are modest at best. None of these studies, however, has
attempted to determine the relative egalitarian nature of indigenous regimes in a
way in which dyadic relationships can be determined. Nevertheless, it is clear that
Western democracies are most likely to be involved in extrastate wars (Hender-
son 2002). Moreover, a review of Correlates of War data reveals that among
extrastate wars involving democracies in the Correlates of War data set, roughly
half (16 of 33) involved African states. Nevertheless, discussion of these types of
candidate cases is noticeably absent from most democratic peace research, includ-
ing Russett (1993), Ray (1995), Russett and O’Neal (2001), and Weart (1998).
Weart’s study claims to have documented the entire population of approximate
cases of joint democratic war. Lost to the empirical record of democratic peace
researchers are most of the armed conflicts associated with colonial subjugation of
peoples—especially African and Asian peoples.

Russett (1993, 14) offers a rationale for his exclusion of “‘colonial’ wars fought
for the acquisition of territory inhabited by ‘primitive’ people without recognized
states, as practiced by nineteenth century imperialism, or for the twentieth-
century liberation of those people.” He argues that since he is interested in “inter-
state” warfare, which requires that both entities are in fact states, these types of
wars do not qualify for inclusion. Russett seems to have overlooked that in Chap-
ter 5 of the same volume he provides an analysis of the democratic peace in “non-
industrial societies”—not states, but “societies, each of which is a population that
more or less contiguously inhabits a geographical area and speaks a language (or
lingua franca) not normally understood by people in neighboring societies” (Rus-
sett 1993, 99). With different definitions of warfare and democracy, he nonethe-
less proclaims the democratic peace thesis vindicated with respect to this class of
cases. In light of this, the rationale Russett provides for excluding imperialist
wars, noted above, seems disingenuous. Moreover, what is implicit in his exclu-
sion of these wars is the view that the behavior of democracies with respect to
them are not inconsistent with the causal logic of the democratic peace thesis-
but this is an empirical question that Russett’s research design cannot possibly
address. Therefore, Russett’s rationalization for ignoring these wars seems self-serving.
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Nevertheless, such rhetorical sleights of hand are really not surprising given
the extent to which democratic peace advocates wax eloquent on—and largely 
root their theoretical models in—the pronouncements of “democratic” theorists
who clearly espoused white supremacism, especially Kant and Wilson, while
remaining strangely silent on these authors’ racist views and the implications of
these views for the arguments they put forward. One implication of this silenc-
ing is that analysts rarely pose the question that in cases in which racism is a
central component of a state’s domestic and foreign policy, perhaps those states
are not really democracies? Such a view has received relatively short shrift
among democratic peace advocates, especially when the focus is on Western
states in the postwar era. On the other hand, Du Bois ([1903] 1961; 1915;
[1946] 1987) wrote voluminously on both the merits of democracy and the
hypocrisy of its Euro-American form guided by a white supremacism that justi-
fied in particular the denial of the rights of citizens of African and Asian extrac-
tion domestically and the colonization and subjugation of Africans and Asians
abroad. Martin Luther King Jr. ([1968] 1986) made a similar point repeatedly with
respect to U.S. foreign policy during the Vietnam War, which he viewed as an
imperialist extension of the country’s racist domestic policies toward its racial
minorities. This rather obvious relationship between a state’s domestic and for-
eign policy—a centerpiece of classical liberalism—is too often minimized in the
Wilsonian idealist preoccupation with the sanguine impact of democratic domes-
tic politics on a state’s foreign policy. When ignored, however, it leaves the dem-
ocratic peace thesis cut off from the reality that it seeks to explain: namely, how
democracies that ostensibly recognize freedom as a basic human right pursue the
subjugation of other people and the prosecution of war against them in order to
effectuate their subjugation. The theoretical inconsistency evaporates once we
appreciate that the “founding fathers” of the democratic peace advocated a Her-
renvolk democracy, and following the logic of classical liberal theses of world pol-
itics, one would expect a Herrenvolk democracy to practice a Herrenvolk foreign
policy. It is this white racist democracy that we observe in the discourse of dem-
ocratic peace, about which democratic peace advocates remain largely silent.
This silence is most pronounced in the case of Africa.

African examples receive little more than silence since they are often invis-
ible to democratic peace advocates and therefore do not even warrant rationali-
zation (South Africa is the exception that proves the rule). The case of Western
complicity in the assassination of Congo’s first democratically elected leader,
Patrice Lumumba, provides the most glaring example of such silences. In this case,
the democratic forces of Belgium and the United States, operating within the con-
text of a UN peacekeeping mission, made use of Belgian mercenaries, Katangan
secessionists, and armed forces loyal to Colonel Joseph Mobutu to assassinate
Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba, Senate Vice President Joseph Okito, and Sports
Minister Maurice Mpolo on January 17, 1961. But the murder of Lumumba, and
with him, the nascent democratic movement of the former Belgian Congo, had
been orchestrated from Washington and Brussels long before the murders were
carried out in the Brouwez villa near Lubumbashi, Congo (Nzongala-Ntalaja
2002). On August 18, 1960, the Eisenhower White House hastily called a meeting
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of the National Security Council (NSC) and in that meeting “the tenor of Eisen-
hower’s remarks about Lumumba was strong enough for two officials at the meet-
ing [NSC executive member Robert Johnson and Eisenhower’s Special Assistant
for National Security Affairs, Gordon Gray] to conclude that the President had
authorized Lumumba’s assassination” (Mahoney 1983, 40–41). The next day, CIA
Director Allen Dulles cabled CIA Station Chief in Leopoldville and emphasized
that “in the view of ‘high quarters here,’ Lumumba’s ‘removal must be an urgent
and prime objective” (41). De Witte (2000) charges that Belgian Prime Minis-
ter Gaston Eyskens was at the head of the assassination conspiracy, which also
involved Minister for African Affairs, Count Harold d’Aspremont Lyndon, as
well as Foreign Affairs Minister Pierre Wigny who informed his subordinates in
Brazzaville to “render Lumumba harmless” leading Colonel Louis Marliere,
Colonel Mobutu’s Belgian advisor, to make preparations for Lumumba’s murder
in October 1960.

Apparently, the United States and Belgium, two stalwart democratic states,
somehow were not able to invoke the requisite democratic norms to prevent
them from orchestrating the assassination, dismemberment, and disposal (by acid)
of an African democratic leader. Not only did these democratic states strangle
Congolese democracy in its cradle, the agents of these Western democracies
wreaked havoc and devastation throughout the country and laid the basis for
over thirty years of rapine, kleptocracy, and despotism by Joseph Mobutu, which
was underwritten by the United States, France, and Belgium. Such policies did
not end with the cold war but persist well after. Discussion of these African cases
are largely absent from the discussion of democratic peace. Further, discussion of
the policy implications of the replication of Western democracies throughout the
globe rarely engages the issue of Western democratic states’ treatment of nascent
democracies in Africa and Asia. Nor does it deal with the likelihood of the rep-
etition of some of the most egregious foreign policy pursuits of Western demo-
cratic states that might be occasioned by the proliferation of Western democratic
forms.

In sum, Oren (1995, 151) is correct that “the democratic peace proposition
is not about democracy per se; rather, it should be understood as a special case of
an argument about peace among polities that are similar relative to some nor-
mative benchmarks.” What is “special” about the benchmarks that indicate
“democracy,” for Oren, is that they represent “our kind.” The designation of “our
kind,” in my view, often transcends regime type and may draw instead on the cul-
tural characteristics of the rival society (Henderson 1998). Therefore, the conflict-
dampening impact of democracy that democratic peace advocates ascribe to liberal
regimes often rests on whether members of the political elite perceive the adver-
sary as similar to themselves. Specifically, among culturally dissimilar disputants,
the reduction of conflict occasioned by joint democracy may be undermined by
racist or ethnocentric animus on the part of decision-makers. Since democratic
peace analysts largely ignore or dismiss issues of white racism in their analyses,
the impact of such factors are left unexplored or simply assumed to play little role
in the phenomenon. Interestingly, recent empirical work reveals that even if 
one accepts the basic research design utilized by democratic peace advocates, the 
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democratic peace phenomenon does not appear to be operative outside the West
(Henderson 2004b). This finding undermines previous empirical results that sug-
gest the universality of the phenomenon, which, as in the case of the clash of civ-
ilizations thesis, reveals that theses that do not attend to issues of racism are
simply untethered to the reality they attempt to explain.

Conclusion

In this essay, I have attempted to address the centrality of racism in the origins
of the major paradigms of world politics and their continued influence today. I
argued that both realism and idealism are grounded in similar white supremacist
precepts that provided the foundation of world politics as an academic field of
inquiry. I maintain that this seminal racist orientation continues to inform analy-
ses derived from such major paradigms as the clash of civilizations and democratic
peace theses. Beyond the specific evidence that I provide to support my claims,
it should be evident that both theses reinforce each other. When combined, they
provide a powerful rationale for continued mobilization of the West against the
“Rest”; that is, the clash of civilizations thesis reinforces a hierarchy of human-
ity that identifies and objectifies selected nonwhite peoples as enemies to be con-
fronted on battlefields of politics, economics, and culture. Only overwhelming
power can withstand the forces of these “cultural others” whose teeming masses
are exploding as a result of their “demographic bulges” and are threatening to
expand, inter alia, “Islam’s bloody borders” to our shores. Even as Huntington
argues that the West should absent itself from conflicts involving other civiliza-
tions, at the same time he calls for “cultural containment” on the part of the West-
especially against a presumed Sinic-Islamic connection. But if “cultural
containment” is anything like its predecessor that formed the basis of the cold
war grand strategy, then it should be clear that this is hardly a nonviolent or non-
interventionist policy orientation. It will require the prosecution of wars, political
assassinations, the undermining of elected governments, and the almost blind sup-
port for what most states in the international community consider excessive and
indiscriminate military actions by the Israeli regime that promise to be “for us” and
“against them.” It justifies no less than a “crusade” against cultural “others.”

Providing a rationale for attacking these “others” is hardly required, since the
issue will largely turn on who they are instead of what they have done.” So Mus-
lims collectively become synonymous with “terrorists” with little more of a ration-
ale for opposing U.S. policies than the “fact” that they “hate freedom.” Beyond
the pale are considerations that allies of the U.S.—or the U.S. itself—could
employ “terrorism” or that many Muslims—and non-Muslims—may have a
rational basis for their opposition to the U.S. rooted in their abhorrence of U.S.
leaders’ often blind support for the state sponsored terrorism of the Israeli regime,
especially that which is carried out in the Occupied Territories against Palestini-
ans and more recently in Lebanon. In many Western conceptualizations, Mus-
lims simply are placed lower on the “civilization” scale; thus their “barbarism” 
is to be expected and should be met with unbridled power. It follows that re-
sponses to attacks on the United States should occasion the conservative Bush
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administration to launch a preemptive invasion of Iraq by U.S.-led forces even
in the absence of evidence linking Iraq to the attacks on the United States of
September 11, 2001.6 The “clash of civilizations” logic of Huntington’s thesis suf-
fices as a rationale for the linking of Muslim terrorists with Muslims in general
(Mamdani 2004). Similarly, the Clinton Administration not only failed to inter-
vene in the civil war that spawned the horrific genocide in Rwanda in 1994, but
it appears to have even forbade its diplomats from using the word “genocide” to
describe the event in case it might obligate the United States to provide more
than lip service to stop the slaughter. Instead the liberal Clinton regime ration-
alized its inaction on the basis that the genocide was the result of “tribal” or “eth-
nic conflict” that was allegedly endemic among Africans. In actuality, the genocide
was more a result of political rather than ethnic cleavages (Destexhe 1994;
Lemarchand 1995) and the Hutu genocidairres targeted Tutsi’s as well as moder-
ate Hutus in a program of mass killing that was facilitated by France, and Mobutu’s
Zaire, which remained a U.S. ally in the region (Ntalaja-Nzongola 2003). Nev-
ertheless, simplistic hierarchical caricaturizations of international relations are
granted succor and support throughout the United States, among policymakers
and public opinion alike, where white supremacism continues to be the norm,
and analyses that suggest an inherent hierarchy of race, culture, or civilization
are readily embraced by political leaders and a jingoistic populace.

If the clash of civilization thesis provides the logic for delineating potential
enemies, the democratic peace thesis provides the gloss to justify the slaughter
and sacrifice of war. That is, since democracies are more peaceful than non-
democracies, and our enemies “hate freedom” and clearly are not democratic,
then by attacking our enemies and reconstructing their states along the lines 
of the procedural (and Herrenvolk) democracies of the West, then warfare itself
becomes the mechanism to ensure peace. Constructed in this way, the democratic
peace thesis justifies warfare in order to ensure peace in an almost Kafkaesque fash-
ion. The present “war on terrorism,” as articulated and prosecuted by the Bush
and Blair administrations, largely follows this logic. The view of the Bush admin-
istration, in particular, is that by “democratizing” Iraq, the United States dimin-
ishes the likelihood that Iraq will fight its neighbors or support international
terrorism against the United States. Ignoring for the moment the dubious nature
of each of these claims, it is evident that the Bush administration does not apply
this requirement to the Saudi regime, which continues to have one of the most
authoritarian regimes in the world, especially in its treatment of women. Ironi-
cally, Iraq’s policies toward women under Hussein’s regime were more progressive
than those of the Saudi regime. Nor is democracy an important objective justi-
fying war for the myriad non-democratic and oppressive regimes in the Caribbean,
in Latin America, and throughout the Middle East, Africa, and Asia that the Bush
administration continues to support.

Convinced of U.S. exceptionalism, few mainstream commentators in acade-
mia, policy circles, or the general public in the United States challenge the per-
sistent inegalitarianism of U.S. foreign policy and the international relations that
it dominates. This exceptionalism often blinds adherents of this view to the long
history of American imperialism and the racism that has undergirded it and 
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persists to this day. Vitalis (2000) is correct that there is a “norm against notic-
ing” white supremacism throughout the field of international relations. The fail-
ure to appreciate this bedrock aspect of the field leaves analysts ill-equipped to
address the reality of world politics as it shapes the concrete reality of people’s
lives, their opportunities, their aspirations, and the movements among them to
shape a better future for themselves. But even those who might want to engage
the issue of racism in world politics rarely successfully navigate the labyrinth of
mystification that surrounds the term in order to see it for what it is: white
supremacism. Instead it is often (mis)understood as simple bigotry and prejudice
with little consideration of the power dynamic that is at its core. Scholars today
pursue faddish intellectual contrivances such as “globalization” and “Empire” in
order to comprehend a global system that continues to be dominated by white
supremacist logic. Neither phenomenon is new. By some accounts the present
phase of globalization is the third, and not even the most extensive one (Hirst
2000). Moreover, Hardt and Negri’s highly touted treatise, Empire, is largely a neo-
Marxist rehash of dependency (Frank 1967; Dos Santos 1970) and neocolonial-
ist arguments (Nkrumah 1965).7 Their study appears to be just as myopic on issues
related to black peoples as current neorealist and neoidealist frameworks, as sug-
gested by Moore’s (2001) critique entitled “Africa: The Black Hole at the Mid-
dle of Empire?” Intellectual faddism continues to color much of the “progressive”
or “radical” discourse in world politics, leaving the core issues of white suprema-
cism largely unchallenged by systematic analysis or informed policy prescriptions.
Therefore, in world politics today the 800–pound elephant in the middle of the
room that few want to talk about in an informed and straightforward fashion is
white supremacism. Without this meaningful engagement with the subject, pol-
icy prescriptions to eradicate it are not likely to be forthcoming. The dearth of
African Americans in IR undoubtedly is the main source of this problem. More-
over, the unwillingness of mainstream white academics, who dominate the field,
to appreciate the foundational and enduring impact of racism in world politics
contributes to its persistence. In such an environment it is little wonder that
racist precepts continue to play a prominent role in the major paradigms of world
politics and the policies that derive from them.

Notes

1. Malinowski would provide a rationalization for the support of the “colour bar” in his “A
Plea for an Effective Colour Bar” in 1931. Burgess proferred a white supremacist hierarchy of races
and discussion of their propensity for political development in his major work, The Foundations
of Political Science, which also compelled him to support the “civilizing mission” mythology of
Western imperialism in his “The Ideal of the American Commonwealth” in 1895, and later in
his Reminiscences of an American Scholar in 1934. Park’s social contact thesis portended racial
conflict as a result of contact between races.

2. A fault-line war is an armed conflict between groups or states of different civilizations that
occurs on the borders of the two civilizations.

3. Also published in Foreign Affairs, Kennan’s essay promulgated the “containment” strategy
that would guide U.S. foreign policy in the cold war era.

4. The war plan of the German Imperial Army prior to World War I.
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5. A “master race” democracy, in which the privileged race in a country enjoys democracy as
it subjugates those of a different race within its state. This is most evident in apartheid era South
Africa or in the Jim Crow United States.

6. One of the ironies of “September 11th” is that prior to the attacks on the United States
of 2001, the most prominent foreign-policy incident occurring on that day was the U.S.-spon-
sored overthrow of the democratically elected Allende regime in Chile, which ushered in decades
of oppression and state sponsored terrorism of the U.S.-allied Pinochet regime in that South
American country.

7. Interestingly, the thesis outlined in Empire is also convergent with many of the notions
espoused by Black Panther Party leader, Huey Newton’s (1980), theses on “revolutionary inter-
communalism,” first articulated almost three decades before publication of Empire.
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N T E E N

A Critical Review of American 
Political Institutions

Reading Race into the Constitutional 
“Silence” on Race

KATHERINE TATE, KEVIN L. LYLES,
AND LUCIUS J. BARKER

“But what is government itself but the greatest of all reflections on human
nature? If men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were
to govern, neither external nor internal controls on government would be nec-
essary. In framing a government which is to be administered by men over men,
the great difficulty lies in this: You must first enable the government to control
the governed; and in the next place oblige it to control itself.”

—James Madison, The Federalist Papers

CLEARLY THE CONSTITUTION was not “silent” about race, nor could
that “silence” be seen in the political social system that evolved from it.
The compromises ratified in the original Constitution of the United States

both recognized and protected slavery. Slavery and racial injustice were thus
accommodated and written into the Constitution. And these compromises were
inherent in the origin and development of American political institutions. Con-
sider, for example, that through strong-state federalism and the creation of the
Electoral College, slave owners felt that they had obtained reliable mechanisms
that would protect their share of the power in the national government. Slavery
could never be banned without the slave owners’ explicit consent. Ridding the
country of the institution of slavery would necessitate a civil war and the adop-
tion of the Thirteenth Amendment. It would take even longer to secure a polit-
ical system that at least legally granted blacks their equal rights. The question
remains, in fact, whether this system has completely purged itself of mechanisms
that keep blacks in a subordinate political position.

To be sure, the United States is the oldest constitutional democracy in the
world and is the world’s leading economic power. The United States Constitu-
tion drafted at the Constitutional Convention in 1787 and ratified by the thir-
teen original states provided for a basic governmental structure that continues to
exist and function today. The American Constitution is considered by many as



a model for aspiring democratic states. But as the saying goes, “all that glitters is
not gold.” While emerging democracies may express keen interest in the basic
structure of the U.S. Constitution and its intricate system of checks and bal-
ances, one must be aware that the original Constitution, ratified in 1788, was
flawed in many respects—key among them are issues of race and gender. After
all, the men present at the Constitutional Convention were not in fact angels,
and universalistic or egalitarian wisdom was not the overriding norm.

In this chapter we review the institutions that make up the American polit-
ical system. In the United States, race, notably the divisions between blacks and
whites, has always been a fundamental political fault line. Following this review,
we contend that until political scientists develop a scholarship that examines more
critically the ways in which our political institutions were designed to maintain
the racial dominance of the white majority, we will not be able to effectively
address and resolve through conventional politics the economic and social
inequalities that exist among racial and ethnic groups in the United States.

Political scientist at times have described the motives of the founding fathers
as both idealistic and pragmatic. These analyses tended to conclude that the
founding fathers’ success resulted from enlightened debate and compromise. These
framers, as the story goes, were deeply influenced by the writings of the English
philosopher John Locke (1632–1704) and the French writer Charles-Louis de Sec-
ondat, Baron de Montesquieu (1689–1755) when they argued for separation of
powers among three branches of government (including one Supreme Court),
popular sovereignty, the right of rebellion against oppression, and the guarantees
of life, liberty, and private property. In six articles, the framers of the Constitu-
tion spelled out the respective powers of the federal government and the states,
and established a republican form of government. Without the Great Compro-
mise (also known as the Connecticut Compromise of 1787) that created a bicam-
eral Congress, the Constitution would never have won ratification. The
compromise of course created a two-house Congress where states would have and
equal vote in the Senate but where representation would be based on population
in the second house.

This focus on governmental structure, however, tends to obscure the role
that race has played in the founding and development of this nation. This role
indicates that the intentions of the framers were deeply influenced by their inter-
est in preserving slavery and the subordination of black citizens. While some
rightfully point out that the original Constitution enshrined the institution of
slavery, they fail to note that slavery was a primary motivation behind the basic
institutional arrangements that were adopted.

American Political Culture

Understanding the political philosophy of a people is one key to understanding
their political system, because generally political systems originate within the
context of a political philosophy. In turn, the political philosophy shapes the
growth and development of the political system. After all, as James Madison
wrote, “What is government itself but the greatest of all reflections on human
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nature?” (The Federalist Papers 1961, 322) The American political system was
founded on the principles of political equality, individualism, and freedom. The
Declaration of Independence penned by Thomas Jefferson in 1776 declared that
“all men are created equal,” because they are “endowed by their Creator with cer-
tain inalienable rights.” These are rights which the government should not take
away. And thus the notion of individualism—namely, that individuals have cer-
tain rights which no state government, national or state, should abridge or deny—
becomes the bedrock principle of the United States. Indeed, it is the very purpose
of the government to protect these rights. The Declaration of Independence also
enunciates the noble concept of equality, one that Americans have found diffi-
cult to put into practice. Political equality is best expressed, at least in more
recent times, as the “one person, one vote” principle. Legal equality means that
no person is above the law; all are subject to the law; and every individual is equal
under the law. Social equality means that no individual should be treated badly
because of their station in life or the circumstances of their birth. Each person
should enjoy an equal chance to succeed in life and to develop their full poten-
tial within the limits of the human and material resources available to them.

These values so dominant in American political culture made the United
States exceptional in fact. Writers from Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–1859) to
Gunnar Myrdal (1898–1987) would characterize America as embodying a uni-
versal and unique belief in the essential dignity of human beings, the fundamen-
tal equality of people, and the inalienable right to freedom, justice, and fair
opportunity. The uniqueness of American values in Louis Hartz’s (1955) seminal
publication, The Liberal Tradition in America, was attributed to the fact that Amer-
icans lacked a “feudal past.” Americans founded this country as a unique popu-
lation of human beings who were “born equal.” Hartz’s characterization of
American political culture as profoundly egalitarian and shaped by laissez-faire
individualism has stood for decades as unquestionable until it was challenged by
Rogers Smith (1997).

Smith argued that American political culture really consists of two separate
value systems: the liberalism that Hartz describes on the one hand, and what Smith
calls illiberal principles that support racism and patriarchy on the other. 
Smith showed in his analysis of America’s citizenship laws how white males main-
tained their dominance over women, blacks, Indians, and immigrant groups.
“Racial, ethnic, and gender restrictions were blatant, not ‘latent,’” Smith wrote.
“For these people, citizenship rules gave no weight to how liberal, republican, or
faithful to other American values their political beliefs might be” (Smith 1997,
15). He contended that the dichotomy between America’s liberal values and its
racist practices are not moral lapses, as Gunnar Myrdal had argued, but represented
the dominance of these alternative values that have existed from the beginning
of the republic.

Barker, Jones, and Tate (1999) characterized American political culture as one
that has sought since its founding as a nation to maintain and preserve white racial
dominance. This model is an extension of power theory as defined by Bobo and
Blumer (Bobo 1983; Blumer 1958). Lawrence Bobo (1983) characterized the pol-
itics over racial programs and policies as rooted in realistic group conflict, in which
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whites are opposed to affirmative action not because of racial prejudice or prin-
ciples but because such programs threaten their privileged place in the competi-
tion for valued social resources and status. As Bobo (2000, 163) states: “Race, at
least in terms of the traditional black-white divide, has long been the axis along
which full and genuine membership in the polity was established and which set
the boundaries for determining what constituted appropriate or inappropriate
treatment of individuals. . . . Race has been so profoundly implicated in Ameri-
can politics that it played the central role in reshaping national partisan politi-
cal identities and party alignments in the post–World War II period.”

Whites as the politically dominant actors in this democracy invariably act in
ways to preserve their position of political dominance and hegemony. Barker,
Jones, and Tate write: “Thus, rather than conceptualizing black politics as a
process through which black people, propelled by some unseen hand, move inex-
orably to a position of equal status, it is more appropriate to conceptualize it as a
power struggle between two groups, one bent on maintaining its position of dom-
inance and the other struggling for liberation” (1999, 9).

Smith’s alternative thesis, that racist values are an embedded part of Ameri-
can political culture, changes the way in which we should review and interpret
American political history. Understanding that a primary goal of the white major-
ity was the preservation of white dominance throws open anew the questions of
how and why the country designed the institutions it did at the Constitutional
Convention of 1787 and the adoption of the Constitution in 1789. “The history
of the modern state and racial definition,” as David Theo Goldberg points out in
The Racial State (2002), “are intimately related.” As states acquire their constitu-
tional powers, these powers are both expressions of race relations within the soci-
ety as well as the ability to define and shape the boundaries of race in society.

Drafting the American Constitution: 
Explicit and Implicit Political Agendas

The framers at the 1789 Constitutional Convention came with two explicit goals.
As Thomas E. Patterson writes in his textbook on American government (2003),
these goals were (1) protecting popular liberty through the establishment of a lim-
ited government; and (2) creating a government powerful enough to act on the
people’s behalf and therefore achieving “self-governance.” The structure that had
been previously created under the Articles of Confederation had failed because
the Articles had not given the federal government enough power to meet the
country’s economic needs both internally and abroad. The masterful concept of
the separation of powers, proposed by James Madison, served as the foundation
through which a tyrannical government could be constrained. Separation of pow-
ers is the doctrine through which the powers of the national government are
divided among three branches: legislative, executive, and judicial. Functions are
allocated accordingly: the legislature makes laws, the executive enforces the laws,
and the judiciary interprets the laws. At the same time, the Constitution provides
for three independent branches, their authorities commingled, so that the
branches are interdependent rather than independent. The overriding purpose of
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the separation of powers and the system of checks and balances is to prevent any
one group of government officials from becoming too powerful.

The system of checks and balances, however, did not solve the real fears that
many of the framers brought with them to the Constitutional Convention.
Clearly, the delegates feared the creation of a strong federal government that
would become tyrannical in the same way as King George III had done with his
abusive taxation polices. The framers also feared, however, that a more powerful
federal government would ban slavery in the states. Thus, while the explicit
agenda was indeed the creation of a more powerful federal government that pro-
tected the individual liberties of citizens [white males], the implicit agenda was
the preservation of slavery and patriarchy. Federalism, in which the centralized
federal government would be powerful—but not more powerful than the states—
granted legal authority to the states to keep their own laws regarding the insti-
tution of slavery. Still, federalism obviously did not afford enough protection for
slaveholders, as the slave states sought greater guarantees at the Constitutional
Convention for the preservation of slavery.

According to Winthrop Jordan, “the Convention could not consider even the
eventual termination of domestic slavery; propositions on this head would have
sent half the delegates packing” (1968, 323). In the end, the Constitution that
was ratified in 1788 not only recognized but protected slavery in several of its pro-
visions. Legal historians, most notably William Wiecek, have cited numerous
instances in which the Constitution refers to “other Persons” and “Person[s] held
to Service of Labour,” and argue that at least ten other clauses in the document were
influenced by slavery (1991, 187). Consider the following: One of the first provi-
sions protecting slavery—article 1, section 2, cl. 3—embodies one of the most
famous compromises of the Constitutional Convention: the determination that
each slave amounted to three-fifths of a person for purposes of taxation and appor-
tionment: “Representatives and direct taxes shall be apportioned among the sev-
eral States . . . according to their respective numbers, which shall be determined by
adding to the whole number of free persons, including those bound to service for a
term of years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three-fifths of all other persons.”

In short, the term “three-fifths of all other persons” meant three-fifths of all
slaves (Corwin 1968, 6–8). According to Garry Wills (2003), the states were to
be taxed on the basis of their wealth, and a head tax was the most reliable method
for assessing a state’s wealth. Essentially, the compromise arose after the conven-
tion delegates had agreed to a system of proportional representation for the House
of Representatives. The obvious question that arose was whether to count slaves
as people or property. Some Northerners wanted to count slaves as full persons,
possibly because this stipulation would penalize slave owners who would have to
pay more in taxes, but the proposal sparked a debate. Southerners objected because
the Northerners’ proposal was “taxation without representation.” On the other
hand, counting slaves as persons would also increase the political representation
of the Southern states. Consider, for example, the majority-minority status of
slaves in South Carolina at the time. To consider slaves as people would have
effectively doubled South Carolina’s representation in the House of Representa-
tives. The Northern delegates predictably objected. Other Northerners believed
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that counting slaves was tantamount to counting horses because slaves were prop-
erty; thus these delegates opposed a head tax. The contemporary reader should
consider also the irony of this debate: the Southern states, where dehumanizing
chattel slavery was flourishing, wanted to count slaves as whole persons for pur-
poses of representation. On the other hand, the Northern states, which had fewer
slaves and an ongoing process of abolition, wished to count slaves as merely prop-
erty. In the end, the delegates agreed to the three-fifths compromise; that is, five
slaves equaled three people for purposes of taxation and determining the number
of congressional representatives. For the slaves, it meant that the Constitution of
the United States had determined each of them to be equal to only three-fifths
of a whole person without any political representation.

Historians claim that this compromise was the only way the Constitution
could be ratified because of the South’s determination to protect the institu-
tion of slavery at all costs. “South Carolina and Georgia were inflexible” on the
point of slaves, according to James Madison (Wills 2003). The Southern states
would pay higher taxes as a consequence of having their slaves counted, but
they gained a tremendous political advantage over the free states through 
this compromise.

With the South having won this advantage, a few delegates left fully outraged
at the major concessions made to the slave states. Maryland’s representative at
the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia, Luther Martin, refused to
sign the new Constitution, stating: “To have a provision not only putting it out
of its power to restrain and prevent the slave trade, but even encouraging that
most infamous traffic, by giving states power and influence in the union in pro-
portion as they cruelly and wantonly sport with the rights of their fellow crea-
tures, ought to be considered as a solemn mockery and insult to the God whose
protection we had then implored” (quoted in Wills 2003, 60). The three-fifths
compromise had major enduring ramifications that Wills spells out. First, the
slave states had one-third more seats in Congress than their free population war-
ranted (2003, 6). Moreover, this compromise led to the fact that ten of the fif-
teen presidents elected before the Civil War were slave owners. Between 1789
and 1850, slave owners controlled the American presidency for over half a cen-
tury, and they controlled the position of Speaker in the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives for forty-one years. Finally, eighteen out of thirty-one Supreme Court
justices were slaveholders. The three-fifths rule, as Wills points out, gave the
South a “permanent advantage.” This curious formula for representation granted
to the slave states explains much by way of the preservation of the status quo.
Abolitionists at the time that the new Constitution was drafted accepted the
compromise over slavery, hoping that over time it would fade away as an insti-
tution. But it was not made unconstitutional until the 13th Amendment was rat-
ified in 1865.

A second provision in the Constitution protecting slavery is art. 1, sec. 9, cl. 1,
which refers to the African slave trade: “The migration or importation of such
persons as any of the States now existing shall think proper to admit, shall not
be prohibited by the Congress prior to the Year one thousand eight hundred and
eight, but a tax or duty may be imposed on such importation, not exceeding ten
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dollars for each person.” Not only did this provision protect the African slave trade
for a period of twenty years and impose a tax on the importation of each slave,
it also reveals that the framers of the Constitution believed that Congress, under
its power to regulate commerce, might in fact have had the authority to end
slavery. Not wanting to risk the chance that Congress would act to do so, the
framers constitutionally protected the slave trade for a minimum of twenty years.
This constitutional provision for all intents and purposes stalled the African Amer-
ican quest for freedom for the first twenty years of the United States’ existence.

Yet another constitutional provision protecting slavery is in art. 4, sec. 2, 
cl. 3—the fugitive slave clause: “No person held to service or labor in one State,
under the laws thereof, escaping into another, shall, in consequence of any law
or regulation therein, be discharged from such service or labor, But shall be deliv-
ered up on claim of the party to whom such service or labor may be due.” In the-
ory, this clause provided for the lawful return of fugitive slaves and prohibited
states from passing laws that freed escaped slaves. In practice, however, it provided
constitutional authority for decades of bounty hunting for fugitive slaves and the
nightmarish atrocities that often accompanied such actions.

In a fourth measure, the framers were also careful to guarantee the provisions
protecting slavery by writing into the original document a prohibition against
amending the Constitution involving the slave trade before 1808—twenty years
from the date of ratification. “No amendment which may be made prior to the
Year One thousand eight hundred and eight shall in any manner affect the first
and fourth Clauses in the Ninth Section of the first Article.”

On the whole, the compromises adopted in the original Constitution of the
United States recognized and protected slavery. Slavery was thus accommodated
and given constitutional status. James Madison of Virginia, writing in Federalist
42, defended the slavery compromises in the following terms:

It ought to be considered as a great point gained in favor of humanity, that a period
of twenty years may terminate forever . . . a traffic which has so long and so loudly
upbraided the barbarism of modern policy; that within that period, it will receive
a considerable discouragement from the federal government, and may be totally
abolished, by a concurrence of the few States which continue to unnatural traf-
fic, in the prohibitory example which has been given by so great a majority of the
Union. Happy would it be for the unfortunate Africans, if an equal prospect lay
before them of being redeemed from the oppressions of their European brethren!
Attempts have been made to pervert this clause into an objection against the Con-
stitution, by representing it on one side as a criminal toleration of an illicit prac-
tice, and on another as calculated to prevent voluntary and beneficial emigrations
from Europe to America (The Federalist Papers 1961, 266).

Of course, it may be difficult for many to adopt Madison’s perspective. After
all, given the average life span at the time, it was certainly shortsighted (or ridicu-
lous) for Madison to characterize one additional day—much less a span of twenty
years—of forced servitude, every manner of sexual exploitation, and sadistic bru-
tality and mutilation, to represent “a point gained in favor of humanity.”
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In all, these constitutional provisions augmented the political and economic
power of the slave states by giving them additional representation in Congress
and the executive branch, and in maintaining the economic efficiency of slavery
by keeping labor costs low through the continuation of the slave trade and the
complicity of free states by forcing them to return fugitive slaves. One must be
careful, however, when measuring the effects of constitutionalized slavery in
purely economic terms. Theoretically, there are two major competing arguments
that seek to explain the impact and interrelationships of slavery in colonial Amer-
ica: racism and white supremacy versus marketplace economics and capitalism
(Morris 1996, 8–14). There is an abundance of scholarly literature debating the
merits of either argument or a combination thereof. Though many have attempted
to justify slavery in largely economic terms, for many scholars, however, race is
the “driving explanation” (Tannenbaum 1946; Tushnet 1975).

In fact, some scholars, Winthrop Jordan, for example, have noted that racism
existed long before slavery. According to Jordan, the British had deep-rooted
beliefs about the supremacy of whiteness (as well as Christianity) and a corre-
sponding belief in the de facto inferiority of blacks (Jordan 1968, 4–11, 24). The
“colonist subsequently used racial differences to justify slavery. In turn, slavery
reinforced their racist perceptions” (Morris 1996, 10). As such, many of the laws
that developed in colonial America and later across the United States reflected
first and foremost a firm belief in the supremacy of whiteness and second, a devel-
oping legal process designed to dehumanize blacks for marketplace gain. Both of
these goals were cemented in the new Constitution and are inherent in various
elements of American political institutions even in the early 2000s.

A. Leon Higginbotham and Anne E. Jacobs (1992) have argued that ten “basic
underlying precepts” permeated the law of slavery. Consider the following four:

1. Inferiority: Presume, preserve, protect, and defend the idea of the
superiority of whites and the inferiority of blacks.

2. Property: Define the slave as the master’s property, disregard the
humanity of the slave except when it serves the master’s interest,
and deny slaves the fruits of their labor.

3. Powerlessness: Keep blacks—whether slave or free—as powerless as
possible so that they will be submissive and dependent in every
respect, not only to the master but to whites in general. To assure
powerlessness, subject blacks to a secondary system of justice with
fewer rights and greater punishments than those assigned to whites.

4. Racial purity: Draw an arbitrary racial line and preserve white purity
as thus defined. Tolerate sexual relationships between white men
and black women; severely punish sexual relations between white
women and nonwhite men.

In the main, the combination of white supremacist ideology with developing
laws and political institutions that made black slaves completely powerless and
dehumanized, facilitated the marketplace demand for slave labor. It is important
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for the reader to appreciate the significance of this debate throughout this chap-
ter. De jure segregation and forms of racial discrimination in the twentieth cen-
tury, for example, certainly resulted in part from economic and marketplace
demands and competition for jobs. After all, to deny African Americans employ-
ment or access to education or membership in labor or trade organizations unques-
tionably benefited whites—that is, white privilege. Such policies then might
support economic explanations of contemporary racial discrimination as merely
extensions of marketplace competition. On the other hand, other twentieth-cen-
tury laws, such as those denying blacks equal access to public accommodations;
laws prohibiting blacks and whites from drinking from the same water fountains,
using the same washrooms or swimming pools, sitting in the same section of a
theater or lunch counter, or riding in the same railroad car; and particularly
antimiscegenation laws, make arguments based on economic or marketplace com-
petition tenuous if not ridiculous. Accordingly, many of the issues that must be
addressed by our political institutions in the early twenty-first century deal increas-
ingly with race and forms of white supremacy.

In sum, the discussion above describes the setting at the time of the drafting
of the Constitution in 1788. A delegate from Connecticut, Oliver Ellsworth,
foresaw the initial position that the Supreme Court would later take regarding
slavery. Ellsworth, who himself would later serve as the third Chief Justice of the
United States Supreme Court from 1796 to 1800, stated that the “morality and
wisdom” of slavery, “are considerations belonging to the states themselves.” Every
state, argued the future chief justice, “should import what it pleases.”1

The Judiciary

Powers assigned to the federal judiciary were vague and not fully enumerated as
those allocated to the legislative branch, nor deliberately left as undefined 
as those granted to the President. To ensure their political independence, federal
judges, were granted lifetime tenure on the bench under article 3 of the Consti-
tution for as long as they remain on “good Behaviour.” The right of the Supreme
Court to review and overturn the decisions of the federal government through
judicial review was established by its own ruling in Marbury v. Madison (1803).
In Marbury, Chief Justice John Marshall (who held the office from 1801 until
1835) established and defined enormous powers for the Supreme Court, includ-
ing judicial review. In Marshall’s own words: “[I]t is emphatically the province
and duty of the judicial department to say what the law is.”2

This right of judicial review significantly expanded the power of the Supreme
Court vis-à-vis the other two branches of government. Though such an assump-
tion of power by the Court did trigger some debate, perhaps it did not stir as much
discord as might be expected. In the main, judicial review then and now is more
or less considered as consistent with the judicial function. But lack of debate
should not suggest the absence of conflict, especially when the Court’s use of
judicial review is examined within the broader contexts of race, gender, and
American political institutions.
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Indeed, the Court positioned itself so as to further delineate the rights and priv-
ileges of African Americans, Indians, and women—those abandoned by the framers
of the original Constitution. Initially, however, history records that the Supreme
Court—armed with its newly proclaimed power of judicial review—would use its
authority to accommodate and perpetuate racial discrimination and the dehu-
manization of African Americans for the next 150 years. Time and again, the
Court used its power of judicial review to uphold the violence of slavery and 
de jure segregation. For example, the Supreme Court used judicial review to strike
down an act of Congress in the 1857 Dred Scott case, where the Court under Chief
Justice Roger Taney, Marshall’s successor, invalidated the provisions of the Mis-
souri Compromise that restricted slavery.

Over time, however, judicial review as exercised by the Supreme Court
became both a curse and a blessing for African Americans and other political
minorities, including women.3 On the one hand, the Supreme Court after 1803
was armed with the means and the authority to strike down racially discrimina-
tory laws as unconstitutional, as it did in the 1954 Brown school desegregation
decision a century and a half later. On the other hand, during the roughly 150
years between 1803 and 1954, the Supreme Court for the most part used its power
of review to confer legitimacy on racially discriminatory and dehumanizing state
and federal laws. These actions, viewed within the context of the African Amer-
ican experience, help to reveal the dual nature of the Supreme Court as an 
American political institution.

Theoretically, there are two major arguments concerning the role of the
Supreme Court in the American political system. One view, often associated with
Martin Shapiro (1966), is that the Court’s special function is the representation
of potential or unorganized interests or values that are unlikely to be represented—
or adequately represented—elsewhere in government. In this role the Court might
well serve as a protector of minority rights against majority tyranny (Ely 1980,
135; Shapiro 1964). This view was articulated in then Associate Justice Harlan
Stone’s famous footnote four in United States v. Carolene Products Co.4, which sug-
gests that the Court should be concerned with what majorities do to minorities,
especially regarding laws “directed at” religious, national, and racial “discrete and
insular” minorities and those infected with prejudice against them (Ely 1980, 76).

A second view suggests, however, that Supreme Court policymaking and
interest representation most often mirror the views of the dominant lawmaking
majorities. For example, Robert Dahl argued that the Supreme Court’s main func-
tion is to confer legitimacy on the policies of the majority coalition in power (Dahl
1957). Moreover, Dahl suggested that the role of the Court as a defender of minor-
ity rights is “rare and transitory” and that only during periods of upheaval or tran-
sition from one electoral coalition to another might we expect to find the Court
in a position to block a particular policy. Dahl concluded that the policy views
dominant on the Court “are never far out of line with the policy views dominant
among lawmaking majorities.”5

Today the Court’s policymaking role might be viewed as a combination of these
two roles. Accordingly, given our attention to American political institutions in
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this essay, we should recognize that judicial policymaking is one of the major
institutionalized forms of group and interests conflict resolution. Put another way,
the institutional operation of courts and judges continue to hold importance for
African Americans in their continual quest for freedom, equality, and justice.
American courts are critical and may prove pivotal among the conflicting inter-
ests and forces in American law and politics, especially with regard to such endur-
ing matters as race and gender.

With regard to major rights issues such as those involving race, gender, crim-
inal justice, reapportionment and voting rights, considerable attention is peren-
nially given as to whether particular courts or judges are engaged in what some
view as “judicial activism” or exercising what is labeled as “judicial self-restraint.”
While such terms continue to be used in social and scholarly discourse, they are
of little value in terms of conceptualizing the role of the judiciary in the policy/
political process. For as political scientist Jack Peltason put it, “courts are in 
the political process …not as a matter of choice but of function”(Peltason 1955, 3).
Certainly the position of courts and judges with respect to their exercise of judi-
cial review as well as statutory interpretation can prove crucial even determinative
at any given time in the outcome of interest and policy conflict.

Moreover, scholarly analyses are not furthered in associating “judicial
activism” or “judicial self-restraint” with “liberal” or “conservative” courts and
judges. This is especially salient in examining certain court decisions. Clearly
Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) and Bush v. Gore (2000) did not result in “liberal” out-
comes but they did arguably represent examples of judicial activism if such
“activism” is defined—as some do—as the Court’s application of a “broad inter-
pretation” of the U.S. Constitution to make public policy. Public concern over
“judicial activism” grew as a consequence of the Warren Court, which greatly
expanded the rights of criminal suspects.6 “Legislating from the bench,” has trig-
gered controversy because as some view it, judicial activism invariably leads to
liberal public policies, as in the case of Roe v. Wade (1973), which guaranteed
the right of women to seek abortions. But judicial activism may also lead to con-
servative public policies and outcomes, as we have seen in Plessy and Bush v. Gore.

Critics of judicial activism argue that public policies should be advanced in
legislative bodies precisely because justices are unelected political actors. This crit-
icism is also based on a strict interpretation of the Constitution as an immutable
document that does not support broad interpretation. Proponents of judicial
activism argue that broad interpretation was expected by the founders, and that
a broad interpretation is in fact necessary to protect civil rights and equal pro-
tection under changing social conditions and circumstances.

To us as political scientists the notion that courts can reliably exercise judi-
cial restraint and have virtually no consequential impact on the continuous inter-
est and policy conflicts involved beyond their affirmation of existing public policy
is unrealistic. Whether or not Courts or judges enter or refuse to enter into the
“political fray” or “political thicket,” or refuse to hear or not hear a particular case
(issue a writ of certiorari) such decisions promote and advantage certain inter-
ests and retard and disadvantage others. Whatever the case, however, whether
viewed as activist or restrainist, American courts by their very nature are political
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institutions, and their rulings matter politically. As political scientist and Supreme
Court scholar David O’Brien put it:

[t]he Court, regardless of its composition, has increasingly asserted its power. The
ideologically conservative Burger and Rehnquist Courts, for example, have been
as activist as the liberal Warren Court. Their differences lie in the directions in
which they have pushed constitutional law and politics. (O’Brien 2003, 30)

Indeed, while a great deal of attention has focused on liberal “judicial
activism,” as in Roe v. Wade—a decision which occurred during the Burger
Court—the Supreme Court has also powerfully reinforced conservative policies
beyond the “confines” of the U.S. Constitution. The Court, for example, made
the Southern states’ racial policies national policy in recognizing the states’ author-
ity to circumvent the Fourteenth Amendment in Plessy v. Ferguson.

Similarly, some suggest that the Supreme Court’s 1954 ruling in Brown v. the
Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas is a prime example of the Court going beyond
the “confines” of the Constitution. And in any case, Brown exemplifies that the
Court at the time was not acting in concert with the elected branches of the gov-
ernment. That the Court did not do so, was monumental in deconstitutionaliz-
ing government-sponsored de jure segregationist practices in the United States.
Some contend that it was the unexpected death of the racially conservative Chief
Justice Fred Vinson that allowed for the Brown decision. Chief Justice Earl War-
ren, who orchestrated the unanimous ruling in Brown, was appointed to the Court
to fill the vacancy and chief justiceship only after Vinson’s sudden death.

Even more, some contend that the Court’s ruling in Brown came about
because racial segregation was an embarrassment during the nation’s propaganda
war with Communism. (See generally Dudziak, 2000) As a national policy, how-
ever, Brown remains poorly implemented in contrast to the rapid and full imple-
mentation of Jim Crow under Plessy. States’ rights under federalism as well as the
national government’s unevenness or unwillingness to intervene are important
factors in fully understanding the reasons why racial integration (e.g., school
desegregation) since Brown, even in 2006, has not been effectively achieved.
One must keep in mind, however, that the Court’s rulings in Heart of Atlanta
(upholding the 1964 Civil Rights Act) and in South Carolina v. Katzenbach
(upholding the 1965 Voting Rights Act) moved the country beyond the sym-
bolism of Brown. The Court, by giving constitutional status to those legislative
initiatives, confirmed that Congress, if spurred by protests and demonstrations and
with clear presidential support (of President Lyndon Johnson), could in fact pass
laws to protect and expand the constitutional rights of all American citizens; includ-
ing African Americans and women. Moreover, the Court confirmed that such
rights, including public accommodations (Title II), fair employment practices (Title
VII), and the various measures adopted to secure and protect the right to vote in
the 1965 Voting Rights Act, could constitutionally be supported by Congress.

Even more, at times the Supreme Court has been effective in conferring legit-
imacy on affirmative action policy. In addition to legitimating the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the Court has also played a cru-
cial role in defining the constitutional limits on legislative measures adopted
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to redress the vestiges of past racial and gender discrimination. This role, how-
ever, continues to be a source of conflict and dissent among the Justices as well
as in the country generally. This is exemplified dramatically in the 1978 Bakke
decision, where the Court both struck down the use of racial quotas as such but
held that the race of applicants to the medical school at the University of Califor-
nia, Davis could be used as a factor in determining admission. Since Bakke, how-
ever, battles over affirmative action continue to be fought in the individual states.

For example, in 1996 California voters passed Proposition 209, which ended
all state affirmative action programs, including those at the University of Cali-
fornia. Earlier, the state of Texas eliminated affirmative action programs at its state
universities. Washington State and Florida followed suit and ended their state affir-
mative action programs as well. Although the Supreme Court reaffirmed its Bakke
ruling in 2003 in a case involving an affirmative action program at the Univer-
sity of Michigan’s law school, in a companion case the Court simultaneously lim-
ited the tools by which universities could increase minority enrollment.
Specifically, the University of Michigan could not systematically assign extra
points to applicants of color seeking admission to its undergraduate program
(Grutter v. Bollinger and Gratz v. Bollinger respectively).

Clearly, one could list a number of Supreme Court cases including the land-
mark 1954 Brown decision that expanded the life chances for African Americans.
Simultaneously, however, the Court has also issued rulings (for example Dred
Scott or Plessy and the affirmative action case of Richmond v. Croson (1989) that
have served to limit opportunities for African Americans. The larger point, how-
ever, is that the Court’s posture with regard to slavery, segregation, affirmative
action, and other civil rights issues was, and continues to be, influenced by insti-
tutional as well as political constraints under which courts and judges must oper-
ate within the American political system.

Chief among these influences is the nomination and selection process for
federal judges. As such, there is strong empirical support for the view that “who
sits on the courts, determines what decisions come out of the courts.” All federal
judges, including Supreme Court justices, are nominated and appointed to the
bench for life by the President and must be approved with the “advice and con-
sent” of a simple majority of the Senate. Under the Constitution, all federal
judges hold office for life “during good behavior.” The essential constitutional pro-
vision regarding judicial selection is the Appointments Clause (art. 2, par. 2, cl. 2):
“[The President] shall nominate, and by and with the advice and consent of the
Senate, shall appoint . . . judges of the Supreme Court, and all other officers of
the United States . . . but the Congress may by law vest the appointment of such
inferior Officers, as they think proper, in the President alone, in the Courts of
Law, or in the Heads of Departments.” As detailed by many scholars, however,
these general procedures and guidelines have been variously interpreted and tai-
lored by different presidential administrations.

Arriving at formal selection procedures was a difficult task for the framers. The
selection of federal judges was included in the many matters debated and nego-
tiated at the Constitutional Convention in 1787 (Harris 1953). But of course,
like many issues debated there, the delegates to the convention strongly disagreed
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on the best way to appoint the justices of the Supreme Court. Briefly, this dis-
agreement concerned two polarized camps, each advocating a different method
of judicial selection. In the first camp were those delegates who opposed the con-
centration of power in the executive branch and endorsed the appointment of
justices and other judges by the Senate, the House, or both. Those who favored
legislative appointment of judges feared the potential of monarchical tyranny.
They maintained that the legislature would be better positioned to know the
pool of qualified nominees. Luther Martin argued that the Senate, “being from
all the States . . . would be best informed of the characters and most capable of
making a fit choice” (Hickok 1990). Roger Sherman echoed Martin, saying that
the Senate “would have more wisdom. They would bring to their deliberation a
more diffusive knowledge of characters. It would be less easy for candidates to
intrigue with them than the Executive Magistrate.”

In the other camp were those delegates—notably James Wilson, Alexander
Hamilton, and James Madison—who favored a strong executive branch and feared
judicial appointments made by members of the legislature; they promoted the
investment of the power to appoint in the executive branch alone. In an early
speech at the Constitutional Convention, James Wilson argued that “experience
showed the impropriety of such appointments by numerous bodies. Intrigue, par-
tiality and concealment were the necessary consequences. A principal reason for
unity in the Executive was that officers might be appointed by a single responsi-
ble person” (Hickok 1990). One of the most persistent advocates of executive
appointment during the Constitutional Convention was Nathaniel Gorham of
Massachusetts. Gorham challenged those in favor of legislative appointment: “As
the executive will be responsible in point of character at least, for judicious and
faithful discharge of his trust, he will be careful to look through all the states for
the proper characters. The Senators will be as likely to form their attachments
at the seat of government where they reside as the Executive. If they cannot get
the man of the particular state to which they may respectively belong, they will
be indifferent to the rest. Public bodies feel no personal responsibility, and give
full pay to intrigue and cabal” (Hickok 1990, 8).

Also defending the need for executive control of judicial appointments was
Alexander Hamilton. Writing in the Federalist Papers 76, Hamilton said: “One man
of discernment is better fitted to analyze and estimate the peculiar qualities
adapted to particular offices, than a body of men of equal, perhaps even superior
discernment. The sole and undivided responsibility of one man will naturally
beget a livelier sense of duty and a more exact regard to reputation. He will on
this account feel himself under stronger obligations, and more interested to inves-
tigate with care and impartiality the persons who may have the fairest preten-
sions to them. He will have fewer personal attachments to gratify than a body of
men.” (The Federalist Papers 1961, 455–56).

Because neither group could muster enough support for their respective posi-
tions, the delegates adopted a method of appointment proposed in part by James
Madison. This compromise provided that the executive would nominate and
appoint Supreme Court justices, among other officers, but subject to the advice
and consent of the Senate. One of the strongest and perhaps most noted defenses
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of the compromise appointment process was provided by Alexander Hamilton
in the Federalist Papers (66): “It will be the office of the President to nominate
and with the advice and consent of the Senate, to appoint. There will, of
course, be no exertion of choice on the part of the Senate. They may defeat on
choice of the Executive, and oblige him to make another; but they cannot them-
selves choose—they can only ratify or reject the choice of the President” (Hamil-
ton 1961, 405).

In the modern context, however, one flaw has become apparent in Hamil-
ton’s argument. Presidents in the twenty-first century want to avoid being “obliged
to make another,” as the defeat of a nomination today signals a weakened admin-
istration. While there is wide agreement that modern presidents would rather
avoid this type of political battle, they nonetheless continue to occur. Consider,
for example, the intense controversy that accompanied President Reagan’s failed
nomination of Robert Bork in 1987 (Lyles 1994, 133–60). Even more, consider
the bitter controversial confirmation hearings over President George H. W. Bush’s
appointment of Clarence Thomas in 1991. Further consider the appointments to
the Court of President George W Bush (II) in 2005 of Appeals Court Judge
Samuel Alito, and of D. C. Court of Appeals Judge John G. Roberts Jr. to 
the Supreme Court as well as appointing Roberts to fill the vacancy left by Chief
Justice William Rehnquist. Overall, the bottom line is that presidents in general
do indeed attempt to appoint persons on the Court who are, or are believed to
be in agreement or sympathetic with the President’s overall political ideology and
position on issues that matter most to the President.

In sum, a Supreme Court justice is appointed when the President makes a
nomination and it is confirmed by a simple majority of the senate. Key institu-
tionalized actors in federal judicial selection include the President, the Senate
Judiciary Committee, the Department of Justice and the Attorney General, the
Standing Committee on the Federal Judiciary of the American Bar Association
(ABA), and various other interest groups and organizations. Despite the variety
of participants, however, it is apparent that presidents can affect public policy
through their judicial appointments—at times even achieving victories that would
be nearly impossible through legislative channels (Fried 1991). And it is this
power, both potential and realized, for judicial policymaking that highlights the
key institutional and crucial role that the Court and courts generally can play in
dealing with the multifaceted problems of race in our overall politics and society.

To reiterate as stated earlier what Jack Peltason wrote some fifty years ago,
only one year after the Court’s landmark decision striking down de jure segrega-
tion in public schools (Brown v. Board of Education), “A judge is in the political
process and his [or her] activity is interest activity not as a matter of choice
but of function” (1955, 3). Essentially, Peltason challenged the traditional per-
ception of judges as merely applying the law—mechanical jurisprudence—as ide-
ologically based and failing to describe actual judicial behavior. Moreover, the very
“function of judges and the conditions under which they do their assigned tasks
are determined by and are not above the group struggle” (Peltason 1955, 8; see
also Barker 1967; and Vose 1959). The point here is that there is increased
attention on the dual role of courts as both enunciators of legal doctrine and
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instruments for the resolution of political conflicts. This is the nature of the courts
as American political institutions.

One must be careful, however, to not allow the complexities of this dual role
to be used as an excuse to avoid moral realities and humane principles, especially
with regard to the construct of race in the United States. The dual nature of
courts, especially the Supreme Court, often leads to ambiguity and inconsistency-
especially regarding African Americans and the Supreme Court. Our constitu-
tional and legal history is fraught with contradictions between principles and
policy, and inconsistencies between doctrines and decisions. Harry Kalven stated
succinctly in his The Negro and the First Amendment, that “the law has a great
capacity to tolerate inconsistencies; perhaps the most difficult thing for the begin-
ning law student to grasp is the sense of tolerable inconsistency” (1965, 4–5).
Nowhere is this tolerance more necessary than when examining the role of the
courts as American political institutions while simultaneously exploring the posi-
tion of race and gender in American politics and society.

In sum, when viewing the courts as American political institutions, we must
recognize that the key actors in American courts are individual judges. The judges
who are selected by the President—based on a number of factors including their
individual ideologies—are those who will exercise judicial review in carrying out
their policymaking function in the political process. And for the most part, judges
are selected from those who come from the “haves” or who are otherwise well-
connected with those who have standing and influence in the public and private
sectors; in short our judges are mostly white males. This is the institutional nature
of the judiciary in American politics, and these factors condition or impact on
the extent to which courts and judges have been willing to respond to the call
for racial justice and equality over time.

The Legislative Branch

The problem of how best to represent the American people in an elected gov-
ernment was so controversial that it nearly defied political solution. Under the
Articles of Confederation, the states were politically equal, each having two rep-
resentatives in the national government. Large states then wanted legislative
seats to be based on population. The Great Compromise of 1787 resulted in a
bicameral Congress to which each state would send two senators and different
numbers of representatives to the lower house based on the state’s population.

The allocation of an equal number of seats in the U.S. Senate to each state
makes it one of the most unusual as well as undemocratic features of the Amer-
ican political system. Most other countries with federal systems that accord
regional units significant political autonomy do not grant the regional units equal
representation in the federal legislature, as in the case of the United States (Lee
and Oppenheimer 1999). Antifederalists were critical of the composition of
the Senate, whose members would be indirectly elected by state legislatures and
serve exceptionally long terms of six years. For these two reasons, the antifeder-
alists feared that an American aristocracy would emerge from the Senate. Frances
Lee and Bruce Oppenheimer (1999) question whether the Senate was created to
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express the federal nature of the American political system. They argue that
clearly the Senate represents a “symbol” of the federal system, but does not func-
tion as such (1999, 23–26). One way in which a federal role for the Senate was
undercut was by according equal legislative authority to the lower chamber. Both
houses, including the People’s House, the House of Representatives, must agree
to identical versions of legislation before it can become law. A stronger federal
system would accord the Senate more veto authority over the House. The his-
torical record suggests, however, that the Senate was to function as a “cooler” to
the lower house to block unwise or intemperate legislation passed in the House.
In reality, as Sarah Binder’s scholarship (2003) shows, this has not been the case,
at least in the modern era. The two houses have exhibited an equal propensity
to block legislation originating in the other house.

The problem of casting the debate over the representation of the states in the
new American Congress as a conflict between small-population and large-
population states has minimized the negative and direct consequences that
the creation of the unrepresentative Senate has had for African Americans. As
Lee and Oppenheimer (1999) show, the allocation of two seats to states in the
upper chamber accorded blacks and other minorities significantly less political rep-
resentation than whites. One can demonstrate this point effectively by compar-
ing the median state’s black population to the nation’s black population. In 1996,
the median state’s black population was 7.1 percent in contrast to the nation’s
black population of 12.5. For all minorities, specifically blacks, Latinos, Asians,
and American Indians, the median state’s minority population is 18.1 percent, in
contrast to the nation’s minority population of 26.8 percent (Lee and Oppen-
heimer 1999, 20–22). If seats in the Senate were allocated in proportion to the
population, minorities would be able to vote for a higher percentage of the seats
in such a Senate. Lee and Oppenheimer conclude: “In sum, rather than protect-
ing racial and ethnic minorities, Senate apportionment underrepresents these
groups’ presence in the nation as a whole. With all the controversy over racial ger-
rymandering in the House, it is surprising that the impact of Senate apportionment
on the representation of minorities has drawn so little attention” (1999, 23).

An electoral system that makes it difficult for blacks to win seats in Congress
has important political consequences. Scholarship clearly demonstrates that
African Americans serving in the House of Representatives advance agendas that
speak directly to the interests of black Americans (Canon 1999; Tate 2003;
Whitby 1998). Because so few blacks have served in the Senate, which remains
virtually a “lily-white” branch of government, analysis has focused primarily on
the activities of blacks serving in the lower chamber, the House of Representa-
tives. Black members of the House of Representatives have been more consistent
spokespersons for and champions of black interests. Other research has found
that blacks feel that they are more adequately represented by a black in Congress
(Tate 2001; Tate 2003). Black constituents also expressed higher levels of polit-
ical knowledge about their representative in the House when he or she was black
rather than white, Asian, or Latino. Blacks were no more likely, however, to vote
or express higher levels of trust in the institution of Congress when represented by
a member of their own race than were blacks represented by a member of a different
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race (Gay 2001; Tate 2003). There was no consistent “political empowerment”
effect associated with being represented by a person of one’s own race in the
House for African Americans. Black office holding at the congressional level has
important symbolic consequences, however. The long absences of blacks from the
U.S. Senate, for example, still conveys an image of black inferiority, suggesting
that blacks are not able or fit to serve in the upper house. Only a few blacks have
served in the U.S. Senate. Two served in the Senate during Reconstruction:
Hiram R. Revels (R-Miss.), 1870–1871 and Blanche K. Bruce (R-Miss),
1875–1881 (Barker, Jones, and Tate 1999, 257–58). Even with the adoption of
the 17th Amendment in 1913 (which called for the popular election of senators),
it was only toward the end of the twentieth century, however, that blacks regained
seats in the Senate, notably Edward W. Brooke (R-Mass.) 1967–1979 and notably
Carol Moseley-Braun, who became the first black female and first black Democ-
rat to win in 1992. Braun lost her reelection bid in 1998. Barack Obama, a black
Democrat was elected in 2004. Like Braun, Obama was elected from the state of
Illinois. Both are well-qualified politicians, having previously held office and
crafted biracial campaigns that appealed to many whites.

The absolute number of blacks elected to the House of Representatives is sig-
nificantly higher than that for the Senate because most blacks elected to the
House represent majority-black districts. During Reconstruction twenty blacks
served in the House, in the Forty-first and Fifty-sixth Congresses (Tate 2003, 27).
After George White’s election in 1898, no black person was elected to Congress
until 1928, when Oscar De Priest won a House seat. The numbers of blacks in
the House remained at about two through 1953 and increased to seven in 1967.
The numbers rose sharply during the late 1960s through the 1990s, as blacks
mobilized politically in the aftermath of the civil rights movement and because
of the effectiveness of the 1965 Voting Rights Act. Blacks formed electoral majori-
ties in rural counties in the South and urban areas in the North, but without leg-
islative and judicial protection through the Voting Rights Act, they often found
state legislatures gerrymandering districts in order to cancel out black electoral
majorities. Having majority-black districts is important to the political advance-
ment of blacks. Few majority-white districts have elected black candidates (David-
son and Grofman 1994; Lublin 1997). The Supreme Court, which has the final
say on the extent to which minority voters are protected under the Fourteenth
Amendment and the Voting Rights Act, has increasingly moved to the political
right on such matters. In Allen v. State Board of Elections, the Supreme Court ruled
in 1969 that the Voting Rights Act should be given “‘the broadest possible scope’”
(Parker 1990, 97). In 1982, Congress amended Section 2 of the Voting Rights
Act to provide minorities with additional voting rights protection.

In its 1993 ruling in Shaw v. Reno, the Court signaled its intention to refuse
to accept historical evidence that minorities are afforded fewer opportunities than
whites to hold elective office. The Court instead suggested that majority-minority
and majority-black districts might now violate the Fourteenth Amendment rights
of white citizens. Furthermore, the key provisions of the Voting Rights Act, which
were extended in 1970, 1974, and 1982, are set to expire in 2007 unless Congress
acts to extend them again. The political environment that granted the 1965 
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Voting Rights Act does not exist today. Significant barriers to black voting remain,
including the disenfranchisement of black felons. Because the states having the
worst records on minority voting rights, such as Mississippi, now have large num-
bers of blacks serving in their state legislatures and representing them in Con-
gress, conservative groups are set to challenge provisions that would target states
that have necessitated voting rights litigation in the recent past. The Voting
Rights Act is likely to be renewed in 2007 because of its historical and symbolic
significance, but it may be extended in a form that may not provide minorities
with enough protection to expand their presence in Congress. To design a sys-
tem in which blacks and other minorities lack sufficient descriptive representa-
tion in contrast to whites has political consequences. As shown through a national
survey, black Americans feel that they are better represented in government when
represented by a fellow black (Tate 2003). A majority of blacks also would endorse
changing the electoral system to advance their descriptive representation in gov-
ernment (Tate 2003, 169). At the same time, blacks are not likely to withdraw
from politics and revolt if even fewer numbers of blacks are elected to Congress
as a result of the diminished protection of their voting rights through legislation
(i.e., the Voting Rights Act) or Supreme Court rulings. Would more blacks be
elected to Congress under a different electoral system that abolished the unde-
mocratic Senate and instituted a proportional representation system? The answer
is yes, but the country remains only dimly aware of the electoral disadvantages
that plague African Americans and other minority groups. The political envi-
ronment is not conductive to either electoral reform at present.

The Executive Branch, the Electoral College, 
and Presidential Power

According to Robert Dahl (2003), the Electoral College remains high on the list
as one of the most “undemocratic” features of the American political system. Yet
it is the institution by which we elect our presidents. Textbooks tell us that the
framers chose this system because of their fears of a popular vote that could be
manipulated by a candidate to erect a new “monarchy.” Candidates for the Pres-
idency receive votes in the Electoral College for each state in which they have
won a majority of the popular vote. As of 2006, candidates need 270 Electoral
College votes to win the White House. Analysts have labeled the institution
undemocratic because candidates can secure a majority of votes in the Electoral
College while actually losing the popular vote. In addition, the Electoral College
confers significant power on the states. The electors—a number equal to the sum
of their state’s members in the House and the Senate—would be selected by state
legislatures. The unequal weight of states based on the Senate makes the elec-
toral college unrepresentative of the people. As in the case of the Senate, minori-
ties are underrepresented in the Electoral College as well.

This feature of the American system has given the Southern states an enor-
mous advantage in presidential elections. Candidates must pursue and win the “Solid
South,” and Republicans have a tremendous edge over Democrats in the early
twenty-first century because of their conservative racial policies. During the 1980s,
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Republicans won impressive victories in the South, suggesting that they had a
“lock” on the region (Lublin 2004). Because of state laws that kept most blacks
in the South from voting until 1965, for much of American history presidents—
including liberal Democrats—have been coldly uninterested in the plight of
blacks. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who is widely perceived as a champion of the
poor and downtrodden, had a dismal record on racial issues. Although some New
Deal legislation was beneficial, most blacks continued to be victimized in the
1930s by both private and state-sponsored racial discrimination. President Roo-
sevelt himself remained reluctant to support legislation on behalf of blacks. For
example, until 1936 Roosevelt refused to support antilynching legislation, fear-
ing that it would infuriate Southern legislators in Congress and thus impede the
passage of his New Deal programs. John Davis has reported in an evaluation of
the New Deal that blacks were in many cases worse off than they were before,
and even where there were benefits, they were dispensed in grossly discrimina-
tory fashion (Davis 1935, 141–45).

The inherent defects of the Electoral College are several, including, as
Robert Dahl points out (2003), that it can declare an election in favor of can-
didates who lose the popular vote. It can also produce outcomes in which no
candidate wins the majority in the college that is necessary to win the presi-
dency. Both outcomes have happened in American history. In 2000, the Demo-
cratic presidential candidate, Al Gore, led the Republican candidate, George W.
Bush, by a slim margin in the popular vote, but still lost the election as Bush
won a majority of votes in the Electoral College. The 2000 presidential elec-
tion raised the issue of racial bias in the electoral process, as it was revealed
through statistical analysis that a significantly higher percentage of black vot-
ers failed to have their ballots counted in Florida’s Palm County. Florida’s bal-
lots were at the center of the controversy over the outcome of the 2000
presidential race. Because of uncertainty over Florida’s balloting results, neither
candidate had achieved the 270 votes necessary to win in the Electoral Col-
lege. Gore had 267 votes, while Bush had only 246. Thus Florida’s 25 electoral
votes decided the outcome.

In Florida, Bush led Gore in the initial tallies by a mere 1,784 votes out of
six million cast. By state law, such a narrow margin of victory necessitated a
machine recount, which then cut Bush’s lead over Gore even further to just 327
votes. The absentee ballots from overseas had not yet been counted, and they were
expected to give Bush a final victory over Gore. Yet Gore demanded a hand tab-
ulation in order to include ballots that the machines hadn’t been able to count,
because the card either had not been fully punched through or had been marked
for more than one candidate for president. Florida’s Secretary of State, Kather-
ine Harris, refused to provide the counties with enough time to complete a recount
by hand, maintaining that state law required certification of a final vote one week
after the election.

In addition to the 2000 election, the Electoral College failed to elect a pres-
ident on three previous occasions—in 1800, 1824, and 1876. In the event that
no candidate obtains a majority in the Electoral College, the House of Repre-
sentatives decides on the winner. In 2000, however, the controversy spilled over
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into the courts. Eventually, in a 5–4 decision issued in Bush v. Gore, the U.S.
Supreme Court blocked further hand counts. With no hand counts to challenge
the narrow victory of Bush over Gore in the state of Florida, Florida’s electoral
votes went to Bush. Gore conceded the election to Bush on December 13, 2000.

The five justices who made up the majority in the Bush v. Gore decision were
nominated by Republican presidents and considered politically conservative. The
majority opinion was based on the Equal Protection Clause in the Fourteenth
Amendment, which was originally adopted to provide black former slaves with
the full protection of the law. The conservative majority on the Court, however,
argued that since the method of hand counting was unreliable and even arbitrary
and partisan, it was a violation of the equal protection clause. Gore’s supporters
saw it as quite the opposite; the fact that ballots were not counted because a tab-
ulation machine had rejected them was itself a denial of equal protection under
the law. The state should have been given the time to count all ballots for
which the voter’s intent could be readily identified; anything less than a full
count constituted voter disenfranchisement.7

The 2000 election reopened old wounds and accusations. The history of the
South includes blatant denials of black voting rights. Furthermore, since the 2000
election statistical evidence has emerged revealing that blacks often cast a dis-
proportionate number of missing and uncounted ballots or “nonvotes” in elec-
tions. The reasons why black voters cast a higher rate of spoiled ballots are
debated. While some analysts believe that Florida officials deliberately assign old
and error-prone balloting machines to majority-Democratic and majority-black
precincts to negate their votes, some still believe that the fault lies principally
with mistakes made by black, minority, and elderly (mostly Jewish) voters. Deter-
mining the real reason why blacks in particular go the polls and cast a dispro-
portionately higher percentage of spoiled ballots than other voters is important
because of its electoral implications. One set of scholars maintains that based on
their statistical analysis of the votes cast in Florida, perhaps erroneously for
Buchanan, or rejected as spoiled in the machine tabulation, “Al Gore would have
won a majority of the officially certified votes in Florida” (Wand et al. 2001, 803).
Thus Al Gore and not George W. Bush would have been elected president in
2000. This outcome has significant policy ramifications for black and minority vot-
ers, as Republican presidents generally support an economic and social policy
agenda antagonistic to black interests.

Article 2 of the U.S. Constitution vests executive power in the president. Sim-
ilar to the judicial and legislative branches, the executive branch of government
and the constitutional powers inherent in the institution have been instrumen-
tal in constructing and maintaining race and gender as “American dilemmas.”8

In brief, the institution of the American presidency is often divided into two dif-
fering spheres of influence: foreign policy and domestic policy. The constitutional
and institutional powers of the presidency provide the incumbent with unparal-
leled power and world influence. The President of the United States is often con-
sidered the chief of state; i.e., he or she is the symbolic embodiment of the entire
country. Under the Constitution the president is the chief executive, directing the
cabinet and the executive branch of government. The Constitution specifically
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gives the president the authority to make treaties and to appoint cabinet officers,
federal judges, and ambassadors. The president is also a political leader, directing
the operations of his party and serving as leader of its members in Congress. In
practice, modern presidents also play a key role in setting the national agenda.
In addition, the president is also the commander-in-chief of the armed forces.
With these broad institutional powers, the office of the presidency is well posi-
tioned to address the enduring dilemma of race in the United States. And of
course, one should note that the president is elected by the citizens (via the Elec-
toral College, discussed below) and is limited to two terms in office. On this
account, throughout history several presidential elections have proved to be crit-
ical, even determinative, junctures in the African American experience.

For example, one certainly cannot ignore the significance of the Great Com-
promise of 1877. In the main, as part of the political maneuvering and bargain-
ing that accompanied the resolution of the disputed 1876 presidential election
in favor of the Republican candidate, Rutherford B. Hayes, the Republican Party
struck deals with Southern Democrats and agreed to pull all federal troops out of
the Southern states in exchange for electoral votes and support. Thus under the
Compromise of 1877, Hayes became president; federal troops abandoned African
Americans in the South, and the era of Reconstruction ended (Woodward 1974,
69–70). Immediately, the Southern states began passing laws that restricted every
single aspect of black participation in the political, social, and economic life of
the South. The political maneuverings in 1876 and 1877 resulted in complete
abrogation of the right to vote guaranteed by the Fifteenth Amendment for nearly
all blacks in the South.

To summarize, the Compromise of 1877 resulted from the disputed Hayes-
Tilden presidential election in 1876. At the time, according to article 2 of the
Constitution, presidential electors were to be selected under state laws and to cast
votes for the president. The electors are then certified to the President of the Sen-
ate. Specifically, article 2 states:

Each State shall appoint, in such manner as the legislature thereof may direct, a
number of electors, equal to the whole number of Senators and Representatives
to which the State may be entitled in the Congress. . . .

The electors shall meet in their respective States, and vote by ballot . . . [and]
shall make a list of all the persons voted for, and of the number of votes for each;
which list they shall sign and certify, and transmit sealed to . . . the President of
the Senate. . . .

The President of the Senate shall, in the presence of the Senate and House
of Representatives, open all the certificates, and the votes shall then be counted.
The person having the greatest number of votes shall be the President.

A dispute arose in 1876, however, over conflicting vote counts from four
states: Florida, Louisiana, South Carolina, and Oregon. The first three, Florida,
Louisiana, and South Carolina, were Republican strongholds and certified their
electors for Rutherford B. Hayes. The Democrats, however, claimed fraud and
accused the Republicans of stealing or disallowing thousands of Democratic votes.
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Consequently, the Democrats sent a separate set of electors to Washington. In
Oregon, Hayes received a majority of the votes; however, one of the state’s three
electors was disqualified because he was a federal officer. Pursuant to this dis-
qualification, the governor of Oregon certified the two other original Republican
electors and the Democrat who had initially lost to the disqualified Republi-
can elector (the federal officer). The two Republican electors, however, selected
a third Republican elector as a replacement and certified the election results to
Oregon’s Secretary of State.

Congress established an Electoral Commission in 1877 to resolve the dis-
puted electoral count.9 The commission comprised ten members of the House and
Senate, equally divided by chamber and party, and four Supreme Court justices,
two from each party. Additionally, these four justices were to select a fifth justice;
they chose Associate Justice Joseph P. Bradley, a Republican.10 As history docu-
ments, the Electoral Commission divided along strict party lines; Justice Bradley’s
vote helped to ensure an eight-to-seven Republican victory in Hayes’s favor.
Hayes was declared the winner two days before his inauguration.

With the withdrawal of federal troops, African Americans in large measure
fell victim to even harsher violence, disenfranchisement, and other vestiges of
slavery than had existed before the withdrawal. The 1877 compromise and the
withdrawal of federal troops brought about the end of Reconstruction and estab-
lished the “let alone” policy with regard to blacks (Logan 1965, 26). In short, the
Compromise of 1877 ushered in a period of widespread Jim Crow laws, disen-
franchisement and the erosion of the guarantees of the Fifteenth Amendment
(Franklin 1957, 241–48). With the conclusion of Reconstruction, the Southern
states enacted legislation and instituted practices that required the complete seg-
regation of blacks and whites. As stated elsewhere, “the segregation was designed
to express in thousands of ways white society’s judgment of the inferiority of
blacks and superiority of whites.” Virtually no aspect of life in the South, and even-
tually in the North, was exempted.11

A brief look at twentieth-century presidents—John F. Kennedy to George W.
Bush—is also instructive in reviewing the institutional powers of the presidency
and their relations to race in America. The reader should keep in mind, however,
that a president’s agenda is far more than an itemized list.12 The issues (or choices
between alternatives) that a given president selects to support are not arbitrary
policies but pointers to what the president considers to be the most important
issues facing his administration (Light 1986, 2–3). Presidents concentrate on
issues that match their personal and political goals (Light 1986, 62).

For example, On June 25, 1941, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt signed
Executive Order 8802 creating the Fair Employment Practices Committee to
enforce a nondiscrimination policy in defense programs, but he did so in response
to a threat that blacks were planning to organize a mass march on Washington.
John F. Kennedy, too, seemed determined to ignore blacks’ demand for civil rights
until 1963 when he took his first decisive stand in favor of civil rights (Carmines
and Stimson 1989, 31; Nieman 1991; 139–40; Tate 1994, 51–53). 13A closer look
at Kennedy’s presidential record on civil rights, however, highlights one of the
key institutional powers of the American presidency and its relation to race, namely
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the executive order.14 For example, in March 1961 President Kennedy issued Exec-
utive Order No. 10926, which combined the committees on Government Contracts
and Government Employment Practices into the President’s Committee on Equal
Employment Opportunity.15 This order marked the first instance of an official
requirement that contractors “actively pursue equal employment rather than set-
tling simply for passive nondiscrimination.” Other examples of Kennedy’s use of
executive directives include the use of federal marshals and the federalizing of Mis-
sissippi’s National Guard in September 1962 to assist in registering James Mered-
ith at the University of Mississippi,16 and the use of federal marshals and the
Alabama National Guard to desegregate the University of Alabama in June 1963.17

But consider also that Kennedy used the institutional powers of the presidency—
such as the executive appointment of federal judges—to reward staunch racial seg-
regationists with lifetime federal judgeships (Lyles 1997, 84–85).

President Johnson also issued executive orders to address issues of race directly.
It was Johnson’s initiatives in the form of executive orders that put the teeth in
affirmative action programs (Lyles 1997, 86–90). Johnson’s Executive Order No.
11197 issued February 5, 1965, established the President’s Council on Equal
Opportunity, which was charged with finding ways to “more effectively” imple-
ment the 1957 and 1964 Civil Rights Acts.18 In September of the following year,
Johnson issued the capstone of affirmative action, Executive Order No. 11246,
requiring all federal contracts to include clauses agreeing “not to discriminate
against any employee or applicant for employment because of race, color, religion
or national origin” (Benokraitis and Feagin 1978, 11–12; see also Glazer 1975,
46). Two years later, in October 1968, Johnson issued Executive Order No. 11375.
This order also included a ban on discrimination in employment on the basis of
sex. For example, it prohibited “separate seniority rosters for men and women, dis-
crimination based on a woman’s marital or child bearing status, and, separate
columns of help wanted advertisements in newspapers” (Benokraitis and Feagin
1978, 12). This order also included a requirement that contractors develop “writ-
ten affirmative action plans to remedy the effects of past discrimination”
(Benokraitis and Feagin 1978, 12). And, commensurate with his support for the
Civil Rights Act of 1964, Johnson directed the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights
in 1965 to conduct a nationwide study of segregated school systems.19 Johnson’s
vocal support for African American voting rights put the issue at the forefront of
the national agenda; that is, he used the institutional powers of the presidency
to restore blacks’ civil rights and to promote voting rights as a national policy.20

It is well documented that Johnson also used the institutional powers of the pres-
idency to promote both his policy and partisan agenda in the selection of judi-
cial nominees; he attempted to select judges with progressive civil rights views
while simultaneously remaining sensitive to party considerations, especially those
involving Democratic senators (Lyles 1997, 90–92).

A brief look at the Nixon presidency also reveals the Nixon administration
was well aware of its potential to influence national policy on race under the insti-
tutional powers of the presidency. In fact, Nixon gained the presidency in 1968
at least in part because of his “Southern strategy,” which was designed to reduce
federal pressure on the South to comply with civil rights laws (Lyles 1997, 92–97).
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Nixon “pledged to take a more cautious, slow approach to [civil rights laws]
enforcement” (Bullock and Lamb 1984, 27). This caution included condemning
busing, promising to terminate cutoffs of federal aid designed to impose desegre-
gation, criticizing parts of the Voting Rights Act, and pledging to appoint “strict
constructionists” to the Supreme Court (Orfield 1986). Nixon’s overall policy on
civil rights was, in the words of Thomas and Mary Edsall, to develop “a strategy
of staying within the letter of the law, while making abundantly clear wherever
possible his reluctance to aggressively enforce it” (1991, 81). With regard to judi-
cial appointments; however, the institutional checks and balances inherent in the
advice and consent clause frustrated Nixon’s agenda. The reader should recall that
Nixon did suffer major defeats in his Supreme Court nominations. Although he
experienced little difficulty winning confirmation for Warren Burger as Chief Jus-
tice in 1969, he was defeated in the nominations of both Clement F. Haynsworth
(a Southerner who had ruled against school desegregation and in favor of segre-
gated hospitals receiving federal funds) and G. Harold Carswell (also attacked by
civil rights groups).

President Gerald Ford also utilized the powers of the presidency and the influ-
ence of his presidential candidacy to influence national policy on race (Lyles
1997, 99–103). For example, during the 1976 campaign, President Ford was
adamant in his condemnation of busing in numerous speeches.21 The 1976 GOP
platform also endorsed an antibusing amendment. As chief executive, President
Ford attempted to curb busing through Congress. For example, in 1976, after an
eight-month study by the Justice Department, President Ford directed the depart-
ment to draft a legislative proposal captioned as the School Desegregation Stan-
dards and Assistance Act, primarily an antibusing bill (McDowell 1988, 161;
Orfield 1988, 267). The proposal stood to practically nullify the implementation of
busing by barring it in cases of de facto segregation. Although Ford’s proposal received
no action in Congress (it died in committee), his willingness to use the institutional
powers of the executive branch to frustrate racial integration are instructive.

A brief look at the presidencies of Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan also
reveals the enormous power afforded the executive branch under the institutional
powers and constraints outlined in the Constitution. For example, the funda-
mental thrust of the Carter administration’s developments in the area of civil
rights was in making enforcement mechanisms more effective, particularly in
enforcing equal opportunity laws and regulations, and prohibiting discrimination
in federally assisted programs (Amaker 1988, 25–28). An essential element of this
enforcement—and a utilization of an enumerated constitutional power—included
the executive appointment of unprecedented numbers of women, African Amer-
icans, and other minorities to positions in which they might aggressively promote
and enforce such laws (Lyles 1997, 117–28).

During his two terms in office, President Reagan also used the institutional-
ized appointment powers of the executive branch to affect race and civil rights
issues generally. It is also common knowledge that President Reagan firmly
opposed affirmative action and used the institutional powers and position of the
presidency to promote his attack on programs geared toward achieving racial bal-
ance in the workplace. Reagan’s attacks on affirmative action could be seen in
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several institutional areas, such as policy guidelines in the bureaucracy, legisla-
tion, and legal challenges. In August 1981, for example, Reagan’s Secretary of
Labor, Raymond Donovan, issued new guidelines for the Office of Federal Con-
tract Compliance Programs (OFCCP), effectively limiting its jurisdiction to gov-
ernment contractors with 250 or more employees and a federal contract of one
million dollars or more.22 Donovan himself admitted that these new guidelines
would exempt almost 75 percent of all federal contractors from affirmative action
requirements.23 Later that month, on August 20, William Bradford Reynolds, the
head of Reagan’s Justice Department’s Civil Rights Division, announced that “in
the area of civil rights he would restrict remedies to the aggrieved party, rather
than impose remedies to benefit an entire class of persons.”24 Acting through
Reynolds, the Reagan administration attacked affirmative action repeatedly. A
case in point: following the Supreme Court’s 1984 attack on racial quotas in Fire-
fighters v. Stotts,25 which Reagan’s first Solicitor General, Rex E. Lee, called “one
of the greatest victories of all time,” (Witt 1986, 126) Reynolds affirmed that he
would “order the review and assess the validity of hundreds of court-ordered affir-
mative action programs where the courts had employed racial quotas and goals
in hiring to effectuate appropriate relief” (New York Times, February 17, 1983).26

Nonetheless, these actions clearly reflected the Reagan administration’s gen-
eral hostility to affirmative action. The administration’s posture could also be
seen in other actions, including the appointments of two anti-affirmative action
African Americans, Clarence Pendleton to head the Civil Rights Commission
and Clarence Thomas, now Associate Justice Thomas, to head the Equal Employ-
ment Opportunities Commission (EEOC). In general, as political scientist
Michael Preston put it, “No administration since the inception of the affirmative
action program . . . has reacted more negatively to it [affirmative action] than has
the Reagan Administration” (Preston 1986, 165–67).

A brief review of the administrations of George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and
George W. Bush also supports the view that the institutional powers of, and con-
straints on, the executive branch afford modern presidents many opportunities
to either support or retard racial equality in the United States. For example, with
regard to institutional powers, the first President Bush’s veto of the 1990 Civil
Rights Act is instructive. Although President Bush did sign the Civil Rights Act
of 1991, he vetoed an earlier 1990 version, labeling it a “quota bill.”27 In the same
year Bush also nominated Federal Court of Appeals Judge Clarence Thomas to the
Supreme Court. Thomas is an African American who is generally conservative and
hostile to the judicial protection of civil rights for women and minorities.

The Civil Rights Act of 1990 was introduced to reverse a series of civil rights
decisions issued by the Supreme Court during its 1988–89 term, as well as some
other conservative civil rights decisions that the Court had issued since 1985 that
eroded equal employment opportunities for minorities and women.28 President
Bush, however, consistently warned that he would not sign any law that might
lead to hiring quotas. “I want to sign a civil rights bill,” said Bush at a White House
Rose Garden ceremony on May 17, 1990, “but I will not sign a quota bill.”29 Bush
wrote to key senators on October 16, 1990, before their vote, that he believed
the 1990 bill would cause businesses to adopt hiring and promotion quotas. Bush
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wrote, “It will also foster divisiveness and litigation rather than conciliation and
do more to promote legal fees than civil rights. If the bill is presented to me, I
will be compelled to veto it.”30 Despite Bush’s warning, the 1990 bill passed the
Senate, 65–34, on July 18, 1990, and the House, 227–157, on August 3, 1990.
And as promised, on October 22, President Bush vetoed the 1990 legislation
after a battle with Democratic sponsors over whether the 1990 bill would estab-
lish quotas for minorities and women and thereby discriminate against whites31—
even though the bill explicitly forbade quotas.32

The Senate failed to override the president’s veto by only one vote, thus
marking the first defeat for a civil rights bill since the Eisenhower administration.
In addition to realizing Bush’s opposition to quotas, the president’s proposal also
set lower limits on damages than the vetoed bill passed by Congress.33 About four
months later, in January 1991, the Civil Rights Act of 1991 was introduced in
the House and passed in June of 1991 after numerous compromises were reached
between President Bush and Senate Republicans who supported the legislation.34

Bush eventually gave his endorsement to the compromise bill at a news confer-
ence held on October 25, 1991, stating the new agreement “does not resort to
quotas. . . . I wanted a non-quota civil rights bill that I could sign. And assum-
ing there are no changes in the bill as agreed to last night . . . I will enthusiasti-
cally sign this bill.” 35 The Civil Rights Act of 1991 was signed into law by Bush
on November 21, 1991.36

President Clinton, like his predecessors, was also keenly aware of the nexus
between the institutional powers of presidency and issues of race in America. In
practice, however, Clinton played on both sides of the fence (Lyles 1997, 172–77)
While opposing racial quotas, Clinton nonetheless made comments on affirma-
tive action like “mend it.” It is notable, however, that President Clinton also used
the institutional powers of the presidency to dramatically increase the number of
women and racial minorities on the benches of federal courts. In fact, the over-
all number of women appointed to the district courts during Clinton’s first term
(both in terms of proportion as well as in raw numbers, 30.2 percent and 51
respectively) was the largest number of women appointed in history for any admin-
istration. Clinton also appointed historic numbers of African Americans to the
federal courts. The point here, of course, is that the constitutional and institu-
tionalized parameters of the power of appointment, with the advice and consent
of the Senate, affords the executive branch frequent opportunities to shape judi-
cial policy via the selection and nomination of federal judges.

Conclusion

Federalism, a bicameral Congress, the Electoral College, and the American pres-
idency, as well as the federal judiciary, are institutions that have in many ways
protected and preserved slavery, its vestiges, and the exploitation and subordina-
tion of African Americans in the United States. As it took four years of civil war,
and a constitutional amendment, to free black slaves, it would take a political
movement for blacks to win their civil rights. The founders of the United States
wanted a system that protected liberty but also stability, which is necessary for
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people to enjoy property rights. The vast majority of blacks entered this country
as property. Understanding the desire for white domination in the construction
of this country’s political system explains the longevity of black oppression. Undo-
ing the evils of black oppression therefore requires a thorough reexamination of
the virtues and costs of the institutional structure of this country.

The very design of the political institutions that make up the American polit-
ical system has delayed the realization of equal rights for blacks. It took a move-
ment outside of routine politics in order for blacks to win many of the basic civil
liberties and civil rights enjoyed by other citizens. And it is doubtful whether with-
out this resort to protest politics that the system would permit blacks such basic
rights in the early twenty-first century. The black civil rights movement made it
possible for other groups that have suffered discrimination in this country, chiefly
American Indians, women, Asian Americans, and Latinos, to seek equal protec-
tion of their rights.

Could the United States have a political system that gives blacks and minori-
ties more political equality with whites? The answer is yes. Scrapping the Elec-
toral College, creating a proportional representation system as opposed to
single-member districts, and abolishing the Senate are radical proposals, but
reforms that would very likely increase the representation of minorities in gov-
ernment. Prospects for such reforms are dim. Robert Dahl flatly states, “The like-
lihood of reducing the extreme inequality of representation in the Senate is virtually
zero” (2003, 154). There is a slightly higher but not significant chance that the
country would change to proportional representation for its national legisla-
tive elections and abolish the Electoral College, granting the people the right to
vote for the president directly. Major reforms come about only in the most dras-
tic of times. While the 2000 election controversy did raise the possibility that the
Electoral College might be abolished, the fact of the matter is that the High
Court’s ruling was peacefully accepted by the American public. When terrorists
attacked America on September 11, 2001, the crisis also served to divert atten-
tion from the inherent problems of the Electoral College. Still, a number of polit-
ical scientists have made strong arguments that the College should be abolished,
if only to provide what Americans mistakenly think they have already, the right
to vote for president directly through a popular election (Keyssar 2003).

Thus America’s political system is far from perfect. Its roots expose how cun-
ningly the framers sought to create a democracy that still permitted slavery and
the subjugation of racial minorities and women. These design flaws are exacer-
bated by the unwillingness of individual leaders to use what institutional powers
they do possess to redress the enduring vestiges of slavery in the United States.
The Supreme Court, for example, rather than using its power of judicial review
to promote racial equality, has most of the time instead acted to affirm the will
of the dominant lawmaking majorities in power. Congress, staffed through an elec-
toral system that makes it difficult for blacks to win seats, has also historically leg-
islated away the rights of minorities and women. This is especially true of the
Senate, given its undemocratic nature. Modern presidents enjoy enormous power
to shape the national agenda on race and gender equality. Moreover, through exec-
utive orders and their selection of federal judges they can affect minority issues
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for decades to come. Regrettably, however, even the most pedestrian analyses
reveal that modern presidents have failed to address these issues in a meaningful
way. In fact, there is ample evidence to support the view that modern presiden-
cies have all but ignored racial and gender inequality. This is the knowledge that
should and must be transmitted by political scientists as well as appropriate glorifi-
cation of our system as the first and most enduring democratic state in the world.
It is a necessary part of the story as we reflect on its virtues, namely its fairness, and
its weaknesses, the biases that are inherent in the American political system.

Notes
1. The Debates in the Federal Convention of 1787 reported by James Madison, Tuesday, August

21, 1787. For the accompanying remarks on this day of the debates, see “The Avalon Project at
Yale Law School.” The debate from Tuesday August 21, 1787 was accessed on September 23, 2006
at http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/debates/821.htm.

2. Marbury v. Madison, 1 Cranch 137.
3. Early decisions of the Supreme Court indicated that the Court would find “reasonable”

justifications to conclude that women could be treated differently from men, especially in such
matters as job opportunities and conditions of employment. For discussion see generally Lucius J.
Barker, Twiley W. Barker, Michael W. Combs, Kevin L. Lyles and H. W. Perry, Civil Liberties and
the Constitution: Cases and Commentaries (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1999), 707–52.
Hereafter cited as Barker et al., Civil Liberties and the Constitution.

4. United States v. Carolene Products Co., 304 U.S. 144 (1938). On its face, this case was merely
one of numerous instances wherein the Supreme Court upheld federal economic policies. Its sig-
nificance was generated from a footnote in which Justice Harlan Stone argued that the Court was
justified in holding a “tolerant” view of government economic policies, while it gave “more exact-
ing judicial scrutiny” to policies that transgressed civil liberties.

5. Dahl’s view of the Supreme Court’s role in the policy process has been broadly debated by
judicial scholars (Adamany 1973; Canon and Ulmer 1976; Casper 1976; Funston 1975; Handbag
and Hill 1980).

6. For a Discussion of the Warren Court’s expansion of the rights of persons accused of crime,
see generally Barker et al., Civil Liberties and the Constitution, 321–454.

7. For a discussion that supports the Supreme Court decision, see Posner (2001). For a crit-
ical review of the ruling, see Dershowitz (2001).

8. The use of the phrase “American dilemma,” in this context was coined by Gunnar Myrdal.
9. Stat. 227 (1877).
10. As detailed by Bernard Schwartz, initially it was expected that the four Justices would

have selected Justice David Davis, who was considered nonpartisan. Justice Davis resigned from
the Court, however, after his election to the Senate by the Illinois legislature. Justice Bradley was
“supposedly the least partisan among the remaining Republicans on the Court,” Bernard Schwartz,
A History of the Supreme Court (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 172.

11. See Barker et al., Civil Liberties and the Constitution, 463. Also, see generally pp. 463–64.
12. As explained by E. E. Schattschneider some two decades ago, “The definition of the

alternatives is the supreme instrument of power. . . . He who determines what politics is about
runs the country, because the definition of alternatives is the choice of conflict, and the choice
of conflict allocates power” (1975, 66).

13. For example, it was not until eighteen months later that Kennedy effected a “timid exec-
utive order covering very little of the country’s housing” (Fishel 1985, 2). Kennedy also issued
executive orders that prohibited discrimination in federally aided libraries and hospitals, in the
armed forces, in the training of civil defense workers, and in the off-base treatment of military
personnel (Berman 1987, 242).

14. In addition to executive orders regarding employment and nondiscriminatory grants-in-
aid policies, the Kennedy administration also sought changes through executive action in the areas
of housing and transportation. (Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1961, 393).
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15. By this order the vice president was appointed chairman of the committee and the Sec-
retary of Labor was instructed to implement equal employment practices in hiring federal
employees and government contractors. Executive Order No. 10925, 3 C.F.R. 86 (Supp. 1961),
6 R.R.L.R. 9 (1961). Among other requirements, the order required contractors to publicize their
antidiscrimination policies in their help-wanted ads and their requests to employment agencies;
it also required contractors to “make every effort to obtain agreements with their unions that the
unions would not practice discrimination” (Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1961, 392). Consider
also that it was President Franklin Delano Roosevelt who issued the first executive order that dealt
with equal opportunity in employment. This order forbade employment discrimination on the basis
of race, creed, color, or national origin by employers who held Defense Department contracts. As
explained by political scientist Michael B. Preston, however, it was not until twenty years after
Roosevelt’s 1941 order that “the idea of affirmative action became interwoven with the discrim-
ination ban” (Preston 1986, 167). Under Presidents Truman and Eisenhower, further executive
orders were issued, extending the ban on discrimination by government contractors and setting
up various bodies to oversee and enforce it (Glazer 1975, 44–46).

16. For a thorough account of the integration of the University of Mississippi, see Meredith
(1966) and Fleming (1965).

17. John F. Kennedy, Proclamation No. 3497, September 30, 1962; Code of Federal Regula-
tions, 1959–1963 Compilation, 225. For an informative yet condensed summary of the Meredith
case, see Bardolph (1970, 473–91), see also Barker (1967, 41–69), and Amaker (1988, 17)

18. Executive Order No. 11197, 3 C.F.R. 278 (1964–65 comp.), revoked by Executive Order
No. 11247.

19 The commission’s 1967 report, Racial Isolation in the Public Schools, called attention to
increasing racial segregation in the nation’s urban schools and recommended national legislation
outlawing such practices. See U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (1967).

20. The 1964 March on Selma provides a poignant example and commentary on Johnson’s
commitment to voting rights. For a well-developed discussion of the relationship between the
Selma-Montgomery March and the eventual passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act, see Garrow
(1978). President Johnson’s early and personal support of the march was clearly expressed in a
news conference on February 4, 1965: “All of us,” said the President, “should be concerned with
the efforts of our fellow Americans to register to vote in Alabama. . . . I intend to see [that the
right to vote] is secured to all of our citizens (Sobel, Civil Rights, 1960–1966, 293–294.).” More-
over, only one week after the marchers were assaulted and brutally beaten on a bridge outside Selma
on March 15, 1965, Johnson proposed the enactment of the 1965 Voting Rights Act to a joint
session of Congress in a speech that was broadcast to the entire country (President Johnson, “State
of the Union Message,” Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States. (Washington, DC:
Government Printing Office, 1965, 1–9). “It is wrong,” said President Johnson, “deadly wrong to
deny any of your fellow Americans the right to vote in this country. [I]t is not just Negroes, but
really it is all of us, who must overcome the crippling legacy of bigotry and injustice. . . . And we
shall overcome” (Amaker 1988, 20).

21. New York Times, August 20, 1975; Education Daily, August 21, 1975; Washington Post, Sep-
tember 17, 1975.

22. The OFCCP’s previous guidelines had specified any federal contractor with fifty or more
employees and contracts worth $50,000.

23. See “Affirmative Action Assailed in Congress: Administration,” Congressional Quarterly
Weekly Report 39, no. 37 (September 1981): 1749–53.

24. Ibid.
25. Reagan’s first Solicitor General, Rex E. Lee, argued the administration’s case opposing

affirmative action in the joint claims Firefighters Local Union No. 1784 v. Stotts and Memphis Fire
Department v. Stotts (467 U.S. 561, 1984). In 1981, a federal judge had ordered the Memphis fire
department to implement “budget-dictated” layoffs by dismissing senior white firefighters; thus
enabling more recently hired African Americans to keep their jobs. The appeals court upheld the
order against the city and the Reagan administration backed the city when the issue was appealed
to the Supreme Court. The Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights, William Bradford
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Reynolds, joined Lee in the administration’s amicus curiae (friend of the court) brief. Essentially,
the brief argued that the lower court judge’s action was illegal; that is, affirmative action plans are
unconstitutional when they are adopted to benefit any persons or groups who were not themselves
the victims of discrimination (Lyles 1997, 133–36).

26. For a discussion of the ways in which Reagan used the federal courts for his objectives,
see Charles Fried, Order and Law.

27. For a thorough examination of the shifting patterns of partisan voting and leadership in
Congress, as well as President Bush’s shifting positions, see Stern (1995).

28. The overturned decisions included, for example, Patterson v. McClean Credit Union (491
U.S. 164 [1989]), in which the Supreme Court ruled that the 1866 Civil Rights Act did not pro-
tect employees from blatant race discrimination once they have been hired; Wards Cove Packing
Co., Inc. v. Atonio (490 U.S. 642 [1989]), in which the Supreme Court overturned an earlier rul-
ing, Griggs v. Duke Power Company (402 U.S. 424 [1971]), and shifted the burden to employees
of proving that an employer’s hiring practices are discriminatory; and Martin v. Wilks (490 U.S.
755 [1989]), in which the Supreme Court allowed “white” firefighters to challenge an affirmative
action settlement that had been in effect for eight years (Eskridge 1991).

29. “Bush Shifts on Job-Rights Bill, but Differences Remain,” Congressional Quarterly Weekly
Report 48, May 19, 1990, p. 1563.

30. “Expected Bush Veto Looming over Civil Rights Measure,” Congressional Quarterly Weekly
Report 48, October 20, 1990, p. 3519.

31. For a discussion of these “last-second” negotiations over the bill, including the enlistment
of a former Transportation Secretary, William T. Coleman, called in by the White House on Octo-
ber 19, see “Expected Bush Veto,” 3518.

32. For the text accompanying President Bush’s October 22 veto of the civil rights bill 
(S. 2104), see “Bush Vetoes Rights Bill, Objects to ‘Quotas,’” Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report
48, October 27, 1990, p. 3654.; also see Steven A. Holmes, “President Vetoes Bill on Job Rights;
Showdown is Set,” New York Times, October 23, 1990, p. A1.

33. For a discussion of Bush’s veto of the 1990 bill, see Wasby (1992).
34. Bush nonetheless continued to vigorously attack the measure well into 1991, denounc-

ing it as a quota bill. The House of Representatives passed the revised 1991 bill, 273–158, know-
ing that members might be subjects of racial scare advertising about whites losing jobs to blacks,
like the advertising used by Senator Jesse Helms (R-NC) in his 1990 campaign. See New York
Times, May 31, 1991; New York Times, June 6, 1991.

35. New York Times, October 26, 1991.
36. Civil Rights Act of 1991, by the Committee of Federal Legislation, reported in the Record

of the Association of the Bar of the City of New York 48 (1993), 75–124.
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T E E N

Political Science Confronts 
Afro-America

A Reconsideration

JERRY G. WATTS

AS AN ACADEMIC DISCIPLINE, American political science has his-
torically relegated to the margins issues pertaining to Afro-Americans,
race, and anti-black white racism.1 Ralph Bunche, the first Afro-

American president of the American Political Science Association, once 
complained about the lack of interest in academic political science in publishing
articles on the political behavior of black Americans. In 1941, Bunche stated: “In
some field[s] this [publishing] is relatively easy. Anthropologists deal with the
Negro as a respectable topic, and the journals of anthropology take such arti-
cles without hesitation. In respect to my own field, which concerns the status of
the Negro, except insofar as papers having to do with colonial problems and the
like are involved, there isn’t a very cordial reception for papers dealing with
the Negro.”2 Rogers M. Smith has shown that explicit anti-black prejudice, or
white racism, saturated the scholarship of political science from its founding
through the early 1920s. This white supremacist ethos was explicitly concerned
with race and racial hierarchies. Following the demise of the white supremacist
ethos, the discipline ignored or devalued the study of Afro-American politics in
much the way that it ignored and devalued the study of race in American poli-
tics. This disregard for the issue of race perplexes Smith. He is baffled by the
unwillingness of political science to study race during the early decades of 
the twentieth century. “The puzzle is the ensuing disregard of racial topics in a
country that was seeing the spread of Jim Crow segregation, race-based immigra-
tion restrictions, legislative battles over anti-lynching and civil rights bills, court
cases dealing with racial voting and jury exclusions, the growth of a huge sepa-
ratist movement, the Universal Negro Improvement Association, in the 1920s,
followed by the growth of the older NAACP into a mass-based organization, the
formation of racially exclusive black labor and then protest movements, and so
much more.”3

Smith argues that the marginalization of the study of race within political sci-
ence in the 1920s and 1930s, following the demise of the white supremacist ethos,



stems from the widely held belief that “races came from our genomes or eco-
nomic systems or our historical and present social and cultural practices and the
psychic needs they express—anywhere but from our formal politics. And schol-
ars have also thought race mattered most in social and cultural contexts though
they have acknowledged that race has, some of the time, affected politics as an
exogenously generated independent variable.”4 Political scientists evidently
believed that race was a subject better treated in cultural anthropology or soci-
ology. Unfortunately, traces of this parochialism continue within the very center
of political science.5 When one thinks of those social sciences that have attempted
to confront their racist pasts or their historical and contemporary embrace of
Eurocentric biases, political science does not come to mind.

During the past thirty years, the status and recognition given to scholarship
on race, racism, and Afro-American politics has gradually improved.6 Of the
many reasons for this progress, most stem from the impact of the civil rights
movement of the 1960s on American academia. First, the civil rights movement
made it analytically ridiculous for the discipline to continue to disregard the polit-
ical plight of Afro-Americans. Whether political science scholars supported or
opposed the movement, its significance was self-evident. The discipline could
no longer “play ostrich” with the race question, though it momentarily tried to do
so. As such, change was neither immediate nor drastic. For instance, fifteen to
twenty-five years after the demise of the civil rights movement, political science
journals still generally ignored the study of Afro-American politics.7 A second
result of the civil rights movement and its accompanying era of black political
agency—that is, the Black Power movement—was an intensified focus on train-
ing a larger number of Afro-American political scientists. This too proved be a
slow process. Ultimately, these black political scientists helped in varying degrees
to push the discipline to broaden the range of issues deemed significant. As a final
offshoot of the civil rights movement, a cadre of white political scientists emerged
who believed that it was morally problematic to devalue the study of American
racism. Along with an older generation of black political scientists, these pro-
gressive and liberal white scholars helped to mentor subsequent generations of
political scientists, both black and white, who contested the discipline’s mar-
ginalization of the study of the political ramifications of race and racism within
the discipline.

This nurturance has culminated in a virtual explosion of scholarship on race,
racism, and Afro-American politics during the last fifteen to twenty years. This
scholastic expansion in the scope and study of race and racism is undoubtedly wor-
thy of celebration. Yet the conceptual influence of this expansive new body of
literature on political science scholarship as a whole remains questionable, inso-
far as “race scholarship” has been frequently confined to a residual corner of the
discipline.8 Whereas an earlier generation of students of Afro-American politics
confronted a pervasive and relatively explicit racial parochialism that defined the
subject matter as inconsequential or relatively minor, contemporary scholars
engaged in the study of race and racism or Afro-American politics are at least rec-
ognized as engaging in a valid field of study. Nevertheless, this recently validated
subfield of study remains pigeonholed, incapable of generating conceptual insights
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or theories that demand incorporation or contestation within other subfields of
political science. This compartmentalization has hindered the development 
of political science as an intellectually cosmopolitan enterprise.9

During the last twenty-five years, students of race and racism or Afro-American
politics have attained appointments in many leading political science depart-
ments. The political science departments of Harvard, Yale, the University of
Chicago, the University of Michigan, Duke, Columbia, the University of Virginia,
the University of Southern California, Princeton, the University of Illinois, Wash-
ington University in St. Louis, Northwestern, Stanford, and the University of Cal-
ifornia, Los Angeles, have all been home to scholars whose primary research and
teaching focus centered around the study of the Afro-American political experi-
ence. Though indicative of progress, these appointments should not be cause for
celebration. It might be shocking to discover that the same individual scholar was
the only scholarly presence in Afro-American politics within several of the dif-
ferent departments listed above, through moving from one high-status institution
to another. In far too many instances, those scholars of American race and racism
or Afro-American politics found that their host departments considered one
scholar in this area sufficient for the department’s entire course and research offer-
ings. As such, it has been rare to have several scholars of race and racism or Afro-
American politics present in the same department at the same time. Incredibly,
there are still political science departments at major universities that have not rec-
ognized Afro-American politics as a fundamental component of their curriculum.
Somewhat related to this dismal record is the horrendous fact that many depart-
ments of political science have never been racially integrated. Moreover, those
departments that have hired a black scholar during the past twenty-five years have
usually been more than content to hire only one. In American academic political
science, the era of Jackie Robinson is still with us. The ramifications of the racially
parochial hiring practices of political science departments dovetail with the racist
devaluation of the scholarly study of Afro-American politics. In both instances,
black bodies and the subjectivities that they embody are deemed inconsequential.

Note the 1990 roundtable discussion, “The Nature of Contemporary Politi-
cal Science,” which was published in PS.10 It was obvious that all of the partici-
pants in the discussion were white. I will quote Benjamin Barber at length.

The central question for political science as a discipline concerns not the nature
of our discipline’s “core” but how and why it continues to reflect the inequalities
and disparities of power and influence found in the society we affect objectively
to study. . . . If we look at the larger society rather than our own little society, it
seems apparent that we are at once affected by its inequities without being moved
to examine them critically. Why are there so few blacks, so few women, in the
political science discussions we conduct on the themes of race and gender? Look
around this room, and ask yourselves whether our subject matter is really as white
and male as we are?. . . Perhaps the question we need to ask is whether we are a
discipline or a club?11

While Barber’s statement is sufficiently eloquent and to the point, one can
only wonder why he continued to participate in a so-called public dialogue that
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was restricted to whites once he saw that it was restricted to whites? It is akin to
claiming that one abhors segregation while dining at a whites-only restaurant.
Moreover and more importantly, one wonders if Barber ever actively fought to
substantively desegregate the political science department at Rutgers, the insti-
tution where he spent most of his academic career. Perhaps he had engaged in
such a struggle, but experience has taught me and other blacks to be wary of
whites who protest rhetorically against racial exclusion but find themselves repeat-
edly in whites-only environments.

While racial parochialism in the staffing of political science faculties remains
an important issue, it is not a primary concern of this essay. Similarly, this essay
will not chronicle the discipline’s historical devaluation of scholarship pertain-
ing to Afro-Americans. Instead, I intend to confront some of the theoretical and
conceptual problems that plague the burgeoning scholarship on race and racism
and Afro-American politics.

One of the central problems in the discipline of political science as it per-
tains to the study of American race relations is that political science has paid lit-
tle attention to theory in Afro-American politics. Throughout its history, political
science as a collective project has invested very little intellectual energy in con-
ceptualizing the meaning of race and racism—or for that matter, the meaning of
blackness and whiteness within American society and politics. Too often one
confronts scholarly texts in the area of Afro-American politics that assume the
political behavior of black Americans is sufficiently self-evident that theory would
only get in the way of understanding. The utter weakness of political science in
conceptualizing black politics and the meaning of race and racism within Amer-
ican society has been simultaneously a cause and a result of the marginality of a
critical interpretive approach to the study of politics.12 But first we must trace some
of the historical origins of the problematic status of the study of Afro-American
politics within the discipline of political science.

Historical Marginalization of 
Afro-American Politics

During the first six decades of the twentieth century, too many political scientists
believed that they had an implicit mandate to describe American politics as the
politics of a functioning democracy. Rarely questioning whether the United States
is democratic, these scholars sought increasingly novel ways of valorizing the
workings of the very thing they assumed, American democracy.13 Of the social
sciences, political science, along with economics, has been the most committed
to ideological defenses of the United States’ social order. Nowhere can the the-
oretical costs of the capitulation of political science to hegemonic American 
ideologies be seen more clearly than in political scientists’ track record on the
study of Afro-Americans or white racism. Had the condition of black Americans
been taken seriously by scholars working in American political science, the entire
edifice of the discipline would have had to be rethought, reformulated, and
revised. Instead, during the first six or seven decades of the twentieth century,
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most American political scientists writing about the United States chose to ignore
the situation of blacks. This omission was true for both empirical studies of Amer-
ican politics (i.e., urban politics) and thematic discussions of American political
thought. Even a great deal of normative theorizing about the good society did not
take into account the problem of a resilient white anti-black racism.

How do we explain the discipline’s astounding conformity to the dominant
ideological discourses, including racism, prior to the civil rights movement? Per-
haps the answer lies in the many ways that the cold war influenced the discipline.
Among the social sciences, political science may have been the discipline most
saturated by the ideological currents of the cold war.14 In assuming the responsi-
bility of scholastically legitimating the United States and its western European
allies as beacons of light against the totalitarianism of the Soviet Union, China,
and the Eastern European communist bloc, American political science became
intellectually and morally compromised by its willingness to serve the raw inter-
ests of American power.15 During the cold war, most American students of polit-
ical development or modernization presupposed that the ideal end game of
progress for third world societies lay in approximating social orders that looked a
great deal like those of the United States or western Europe.16 Gabriel Almond
and Sidney Verba’s The Civic Culture, a highly influential study of comparative
political development, was premised on American society as the unstated but ever-
present ideal type.17 An idealized version of American society was the normative
standard for the theories of modernization or political development that prolif-
erated in political science for almost twenty-five years. Within this ideal type,
there was little room for a discussion of white supremacy as practiced in the
United States.

One does not have to engage in conspiratorial thinking to grasp the reasons
behind the willingness of the discipline of political science to align itself with the
superpower interests of the American state in the aftermath of World War II.18

First, there was a great deal of research funding that led to collusion between the
American state and American political science researchers. The Carnegie Cor-
poration, which funded the research behind Almond and Verba’s Civic Culture,
“worked very closely with national security agencies in the 1940s and 1950s.”19

By the 1950s, Harvard University’s Russian Research Center, as well as other
area studies research centers on that campus, were directly tied to Central Intel-
ligence Agency (CIA) funding.20 The historian Bruce Cumings notes that dur-
ing this period, the Carnegie, Rockefeller and Ford Foundations not only worked
with the state to fund projects but in some cases actually laundered CIA funding
for “scholarly” research.21

Second, American political scientists in their roles as citizens of the United
States were subjected to a pervasive form of national socialization that valorized
the United States as the primary beacon of light in a world poisoned by the rise
and expansion of totalitarianism. Unsurprisingly, pro-American biases infiltrated
their scholarly work. By the late 1950s and mid-1960s, the United States was in
competition with the Soviet Union for the allegiances of the third world. Not
only was American political science as a discipline involved in projecting the
United States as a normative ideal for the emerging third world, but American
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political science was committed to devising ways to regulate and steer the newly
independent countries of the world into alignment with—read: subservience to—
the interests of the United States. “The Civic Culture and, more generally, the
‘political culture’ approach of which the book became a leading classic can be seen
as the culmination of a trajectory of preoccupation with winning and controlling
the minds of people. It was a trajectory in which political science scholarship
and the politics of national security shaded into and fed each other, beginning
with the issue of civilian morale during World War I, through research on ‘civic
training’ and ‘propaganda’ in the 1920s and 1930s, through renewed concern
with morale and propaganda during World War II and the early Cold War, lead-
ing to the issue of winning the minds of the peoples of the emerging nations.”22

Winning the minds of third world peoples might have been important to
American foreign policy planners, but one should not assume that their ambitions
towards third world countries necessarily rested on the benign support of democ-
racy for indigenous populations.23 The United States was not involved in a com-
petition with the Soviet Union merely for the hearts and minds of newly
independent nations. The United States was in need of information about soci-
eties and regions of the world that were seen as essential to the nation’s economic
expansion.24 The proper political information could facilitate control, and depart-
ments of political science attempted to provide that knowledge. Ellen Herman
writes, “It was partly because of the blueprint it offered for engineering political
change in the third world—a primary concern of much U.S. foreign and military
policy—that the political culture perspective became a dominant one by the
mid-1960s.”25 Much like area studies and international relations, the study of
American politics after World War II within academic American political science
was saturated with cold war ideologies.26

It was during this period that pluralism became the dominant paradigm to
describe and interpret American domestic politics. Furthermore, within political
science, pluralism became the ubiquitous normative ideal for American society,
an ideal that made American-style democracy the prototype for the developing
world. Though it probably cannot be proven that the cold war sensibilities in this
country led to the creation of pluralism, it can be argued that pluralism success-
fully played a propagandistic role during the cold war. Commenting on the inter-
relationship between the cold war and the pluralism of Robert Dahl, Douglas Rae,
a Yale political scientist, stated that Dahl’s Preface to a Democratic Theory and Who
Governs?, two foundational texts of pluralism within American political science,
“portrayed capitalist democracy in a favorable light and gave it a little theoreti-
cal apparatus which discriminated nicely between this system and other systems
with which we as a nation were in rivalrous relations. His intuitions corresponded
closely to those of national political elites and I think that had something to do
with the Cold War and with Bob’s fleshing out of a kind of open society story.”27

In Our Enemies and Us, Oren states: “The significance of the classic studies of
American politics published in the 1950s, most notably David Truman’s The Gov-
ernmental Process and Robert Dahl’s A Preface to Democratic Theory, derived in
large part from their unqualified acceptance of interest-group pluralism as a nor-
mative thesis.”28
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Pluralism in political science became entangled in the “end of ideology” intel-
lectual movement that arose during the mid- to late 1950s.29 The end of ideol-
ogy movement captured the allegiances of centrists and liberal Western
intellectuals, as it centered around the belief that the American or European ver-
sions of welfare state capitalism had resolved all fundamental ideological conflicts
in modern society. As a result, the “isms,” whether the left (Communism and
socialism) or the right (Fascism) had supposedly become obsolete. Seymour Mar-
tin Lipset, an advocate of the end of ideology, could state that “the fundamental
problems of the industrial revolution have been solved: the workers have achieved
industrial and political citizenship; the conservatives have accepted the welfare
state.”30 The influence of the end of ideology movement on pluralism meant that
the latter would be grounded in a belief that only minor reforms were necessary
for the smooth functioning of American democracy. In many respects, the affili-
ation between the end of ideology movement and pluralism in political science
resembled the alliance between the end of ideology movement and consensus his-
toriography within American academic history.31

Pluralism succeeded in silencing many of the most pervasive conflicts and
problems within American society. Racism was no exception. In his classic plu-
ralist text of 1956, Preface to Democratic Theory, Dahl could write “the full assim-
ilation of Negroes into the normal system already has occurred in many northern
states and now seems to be slowly taking place even in the South.”32 That Dahl
could write such nonsense in 1956 indicates a phenomenal ignorance of Ameri-
can racial realities. I suspect, however, that Dahl was not ignorant of such mat-
ters but instead chose to be conspicuously dishonest about the American racial
problem—dishonest in the service of maintaining the continuity of his theory.
In discussing David Truman’s pluralist classic, The Governmental Process, Ira
Katznelson notes that Truman not only virtually ignored racism in American
society but alluded to the emerging civil rights movement in the South only to
express his fears that Southern blacks, in seeking to change “the rules of the
game,” threatened the political stability of the American democratic system.33

Katznelson states, “For Truman and his colleagues it followed implicitly . . . that
it is far better for the excluded to remain apolitical than challenge the dirty secrets
of the regime. Their fear of mass politics and political disorder had become integral
to their anti-totalitarian program. Their theories treated disruption and protest as
standing outside the normal process of legitimate political participation.”34

The impact of the cold war on American political science was particularly
devastating to the study of race and racism in American politics.35 The ubiquity
and resilience of American racism brought into doubt two of American social sci-
ence’s most sacred cold war cows: 1) that modern societies like the United States are
no longer significantly influenced by ascriptive allegiances; and 2) that the United States
is a pluralist society.

If there was any single public issue that should have generated skepticism
about the supposed decline of ascriptive behaviors in so-called modern societies,
it was the pervasiveness and resilience of racism in American life. After all,
modernization theory presupposed that traditional societies are premised on
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ascriptive status for groups and individuals, while modernity rests on rational
group and individual status. Racism is presumably a premodern trait, but it is
one that exists in the most modern of societies. During the 1950s and early
1960s, an era of intense international competition with the Soviet Union, the
viciousness and resilience of white American anti-black racism became highly
embarrassing to the United States government as it tried to convince colored
peoples throughout the colonized and recently decolonized worlds of the good
intentions of the United States.36 Serious analyses of white anti-black racism
could not buttress the image of American egalitarianism that the superpower of
the free world wanted to disseminate throughout the world. For the most part,
political science as a discipline complied with this national ideological objective.

Contemporary Conceptual Pitfalls in 
the Study of Afro-American Politics

The historical distortions of the race problem that stemmed from the American
academy’s desires to be of service to the national state during the cold war are no
longer necessary. At some point during the decolonization of Africa, the Amer-
ican government realized that it could not successfully hide its domestic race
problem. The international coverage given to the civil rights movement under-
mined that strategy. Moreover, it became apparent that newly independent
African countries were far more invested in obtaining United States foreign aid
than in criticizing America’s domestic racial politics. In order to appear attrac-
tive to the recently decolonized states of the world, the United States no longer
needed to project itself as the normative society. As a result, scholarship depict-
ing America’s race problem was no longer deemed embarrassing or antithetical
to the international interests of the United States.

The historical devaluation of Afro-American politics as a subject worthy of
study is no longer the norm within the discipline. Yet the mere presence of a large
quantity of scholarly literature does not in and of itself signal the maturation of
this subfield. Now that it is considered a valid arena of study, students of the pol-
itics of race, racism, and Afro-American politics must engage in the torturous task
of conceptual and theoretical development. One of the crucial steps on this jour-
ney is to question many of the assumptions about the nature of politics that linger
from the period when Afro-American politics was deemed a marginal arena of
study. It is undoubtedly a highly subjective enterprise to list the conceptual pit-
falls that have been retained from this earlier moment in contemporary political
science. The conceptual problems that I believe must be confronted are undoubt-
edly a reflection of my particular scholarly interests. Furthermore, I do not claim
that the conceptual problems that I discuss constitute a novel grouping. Other
scholars have certainly engaged in this reflective enterprise. Yet I believe that my
list is worthy of serious consideration.

This essay highlights six problematic arenas that need to be rethought and
reconceptualized in order to make the study of Afro-American politics a more
reflective and informative enterprise:
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1. nonexistent theorization of black subjugation or white domination;
2. an overly narrow conceptualization of “ political”;
3. fetishization of electoral politics;
4. reification of blacks and race in general;
5. refusal to discuss blacks as subjugators; and
6. discussion of blacks only as parentheticals.

Nonexistent Theorization of Black 
Subjugation and White Domination

One of the most striking weaknesses in American political scientists’ approach
to the study of race and racism in American politics and Afro-American politics
lies in the under-conceptualization or lack of theorization of the racial subjuga-
tion of black Americans. Conceptualizing Afro-American subjugation and white
domination is an extraordinarily difficult enterprise but one that must be under-
taken. For instance, in what ways did white anti-black racism impact the eco-
nomic, social, and political opportunities of black people? In what ways did this
racism grant a privileged status to whites within the economic, social, and polit-
ical arenas? How did white anti-black racism impact the psychological makeup
of whites and blacks in a given locale during specific periods of history?

In order to construct a viable thick description of black racial subjugation one
must take into account historical changes in American society and the ways in
which those changes have determined race relations during a given period. For
instance, Michael Dawson and Cathy Cohen have utilized the historical peri-
odization of different racial orders created by the historian Thomas Holt.37 In syn-
opsizing Holt, Dawson and Cohen write:

Holt divides the history of the United States into three periods, each character-
ized by a modal organization of the nation’s political economy. Fairly typically, he
divides U.S. history into three modal periods: pre-Fordist, Fordist, and post-Fordist.
During the pre-Fordist period, slavery and its immediate aftermath, marked by
Reconstruction, forged the dynamics and structural logic of the racial order. Jim
Crow racism, where blacks were partly integrated into the bottom of the indus-
trial economy but were neither full participants in either the polity or civil soci-
ety, predominated during most of the Fordist era. It was during this era that Holt
identifies organized industrial manufacturing as the central dynamic motor and
organizing principle within the economy. A much more complicated racial
dynamic has evolved alongside the service and high-tech centered economy of
the post-Fordist era.38

A different periodization of American racial orders was provided by Joel Kovel
in his pathbreaking study, White Racism: A Psychohistory.39 Kovel divides Ameri-
can racism into three types, each of which was dominant during different histor-
ical moments. Dominative racism, the first distinctive phase of American racism,
was premised on the direct domination of blacks. Its ideal form in the United
States was slavery, a form of domination premised on the objectification and com-
modification of black bodies. Unlike dominative racism, aversive racism was
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premised on distancing whites from degraded and immoral black bodies. As the
predominant form of racism in the North (while dominative racism was the pre-
eminent form in the antebellum South), aversive racism gave rise to racial seg-
regation. In some respects, it constituted racial “progress” over dominative racism.
The third form of racism, metaracism, is the hegemonic form of racism in con-
temporary America. It is a form of racism that does not depend on active white
hatred of blacks but on white acceptance of the bureaucratic rationalizations and
logics of modern society that systematically produce and reproduce black infe-
riority. Kovel argues that these three types of racial domination can be pres-
ent at any given time, so that in many respects his periodization is more fluid
than Holt’s.

Whether or not one finds the Holt or Kovel periodizations compelling is of
little concern. What is significant is that some type of historical contextualiza-
tion is necessary in order to discuss the situation of Afro-American politics with
any degree of rigor or sophistication. In addition, the student of Afro-American
politics must be able to discuss and analyze differences in the treatment of blacks
that have been determined by the particular socioeconomic histories of different
geographical regions in the United States. The scholar must also be able to dis-
cuss the ways in which alterations in the national economic order have affected
race relations, as well as the ways that regional differences in economic structure
have affected blacks and whites. Finally, the student of Afro-American politics
should consider the ways that gender, class, and social status intersect with and
reinforce or subvert black racial subordination.

One major roadblock to the development of sophisticated conceptualizations
of black subjugation is the lingering traces of behaviorism in American political
science, as well as contemporary attempts to reinvigorate a scientific political sci-
ence. It is not clear that the contemporary vogue in political science of utilizing
survey data to explore beliefs and preferences can decipher the complex realities
of the weltanschauung of blacks or whites in a racist society. What has been miss-
ing within the study of Afro-American politics is an analysis and discussion of
Afro-Americans akin to what Frantz Fanon and Albert Memmi attempted to do
for the colonized of the world.40 In the absence of such a discussion, black Amer-
icans are usually depicted as possessing the same subjectivities as white Americans,
though with fewer material resources and confronting more barriers to political
agency. But, I ask, were there not costs to blacks of being dominated that have
influenced and perhaps distorted their views of the world and life’s possibilities?
Did different forms of white domination affect blacks differently? And what effect
did white domination have on the mentalities of whites of varying classes? Are
there still psychosocial and cultural costs to racial subjugation for contemporary
blacks? To address these questions one must utilize a fluid notion of black subju-
gation that allows for historical contexts, social contexts, class differences, and
gender differences. This is no easy task, but until it is completed, a major under-
conceptualized elephant lingers in the room.

One example of the absence of theorization of black subjugation is V. O.
Key’s Southern Politics in State and Nation.41 Many people consider Southern Poli-
tics a classic study of American politics and one of the most influential political
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science books ever written. While Key has been essential reading for generations
of students trying to understand the uniqueness of Southern politics, the book suf-
fers from numerous conceptual shortcomings. First, at no point in the book does
Key offer an adequate description of the subjugation of black Americans within
the South. Consider the following inadequate definition of white supremacy
offered by Key. “‘ White supremacy’ is a watchword of no exact meaning. Broadly
it includes the practice of residential segregation, the custom of social separation,
the admonition of sexual isolation, the reality of economic subordination, and the
habit of adherence to the caste etiquette of black deference toward white. When
applied to politics white supremacy in its more extreme formulation simply means
that no Negro should vote”42

The power and brutality of white Southern anti-black racism is completely
omitted from Key’s definition of white supremacy. There is no reference to coer-
cion or the threat of coercion in Key’s description of the subservient behavior of
Southern blacks towards Southern whites. Moreover, Key’s thoroughly faulty
description of white supremacy is also somewhat disingenuous. After all, the most
extreme formulation of white supremacy in the arena of Southern politics
remained the lynch mob, not the disenfranchisement of blacks. Without a sophis-
ticated notion of black subjugation, Key writes as if the primary articulation of
white racist behavior focused on keeping blacks out of the voting booths. This is
utterly simplistic.

One can read Southern Politics and never know that there was a full-scale
authoritarian subsystem in the American South centered around the domination
of black Americans.43 Astonishingly, Key stated: “Yet, it is far from the truth to
paint a picture of southern politics as being chiefly concerned with the mainte-
nance of white supremacy of white over black. The dominance is an outcome,
but the observer must look more closely to determine which white and which
black gives southern politics its individuality.”44 Key spends a great deal of time
arguing that those black belt counties in the South, the counties with the high-
est percentage of black residents, were the counties in which the whites were most
mobilized in support of white supremacy. He asserts that this mobilization
stemmed from a fear of blacks getting the vote and voting as a racial bloc. This
assertion seems completely naive. Might it not have been the case that larger num-
bers of blacks being forced to live under dehumanizing conditions led to a level
of white paranoia about acts of rebellion and thus the need for white social con-
trol of the Negroes?

While minimizing black voting participation was a goal of Southern white
elites—as well as of many common Southern white folk—the issue of racially cir-
cumscribed voting rights cannot be divorced from the totality of the social exis-
tence of blacks in the white supremacist South. After all, within white supremacist
logic, the primary function of blacks in the South between the 1880s and the
1940s was to serve as low-wage laborers in white households and white-owned
agricultural fields. The exploitation of black agriculture workers lay at the center
of the Southern economic order. The vicious legal and civil repression to which
blacks were subjected in the South was linked to the need to keep these people
working for very low wages and very long hours in the fields. One could argue
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that the lack of legal rights and decent schooling for blacks were also a function
of the economic role assigned to blacks in the South. Disenfranchisement was but
one facet of an entire social system predicated on maintaining white supremacy.
The quest to maintain black disenfranchisement could never explain why the
white South endorsed such brutal normalities as dehumanizing prisons like Mis-
sissippi’s Parchman Prison;45 the neo-slave-like vagrancy laws; the hyper-exploita-
tive system of convict lease labor;46 or the existence of peonage.47

In An American Dilemma, which was published in 1944, Gunnar Myrdal com-
mented on the threats of wanton violence that all Negroes had to face in the
South. He wrote: “It is the custom in the South to permit whites to resort to vio-
lence and threats of violence against the life, personal security, property and free-
dom of movement of Negroes. . . . There is a wide variety of behavior, ranging
from a mild admonition to murder, which the white man may exercise to control
Negroes. . . . Any white man can strike or beat a Negro, steal or destroy his prop-
erty, cheat him in a transaction and even take his life without much fear of legal
reprisal.”48 But in Southern Politics, which was published a mere six years after An
American Dilemma, Key ignores the social, cultural, and structural reinforcements
of black subjugation and writes as if black Southerners follow orders from whites
merely out of a tradition of always having done so. Key writes: “A basic princi-
ple of the social system is that the black man does what the white man says. This
ingrained habit undoubtedly gives the Negro vote (not so much as it is, but as it
might be on a larger scale) a high degree of organizability which would probably
be more marked in rural rather than in urban communities. The problem of trans-
forming the Negro’s habit of obedience into a capacity for independent and
responsible exercise of the suffrage appears far simpler when viewed from Boston
than when seen from Atlanta.”49

Why would Key construct a thoroughly vacuous narrative about the reasons
behind black acceptance of and adherence to the racial status quo in the South?
As a white Southerner, he had experienced the nature of institutionalized white
supremacy. As a scholar, he certainly had access to scholarship that could have
given him insight into the authoritarian repression of black Southerners. He must
have known of Hortense Powdermaker’s After Freedom, John Dollard’s Caste and
Class in a Southern Town, Allison Davis’s Deep South, and even Myrdal’s An Amer-
ican Dilemma.50 How, for instance, could Key not recognize the importance of
lynching or the threat of lynching in controlling Southern blacks?51 Evidently, lynch-
ing was outside the purview of Key’s understanding of politics. In regards to race,
Key was concerned only about the role that blacks or the idea of blacks played
in shaping the electoral behavior of white Southerners. Key was laboring under
a conception of politics that was too narrow to take into account issues other
than voting.

Without conceptualizations of black subjugation and a white supremacist
authoritarian subsystem in the South, Key had no way of describing or examin-
ing the weltanschauung of racist Southern whites. Why and how were white South-
erners invested in white supremacy? Had their anti-black racism distorted their
lives in significant ways? Was racism a therapeutic balm utilized by whites to
compensate for some other injury? Unlike Key, contemporary scholars of race and
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racism in Southern politics have at least arrived at the point at which blacks are
no longer treated as mere objects of white attitudes and behaviors. Yet the absence
of a thorough conceptual analysis of black subjugation remains endemic to the
scholarly literature on Southern politics and, for that matter, most political sci-
ence literature on the politics of Afro-Americans.52

One possibility that might enrich the study of Afro-American politics—and
I assume there are numerous others—in regard to conceptualizing subjugation can
be found in the co-authored work of the political psychologists Jim Sidanius and
Felicia Pratto. Sidanius and Pratto have devised a fertile theoretical framework
on subjugation. Attempting to construct a cross-national theory of intergroup con-
flict and group oppression, Sidanius and Pratto have formulated what they call
social dominance theory.53 Although I cannot offer a abridgement of their theory
in this paper, I will outline some of the major conceptual components of social
dominance theory. I warn the reader that the theory is sufficiently nuanced to war-
rant a full reading of their textual exposition.

Social dominance theory (SDT) assumes that all societies “tend to be struc-
tured as systems of group-based social hierarchies.”54 Group-based social hierar-
chy, unlike individual-based social hierarchy, “refers to that social power, prestige,
and privilege that an individual possesses by virtue of his or her ascribed mem-
bership in a particular socially constructed group such as a race, religion, clan,
tribe, lineage, linguistic/ethnic group, or social class.”55 In complex social sys-
tems, individual-based and group-based hierarchies will not be completely
divorced from each other. The authors then assert that there are three generic
systems of group stratification. The first is an age stratification system, in which
adults have power over children and adolescents. The second is a gender strati-
fication system, in which men have more social and political power than women.
The third and final grouping is called an arbitrary-set system, which can account
for hierarchies based on clan, ethnicity, nation, race, caste, religion, social class
or any other imagined socially relevant group distinctions. Age- and gender-based
systems of stratification have at times been very brutal; however, the authors state
that the arbitrary-set system of group hierarchies has been by far associated with
the greatest degree of violence, brutality, and oppression. While age and gender
systems of social hierarchy appear to have been present in all human societies,
arbitrary-set hierarchies seem to arise only in those societies that produce eco-
nomic surplus.56

Social dominance theory is premised on three assumptions. 1) Although age
and gender hierarchies exist in all societies, those social systems that produce sus-
tainable economic surpluses will give rise to arbitrary-set hierarchies; 2) Most
forms of group conflict and oppression are manifestations of the human predis-
position to form group-based social hierarchies. Consequently, prejudice, racism,
and discrimination cannot be understood outside the conceptual framework of
group-based social hierarchy; and 3) “Human social systems are subject to the
counterbalancing influences of hierarchy-enhancing forces, producing and main-
taining ever higher levels of group-based social inequality, and hierarchy-atten-
uating forces, producing greater levels of group-based social equality.”57
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The authors believe that group-based social hierarchies are driven by three
practices: aggregated individual discrimination; aggregated institutional discrimination;
and behavioral asymmetry. Aggregated individual discrimination refers to such
individual acts of discrimination as the refusal of a store manager to hire a Latino
worker because he is Latino. Aggregated institutional discrimination refers to the
rules and procedures of various social institutions (e.g., schools, churches, lend-
ing institutions, courts) that produce and reproduce the subordination of one
group or the dominance of another. Institutional discrimination may be con-
spicuous or inadvertent. Aggregated institutional discrimination also includes
systematic terror, the systematic use of violence or threats of violence against sub-
ordinates. There are three types of systematic terror: 1) official terror: the public
and legally sanctioned violence carried out by organs of the state and directed
against subordinate groups; 2) semiofficial terror: violence directed against subor-
dinates by officials of the state but which are not publicly, overtly, or legally sanc-
tioned by the state; and 3) unofficial terror: violence perpetrated by private
individuals of dominant groups against subordinates. Examples of the third form
include the lynching of black Americans by white mobs. Behavioral asymmetry
refers to the differences “in the behavioral repertoires of individuals belonging to
groups at different levels of the social power continuum . . . these behavioral dif-
ferences will both contribute to and be reinforced by the group-based hierarchi-
cal relationships within the social system.”58 The concept of behavioral asymmetry
allows the researcher to confront the ways that subjugated people participate in
the reproduction of their own subjugation. While there are many other aspects
of social dominance theory, I offer this brief glimpse of the theory only to suggest
that it potentially offers one mechanism for dynamically situating Afro-American
political behavior and thought within broader analytical contexts

Another potentially rich source for conceptualizing aspects of black Ameri-
can subjugation can be found in the work of James C. Scott.59 Scott, a political
scientist who has integrated ethnography and anthropological theories into his
analyses of political domination, has enriched the study of dominated groups via
interrogations of the “internalized” lives of the subjugated. Scott argues that sub-
jugated peoples create internalized discourses that are hidden from their subju-
gators but keep alive, at least in their own minds, an affirmative sense of
themselves as valid and valuable human beings. In addition, Scott notes how these
intra-subjugated, publicly muted discourses constitute “hidden transcripts” that
contain repressed but existent oppositional beliefs. In some respects, Scott wanted
to understand how subjugated peoples could appear at one moment to be com-
pletely acquiescent to the dominant order and yet “suddenly” engage in revolts
against that status quo. For students of Afro-American politics, Scott’s discussion
compels us to devise research strategies that uncover these hidden transcripts
among black Americans. Perhaps a more complex question centers around the
political functions of hidden transcripts. While hidden transcripts might keep
alive rebellious energies, they can also provide the subjugated with a psycholog-
ical balm that allows them to more easily tolerate their subjugation. In most
instances, the subjugator is not concerned with the internalized beliefs of the
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subjugated provided that these beliefs do not lead to insubordination. Hidden
transcripts may simultaneously embody oppositional energies and acquiescence.

In utilizing the theories of Sidanius and Pratto or those of James C. Scott,
students of Afro-American politics may be able to situate black political behav-
ior and thought within a macrotheoretical framework that allows for multivari-
ate analyses. In effect, such theories allow researchers to recognize that the
“normalized” political behavior of blacks (such as voting or running for office)
may be only one facet of an entire web of black political behaviors, some of which
are not recognizable through the normalized channels of political inclusion 
and exclusion.

Narrow Conceptualization of the Political

The political science scholarship on Afro-American politics has been afflicted
with a narrow conceptualization of “ political.” American political science has
been caught in a cul-de-sac of viewing black political agency through a lens that
presumes the political behavior of whites as not only normative but inherently
rational. Historically, American social science has tended to label black social and
political behavior as pathological whenever it does not correspond to the behav-
ior of whites. Ironically, the practice of white supremacy has rarely been labeled
as an expression of pathology among American whites. Within political science,
the mere fact that white Americans go to the polls to elect senators insinuates
that blacks should also go to the polls to elect senators. In granting rationality to
similar behaviors on the part of whites and blacks in voting for senators, politi-
cal scientists may conceal differences in the degree to which each group is rep-
resented or feels that they are substantively represented by their senators. Given
the myriad historical ways that the votes of blacks have been compartmentalized
as being those of a “special interest group” or utterly ignored, nonvoting blacks
may be acting in a manner that is quite rational and quite different from that of
nonvoting whites. The point here is that rationality should not be invested in
the behavior of whites because of their whiteness. Nor for that matter, should
rationality be invested in the behavior of the subjugators merely because they
occupy a higher rank in the American social hierarchy. It would be akin to mak-
ing male behavior normative in regards to women simply because men occupy a
superior sociopolitical status to that of women in our sexist society. At times,
whites can be and have been irrational political actors. To view black mimicry of
whites as an indication of black political maturation is to reproduce ideological
deference to whiteness.

The issue before students of Afro-American politics is that a narrow con-
ception of the political precludes the possibility that there are forms of political
engagement employed by the subjugated that do not mirror the forms of politi-
cal engagement embraced by the subjugator. As previously mentioned, the work
of James Scott on hidden transcripts might be fruitfully employed in discovering
some alternative notions of political engagement for black Americans.

Numerous scholars now argue that the American political system is less of a
democracy than an oligarchy.60 Right now voting may be one of the least efficacious
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ways to influence national policies. If this is true, scholars who focus primarily on
elections may be guilty of embodying an instrumental rationality that valorizes
procedures over substantive self-government. As the dominant corporate infra-
structure becomes increasingly free to act without government regulation, fewer
and fewer issues of importance are even brought before the electorate for con-
sideration. Issues brought before the broader polity by the corporate media are
often commodified into trivial sound bites and sensationalized controversies that
prohibit reflective engagement. As such, enlightened discourse and debate, a pre-
requisite for a democratic society, are increasingly relegated to the fringes of
American society. The mere fact that black voters are now able to elect black can-
didates who also utilize the mind-numbing practices of Madison Avenue-style
campaigns does not by itself contest the decreasing space for democratic self-
governance in the United States.

This is not a call to discard all analyses of black participation in established
political processes of political inclusion. After all, the differential exclusion of
blacks from participating in established American political processes is one major
way of assessing the degree and scope of black subjugation. Moreover, the estab-
lished political channels of voting and running for office are not only the primary
way that the average American citizen of any race articulates political agency but
also the primary nexus through which public policy is influenced by the mass pub-
lic, however ineffectually.

The emergence of a black electorate in the South following the civil rights
movement denoted a significant racial change in American society. The exclu-
sion of blacks from participation in the political process in the South during the
first half of the twentieth century, however, when coupled with the inability of
political science as an academic discipline to conceptualize politics in terms
broader than merely voting or running for office, helps to explain why academic
American political science (with a few exceptions) has produced such a sparse
and uneven literature on black politics in the South before the civil rights era.
In the absence of voting data, American political science has been and contin-
ues to caught in a vise in which black Southerners appeared to be without a pol-
itics or political agency of any type.61 American historians have produced a
scholarly literature concerning black political life in the pre–civil rights South
that is far richer than the scholarly literature produced by political science stu-
dents of the American South. Foremost, historians have intricately analyzed the
white Southern domination of black Southerners. Historians of the South were
not burdened with a conception of the political that began and ended with vot-
ing. Compare Key’s Southern Politics, which was published in 1950, with C. Vann
Woodward’s The Origins of the New South, 1877–1913, which was published in
1951.62 Woodward does not pretend that the primary aim of the highly developed
socio-politico-economic system of white supremacy in the South was to under-
mine black voting strength.

Scholarly evidence suggests that there is significant mass black political oppo-
sition to the status quo of American society that cannot be gauged through stud-
ies of election returns.63 Given the mirror imaging of the dominant two-party
system, black oppositional political beliefs are either squashed or channeled into
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a far tamer electoral consensus. Students of Afro-American politics need to devise
analytical strategies to capture black political identities and sensibilities that have
no outlet through established political channels. Any analysis of black political
beliefs that is premised upon interpreting black political preferences after they
have been funneled into an “acceptable” consensus or coalition runs the risk of
silencing black oppositional convictions. While the willingness of many black
Americans to engage in consensus politics is worthy of study, it is also important
to research those popular beliefs held by many blacks that are discarded or deval-
ued in the consensus-making process.

Another mistaken assumption governing a great deal of scholarship on Afro-
American politics is that black elected officials are by definition the representa-
tive embodiments of the oppositional energies of black voters. Some of this
misperception stems from the racial reification that is so prevalent in political sci-
ence scholarship—a phenomenon that I will discuss shortly.

The problem of a narrow conceptualization of “the political” can also be seen
in the numerous studies that construct urban elections and city governance as dis-
crete entities defined solely by geographical boundaries. Just how many studies
can be written on the elections of black mayors? While some of these studies are
engaging and raise significant issues, the mere election of a black mayor after a
city has attained a majority or near-majority black electorate may be of negligi-
ble scholarly value in and of itself. Perhaps the more important questions have
to do with the impact of the administrations of these black mayors on life in these
cities. Have black mayors made a significant difference in the lives of those blacks
who voted for them? As scholars, we cannot presume an affirmative answer.

For instance, the city of Hartford, Connecticut, recently elected its first Puerto
Rican mayor. Admittedly, it might be a worthy scholarly enterprise to study the
ways in which this candidate succeeded in attracting the votes of blacks, who con-
stitute a larger percentage of the city’s population and electorate than Puerto
Ricans. But what is the significance of such an election? Any mayor of Hartford
is probably destined to fail when trying to develop the city economically. The two
black mayors in Hartford’s recent past were not able to stimulate the city’s econ-
omy. Many of the reasons for Hartford’s economic decline stem from policies gen-
erated at the state level. The state of Connecticut has pursued policies that have
economically crippled the city. Foremost was the decision to allow the building
of several large suburban shopping malls just outside the Hartford city limits.
These malls signaled the death knell for Hartford’s downtown, which is now a
ghost town. It may well be the case that no city with a population smaller than
Washington, DC, can absorb the economic drain of suburban malls. Hartford has
only 130,000 residents. Moreover, during the 1950s the state of Connecticut
eliminated its counties as legal and governmental jurisdictions. Thus there is no
mechanism in place for Hartford to share resources with its wealthy suburbs. The
same can be said for two other impoverished Connecticut cities, New Haven and
Bridgeport. The latter is located in Fairfield County, one of the nation’s richest
counties in terms of per capita income. In effect, the most important decisions
affecting Hartford are not made by Hartford’s elected officials. Variations on this
phenomenon are at work in urban areas throughout the United States.64 Yet
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students of Afro-American urban politics continue to treat any and all urban elec-
tions involving black candidates as if they are tremendously significant events,
even in instances when they matter little to the life chances of the people resid-
ing in the specific city. Why do we participate in this charade?

It might well be the case that many students of Afro-American politics are
too enamored of the mere presence of black elected officials. For some of us, black
mayors and city council officials are still novelties. We remember the days when
there were few if any black mayors of big cities. As a result, we become analyti-
cally captivated by what we think of as a celebration of American democracy for
the downtrodden. In valorizing the mere election of a black official, however,
many students of urban Afro-American politics often fail to discuss the declin-
ing significance of urban electoral offices.

This narrow construct of “the political” becomes even more glaring in this
era of globalization of the work force and industry. Decisions fundamentally alter-
ing the lives of urban residents are increasingly made in corporate boardrooms by
persons who have no allegiances to the city. One might plausibly conclude that
the study of Afro-American politics in cities should forego the typical focus on
urban electoral returns in behalf of analyses of corporations and the political ram-
ifications of their policies. In the case of Hartford, one cannot really discuss the
declining economic fortunes of the city without addressing the departure of large
sectors of the insurance industry. Now that some insurance companies have scaled
down their operations in Hartford and others have moved elsewhere, the immi-
nent threat of relocation by those remaining insurance companies casts an unac-
knowledged veto power over any attempt of the city to extract more tax revenues
from them.

A similar process was at work in Gary, Indiana, during the 1960s and 1970s.65

Yet too many scholars write as if the 1967 election of Richard Hatcher as Gary’s
first black mayor constituted the defining political moment for Gary’s black citi-
zenry. Had scholars been less celebratory of the election of one of the nation’s first
black mayors, they might have foreseen that Hatcher would not be able to reverse
the economic decline of Gary. Though some scholars now blame the lack of an
economic revival on Hatcher, I do not think that any mayor could have succeeded
in revitalizing Gary.66 The issues dictating Gary’s decline were beyond the author-
ity of the mayor’s office.

Though political scientists need to broaden our understanding of the politi-
cal, I do not believe that all novel discussions of political engagement are of equal
value. Borrowing from the work of the political scientist James C. Scott, some
cultural historians and many scholars in cultural studies have broadened the con-
cept of oppositional political agency to include any and all acts that appear to
either affirm the lives of the subjugated or register opposition to the homogeniz-
ing tendencies of a white-dominated society. Supposedly, there is a great deal of
black opposition to the present social order that is articulated through dress styles,
music (such as rap), and other forms of popular culture. These cultural acts of
opposition are presumed to be the Afro-American embodiments of what Scott
referred to as hidden transcripts. I for one think that these scholars have bas-
tardized Scott’s concept by extending it too far, but that is a debate for another
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essay. What is significant is that according to these scholars, the black commu-
nity is brimming with political agency, albeit disjointed and ineffectual. But as a
political scientist interested in questions of power, I must always question the form
that such agency appropriates. When these energies are not or cannot be chan-
neled into forms of protest that are potentially efficacious, the energies are wasted.
Besides, the belief that political opposition can be registered via one’s consump-
tion habits (e.g., wearing Nike tennis shoes) or tastes in hair styles, strikes me as
somewhat absurd and utterly naive. The capitalist economy does not care if we
all dress up like Fidel Castro in fatigues as long as we are buying the outfits—
which, ironically, may well be made in sweatshops in China. Also troubling is the
idea that a mass populace acting as solitary agents (consumers) can engage in polit-
ical opposition that sidesteps the need for collective action. Dialectically, it seems
just as likely that this cultural studies notion of political agency could be describ-
ing a consumerist balm that functions as a form of vicarious opposition, thus fur-
ther insulating the political status quo from challenge.

Extending our conceptualization of “the political” will allow us to better
address Afro-American subjugation; black opposition to the status quo that takes
unorthodox forms; and the limitations of the American political system in regard
to democratic self-governance. It will also compel us to better integrate the eco-
nomic, the global, and the psychological into our understanding of politics.

Fetishization of Voting

The literature of Afro-American urban politics often suffers from the absence of
a serious discussion of local, national, and international economic structures. The
same criticism can be leveled against most contemporary discussions of Ameri-
can national electoral politics within political science. One can easily document
the fact that many of the most significant decisions affecting the lives of Ameri-
cans do not now come before the electorate, if they ever did. Hegemonic American
ideologies do not consider “private” corporate decisions such as the decision to
relocate a plant to Mexico as constituting public political acts. Political scientists
need not, in fact, should not, let hegemonic ideological rhetorics determine the
ways in which we conceptualize the issue of factory relocation. We cannot adopt
the rationales and rhetorics of the state and then use those rationales to analyze
state policies.

Though hegemonic ideologies also construct the American political system
as reasonable and responsible, this construction should not dictate our percep-
tions. After all, during the worst moments of white supremacy in the United
States, the dominant ideologies in the society at large, as well as those within the
discipline of political science, viewed the American political order as reasonable
and rational.

When voting is discussed and analyzed without contextualizing the declin-
ing scope and influence of the body politic over political decisions, voting is
divorced from its supposed original intent—democratic self-governance. In such
instances, voting has become fetishized. It behooves students of Afro-American
politics not to continue to participate in the myth that the United States is
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fundamentally a democratic nation except in regard to blacks and a few “others.”
Such claims erroneously assume that the United States is democratic in regard
to white folks. Furthermore, the phrase “except in regard to blacks” constitutes
a parenthesis that essentially erases blacks from the American political land-
scape. In other words, if it is not true in regard to blacks, than it cannot be true
of America.

Putting aside that myth, one might well regard voting as more often a ritual
of democratic inclusion than a substantive articulation of it. If that is true, then
voting becomes the means by which the populace is symbolically wedded to the
prevailing political order. For the black electorate, a black mayor often becomes
the symbol through which they feel included in the social order. That same black
mayor can also function as a therapeutic mechanism through which the black pop-
ulace becomes attached to antagonistic public policy outcomes. Consider the
case of Maynard Jackson, the first black mayor of Atlanta. During his first term
in office, Mayor Jackson fired two thousand sanitation workers who had gone out
on strike. The overwhelming majority of these fired workers were Afro-Americans,
but there was little protest from the residents of Atlanta.67 Might it not have been
the case that Mayor Jackson was able to get away with such a repressive political
act because of the symbolic investment of black Atlantans in his blackness? Had
a white mayor fired the striking sanitation workers, there might well have been a
great deal of black public protest against what would undoubtedly have been
framed as a racist act. Contrary to the assumptions made by numerous scholars
of Afro-American politics, black elected officials may simultaneously retard and
stimulate black empowerment. Moreover, they may do both either intentionally
or unintentionally.

But what does it mean when blacks vote? Do blacks vote with the same expec-
tations of political efficacy as white voters? Do black voters view the American
political system as theirs to the same degree that white American voters claim
ownership of the political system? If in the minds of blacks, the act of voting means
something quite different from the act of voting for whites, then one could con-
clude from a phenomenological perspective that voting for blacks is a funda-
mentally different act from voting for whites, even though they look like similar
behaviors. It is akin to Geertz’s discussion of the need to create a cultural con-
text in order to decipher the difference between an eye wink and an eye blink.68

Once again, I wonder: is it rational to utilize the same criteria for assessing the
political behavior of both the subjugated and the subjugator, given the significantly
different opportunity structures in which they act politically? Though somewhat
rhetorical, this question is an important one.

For the sake of argument, let us for a moment pretend that we have entered
the realm of black electoral nirvana. In this fictitious world, the number of black
elected officials is equal to the number of blacks in the represented population.
In such a world, the Connecticut state legislature will have as many black
members as the percentage of blacks in the state. The same holds true in other
states. Blacks will occupy city council seats in Connecticut towns and cities
in proportion to their populations in those towns and cities. The same holds
true for all cities and towns throughout the United States. Finally, the United
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States Congress will have as many black members as the percentage of blacks in
the national population. That might equal fifteen black United States Senators
and between seventy and eighty members of the House of Representatives.

Under such conditions a political scientist might reasonably assume that the
black mass public would obtain a greater share of public policy resources from
their local, state, and federal governments. But our assumption might be pre-
mature without first assessing the condition and structure of the national econ-
omy as well as the hegemonic ideologies. Because of the economic order and
the configurations of the contemporary capitalist state, the number of black
elected officials might have very little influence on the scope and outcome of
decisions made within the supposedly “private” economic arena. For instance,
would proportional black representation provide more public control over pri-
vate corporations? Would the election of numerous blacks to office indicate a
more rational political arena—that is, one governed less by Madison Avenue
campaigns? I think not!

In our present electoral configuration, white Americans as whites are clearly
over represented in our national and state legislative bodies. All but two or three
members of the United States Senate are white Americans. Questions beg to be
asked. Can we deduce from this that the white mass public is substantively rep-
resented in these legislative bodies? Do these numbers mean that the American
political system is democratic for white voters? Do whites feel democratically
empowered simply because the overwhelming majority of our political leaders are
also white? Perhaps, but not necessarily so. Polls continue to indicate a reduced
sense of political efficacy among middle-class whites even though the over-
whelming majority of American elected officials are white. One could also sur-
mise, however, that white middle-class perceptions of political efficacy would
decrease dramatically if the majority of those individuals occupying positions of
political power in America were nonwhite. Racial similarity with one’s elected
officials is an insufficient gauge by which to assess substantive representation, but
it cannot be dismissed entirely. Too many students of Afro-American politics
continue to treat the shared racial identity of a black elected official and her
majority black constituency as constituting necessary and sufficient proof of sub-
stantive representation.

Reification of Race

One of the major conceptual problems that haunts the study of race and racism
as well as Afro-American politics lies in the frequent reification of race. For our
purposes reification will be defined as: “The act (or result of the act) of trans-
forming human properties, relations and actions into properties, relations and
actions of man-produced things which have become independent (and which are
imagined as originally independent) of man and govern his life. Also transfor-
mation of human beings into thing-like beings which do not behave in a human
way but according to the laws of the thing-world. Reification is a ‘special’ case of
alienation, its most radical and widespread form characteristic of modern capi-
talist society.”69
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Race—or better yet, our investment in racial identity—assigns to individu-
als who possess certain qualities an identity that is deemed similar to others who
possess those same qualities. What may need explanation is why human beings
in the United States and other parts of the world have such an investment in racial
identities. Of course, much of the answer to this question will lie in the ways that
racial identities have been used to create hierarchies in various societies. Some
people embrace racial identities because certain identities grant them privileged
existences. For those whose racial identities function as social stigmas, they may
be embraced because of a sense of historical memory and pride that goes with those
identities. Needless to say, it is not even clear that most individuals believe that
they have the power to choose to embrace or not embrace a racial identity. It is
also not clear that they have such power, given that one’s racial identity may rest
on physical characteristics as determined and evaluated by persons and social
processes outside the individual’s control. In effect, racial identity may be socially
determined. The point remains, however, that racial identity is invented and
controlled by human beings as they interact with other human beings.

In the case of the study of Afro-American politics, black racial identity is often
reified into something akin to an object—known henceforth as American 
blackness—which is possessed by all those deemed black. In this sense, racial
identity, though a reification, is predicated on an essentialist logic. Take a worst-
case scenario for example. Suppose one reads an article in which the authors
state that certain blacks voted for Candidates X and Y but opposed Candidate Z
because Candidates X and Y were black and Candidate Z was white. In effect, a
characteristic that itself demands interrogation is now employed to explain other
behavior. Unless it could be proven that all blacks would have voted for Candi-
dates X and Y but not Z, it seems rather difficult to explain this voting behavior
by referencing racial identities. After all, how would we explain the voting behav-
ior of a person who chose Z over X and Y and yet claimed to be black? Did she vote
for Z because she is black? Or did she vote for Z despite the fact that she is black?
And who determines just how a true and authentic black would have voted?

Most contemporary students of race relations or Afro-American politics do
not reify blacks in such a blatant manner, but some do. Frequently, political sci-
entists embrace milder forms of race reification. Take, for example, an important
scholarly work, Black Presidential Politics in America: A Strategic Approach, writ-
ten by Ronald W. Walters, a well-known Afro-American political scientist.
Though Walters offers some perceptive comments on the behavior of the major-
ity of black voters during recent presidential elections, racial reification of blacks
runs throughout the book. There is an unstated but ever-present assumption
throughout the book that there is a definable black political interest. Now it is
certainly true that poll data have consistently shown that a majority of blacks
favors liberal welfare-state government interventions as opposed to, say, Reagan
small-government conservatism. It is not clear, however, that support for these
positions constitutes support for a “black agenda.” After all, how do we label
those blacks who hold views opposed to the welfare-state liberalism supported by
most black voters? Are such people advocates of a less-black agenda or even a
white agenda? Can whites support and embrace a black agenda?
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The willingness of Walters to reify black people into an objectified entity
called blacks—the black vote, the black political agenda, and similar expressions—
is evident throughout his study. Take, for instance, Walters’s discussion of a phe-
nomenon he calls “black political integration”: “Thus, we proceed beyond an
analysis of registration and voting strategies in this chapter in an effort to both
describe and analyze the political behavior of Blacks within the Democratic party
as they have attempted to establish a beach-head which could lead to sustained
power.”70 An initial reading of the foregoing might not generate any controversy
insofar as most American political scientists and most Americans in general are
used to reifying racial identities. The blacks that Walters refers to as striving to
create a beachhead in the Democratic Party are individual black political elites
(or groups of black political elites) working within the Democratic Party hierar-
chy. Walters assumes, however, that the black political elites who bargain within
the Democratic Party are the organic embodiments of the blacks who have reg-
istered and voted. He presumes that these black individuals have the interests of
the majority of blacks in mind whenever they act and whatever they do. Whence
comes the claim that the inclusion of black political elites within the leadership
of the Democratic Party will ipso facto represent the broader interests of all blacks,
if there is such an entity as the common interests of all blacks? Worse, and more
importantly, why does Walters write as if all blacks participate in this back-room
bargaining merely because some blacks are present?

Walters is guilty of utilizing within his study the same rhetoric and myths
invoked by the very black political elites that he is supposedly analyzing. These
black political elites utilize the imagery of a staid and reified black community to
stimulate their political mobility within predominantly white elite political cir-
cles. Black political figures have become quite skillful at marketing themselves as
ipso facto representatives of a black mass public even if they have no direct ties
to that public. Who, for instance, was organically embodied by an un elected
power broker in the Democratic Party like Ron Brown? Though his racial iden-
tity remained constant, did his represented constituency change when he evolved
from a bargainer for Jesse Jackson’s primary candidacy to the position of chair-
man of the Democratic National Committee?

Adolph Reed criticizes the reification of blacks in commenting on the dis-
tortions invoked by the term “black community”: “This idea of community is a
mystification, however, and an anti-democratic one at that. All social units are
comprised of discrete individuals whose perspectives and interests and alliances
differ, and every unit’s members are bound together through a combination of
negotiation and coercion.”71 The imagery of the aroused or dormant black horde
(depending on political needs) that lies beneath a great deal of the rhetoric of
black politicians concerning “black America” is frequently hidden, according to
Reed, because it often emerges within a protest discourse directed against oppres-
sion. But Reed further perceptively comments: “Because whites by and large
don’t see black Americans as a complex population of differentiated individu-
als, the organic community imagery seems reasonable and natural to them. . . .
Within black politics, of course, hustlers of one sort or another, high-toned and
low, have always been willing to exploit that fundamentally racist mind-set, 
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usually by giving whites with resources authentic-sounding doses of what they
want to hear.”72

Utilizing Reed’s insight, one could argue that black voter support for Jesse
Jackson’s Democratic primary bids in 1984 and 1988 constituted a coalition. But
who ever writes as if the so-called black vote constitutes a coalition in and of itself? Many
recent studies of black political incorporation are premised on this racial reifica-
tion of blacks. Why, for example, would the emergence of a cadre of black polit-
ical elites in a specific town or city signal the political incorporation of all those
people who share a racial identity with these elites? Did the election of David
Dinkins as Mayor of New York City mean that blacks were now incorporated in
New York City politics, as if Dinkins issued referenda to all blacks in New York
before he made a decision? Those who choose not to differentiate blacks beyond
race also ignore differences within the black population based on sexual prefer-
ence, religion, class, gender, status and ideology . Many examples of racial reifi-
cation are benign, but they point to a broader problem that must be addressed.

There were numerous examples of racial reification in the articles concerning
minority political incorporation that were collected in Racial Politics in American
Cities.73 Rufus P. Browning, Dale Rogers Marshall, and David H. Tabb, the edi-
tors of Racial Politics, were also the authors of Protest is Not Enough, one of the
most influential studies of race and urban politics written during the last twenty-
five years.74 In Racial Politics in American Cities, Browning and his colleagues asked
other urban scholars to utilize their ideas about political incorporation presented
in Protest Is Not Enough in an examination of the plight of blacks and Latinos in
other cities. An article on minority mobilization in ten northern Californian
cities states: “Blacks in Oakland might have been able to form an alliance with Lati-
nos and liberal whites and take control of city government years before they did,
but they were badly split.”75

When do blacks as a collectivity “take control of city government”? But of
course, when a black individual is the mayor! Certainly racial reification is a com-
mon phenomenon in American politics. Whites tend to think that they can be
represented only by a white person. Blacks tend to think that a black person will
automatically represent them better than a white person. What becomes prob-
lematic is when we as political scientists reproduce within our analyses the very
thing that we are studying.

One can see racial reification at work in many of the studies of what is termed
“deracialized” black politicians. A deracialized black political figure is one who
runs for office utilizing a platform and political style that supposedly minimizes
his identification with black people. Usually he or she is running for office within
a predominantly white electorate. Examples of this phenomenon include the two
unsuccessful campaigns for a seat in the United States Senate run by Harvey
Gantt in North Carolina; the successful gubernatorial campaign of Doug Wilder
in Virginia; the five mayoral campaigns of Tom Bradley in Los Angeles, four of
which he won; and the senatorial campaigns of Carole Moseley-Braun in Illinois,
one of which she won. In the case of Wilder, or for that matter Edward Brooke
of Massachusetts, they ran as blacks who were “unlike other” black politicians.
It was not so much that they tried to appear “race-less”—whatever that might
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mean—but that they appeared to not have any special ethnic affinity for blacks. In
some ways they accepted a stereotyped image of the black politician and did every-
thing in their power to act as if that racial image had nothing to do with them as
individual candidates. This is why it became so important for them to do something
that indicated difference and distance from the image of the black community.

Unlike other black politicians, Edward Brooke would be a post–New Deal Repub-
lican. Brooke essentially would “sit out” the entire busing crisis in Boston. He did
not want to be seen as too closely identified with the pro-integration forces, nor
did he want to intensify the existing racial acrimony of the anti-busing forces.

Wilder ran for governor of Virginia on a platform of fiscal conservatism and
law-and-order, two issues not normally associated with black candidates. In addi-
tion, he conspicuously divorced himself from the idea and image of Jesse Jack-
son, the preeminent national figure of black protest.

Brooke and Wilder ran as “exceptional blacks,” not as nonblacks. As excep-
tional blacks, their campaigns rested on being seen as unlike other black candi-
dates. They reinforced stereotypes of black politicians by acting as if the
stereotyped images are valid for other black politicians but invalid for themselves.
Because of their unstated but ever-present willingness to shadow racial stereotypes
and thus keep them alive, it remains uncertain whether the electoral successes of
Brooke and Wilder created an expansive opportunity structure for future black
candidacies in the psyches of whites.

Using this faulty logic, one could conclude just the opposite: within black
electoral politics, those campaigns for office that appear most deracialized occur
when two blacks challenge each other within a predominantly black electorate.
In such instances, the significance of blackness for either candidate is reduced
because it is universalized. It would be erroneous to conclude from this, however,
that two blacks running for office in a predominantly black jurisdiction remove
race as a factor in the election, provided that a black racial identity is an unstated
prerequisite for winning the election. Similarly, the exclusion of black voters and
black candidates from Southern electorates during the pre–civil rights era did not
remove race as an issue in Southern elections, insofar as whiteness remained an
unquestionable prerequisite for winning and holding elected office.

Clearly some racial groups in American society are more reified than others.
A blatant case of this phenomenon is the willingness of many scholars to assign
blacks a racial identity without making a similar assignment to whites. If I were
attending a political science conference and announced that I am researching
racial politics in America, many if not most of the listeners would assume that I
am a student of the political behavior of blacks or other nonwhites. In fact, I could
well be studying the political behavior of white New Englanders. In a similar vein,
many commentators have little trouble saying that Clarence Thomas occupies the
“black seat” on the Supreme Court. How many of them would subsequently say
that other seats on the Supreme Court are “white seats”? It is far more respectable
to claim that Thomas was appointed because he is black than to claim that David
Souter or Sandra Day O’Connor were appointed because they are white. But once
one black person was appointed to the Supreme Court, whiteness became one of the cri-
teria for the appointment of the other justices.
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Nevertheless, the issue of racial reification is not easy to dismiss in the world
of Real politik . When the President makes appointments to the cabinet, the fed-
eral bench, and regulatory commissions, even I believe that he or she should take
racial diversity into account. Seeing diverse faces in positions of power not only
helps to create a public perception that we are all Americans but also makes his-
torically underrepresented peoples feel increasingly included. What is more, peo-
ple of diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds should have access to such
appointments. Having said this, I recognize that the reasons such appointments
make diverse groups of people feel included lie within the mystifications of reifi-
cation. Though the authentic representation of diverse peoples can only exist
when procedures are in place to ensure representative accountability, in the
absence of authentic representation, we are stuck with reification. As political sci-
entists, however, we must begin to address the interrelationships among race,
reification, and political representation.

Refusal to Discuss Blacks as Subjugators

Students of Afro-American politics are most comfortable with analytical and
moral depictions of Afro-Americans as an oppressed people. While it is true that
racial domination has been the defining characteristic of Afro-American life since
the founding of the nation, it is also true that black Americans have on occasion
occupied social positions other than that of subjugated. Among the most under-
studied phenomena in Afro-American politics are those beliefs and practices of
blacks that are oppressive to others and to themselves. Given the history of Afro-
Americans as one of the two most subjugated groups in American history, Native
Americans being the other, students of Afro-American politics often invest an
inherent moral quality in black political activities. Although the black Ameri-
can quest for political inclusion and political empowerment is worthy of support,
the scholar of Afro-American politics must be vigilant against granting an ethi-
cal carte blanche to any and all forms of black political agency.

Take the issue of sexism in the black community. Why is sexism so under-
studied within the subject area of Afro-American politics? Sexism has been a dev-
astating force in Afro-American life, for it systematically devalues and distorts the
lives and talents of a large portion of the community. Throughout American his-
tory, all major Afro-American political and social institutions have embraced
sexism and devalued black females. Is it surprising that the NAACP and the
National Urban League have never had a black female president?76 The so-called
“black church” is even worse. Discrimination against women is openly practiced
in most predominantly black denominations. The largest black Pentecostal group,
the Church of God in Christ, does not ordain women as of the early 2000s. The
overwhelming majority of black Baptist churches do not support the ordination
of women. In those rare instances when black women have been ordained within
the Baptist church, it is highly unlikely that they will ever become the senior pas-
tor of a Baptist congregation—unless they break off and start a church of their
own. In black Baptist churches, ordained women have been usually confined to
positions of secondary authority and importance. These female leadership positions
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include the superintendent of the Sunday school and head minister for home and
hospital visitations. The devaluation of black females is so intense in many black
Pentecostal and Baptist churches that women are even not allowed to stand
within the pulpit area.77 The African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church is not
much better. Most ordained AME women will never serve as the senior pastor of
a church. It is only within the last five years that the AME Church appointed its
first female bishop. The African Methodist Episcopal Zion (AMEZ) Church has
yet to have a black female bishop. Coincidentally, the predominantly white
United Methodist Church (UMC) had and continues to have more black female
bishops than the AME and AMEZ churches combined. The irony of the blatant
sexism practiced in the black churches is that the majority of black church goers
are females.78

Another subject that needs to be more intensively studied is the presence of
homophobia within Afro-American communities. The issue of concern is not
whether there is a unique form of homophobia among blacks, but rather the ways
in which homophobia influences discourse and debate among blacks. For instance,
numerous groups of blacks were mobilized during the summer of 2004 in support
of a federal marriage amendment to the United States Constitution. This amend-
ment would have limited the legal recognition of marriage to unions between one
man and one woman. President Bush and numerous conservative Republicans in
the House of Representatives and the Senate announced their support for this
amendment. It soon became clear, however, that many conservatives were not
eager to actually summon a constitutional convention, so despite their rhetoric,
they did not support the amendment. The amendment failed to obtain the nec-
essary number of votes.

The Reverend Walter Fauntroy, a Democrat and the former nonvoting del-
egate to Congress from Washington, DC, has been a key player in several of these
black organizations opposed to same-sex marriage. Although Fauntroy is liberal
on many social issues, he has joined forces with the utterly reactionary Sun Myung
Moon, the founder and leader of the Unification Church and publisher of the
Washington Times newspaper, in the effort to eliminate legal recognition of same-
sex marriage. Moon has utilized his considerable financial resources to fund var-
ious black organizations that espouse conservative viewpoints. Through their
shared homophobia, the white Right has coalesced with some black Christians
and made new inroads into black America. Once again, large segments of the
black church are in the forefront of trying to deny people (including other blacks)
an equal status. As explicit advocates of homophobia, these black churches con-
spicuously devalue the lives of gays and lesbian s. One can only hope that the
track record of the black church in the arenas of sexism and homophobia might
finally put to rest those romantic depictions of the black church as a bearer of
emancipatory values.

When discussing the issue of blacks acting in the guise of subjugators, we must
also confront the class biases that exist within Afro-American politics. Do more
affluent blacks actively support policies that are beneficial to the black poor? Are
they favorably disposed to helping the white poor? Do they support these poli-
cies when there are costs to themselves? I have witnessed several instances when

C H A P T E R  E I G H T E E N424



members of black middle-class communities mobilized to keep low-income hous-
ing from being built in their neighborhoods. In these instances, these black middle-
class residents were acting in a manner similar to their white peers. But that is
precisely my point. When affluent or middle-class blacks have the opportunity to
make use of their class privileges, they often do so. In this regard, it would be
informative to read a study about the response of black doctors and their National
Medical Association to various national health care proposals. It would be inter-
esting to discover if these doctors gave primacy to the needs of the uninsured or
tried to protect their class privileges as doctors. It would be equally informative
to see analyses of the black middle-class response to President Clinton’s dracon-
ian policy towards welfare recipients. Did his reactionary attitudes toward wel-
fare undermine his support among the black middle classes?

Numerous scholars have argued that the centrality of affirmative action as an
issue championed by black political leaders is the result of a middle-class bias.
These scholars argue that affirmative action is disproportionately beneficial to the
black middle class. Furthermore, they claim that issues more pertinent to lower-
and working-class blacks, such as the creation of living-wage jobs, public school
improvement, and prison reform, are not given their rightful priority. While I con-
tend that affirmative action as a public policy has had a beneficial impact on blacks
in all social classes, I also maintain that the black middle class and stable work-
ing classes have benefited more from the policy than the black poor.

Political Theory and the Treatment 
of Blacks as Parentheticals

Political theory as a subfield of American political science has a rich history of
normative theorizing about democracy in general and the American political
experience in particular. Generations of American political philosophers and stu-
dents of American political philosophy have tried to capture the governing
dynamics or the core philosophical underpinnings of the American political expe-
rience. The founding documents of this nation, particularly the Declaration of
Independence, the Articles of Confederation, the Constitution (with particular
emphasis on the Bill of Rights), and the ancillary though utterly important Fed-
eralist Papers, have been the focal points of this reflective enterprise. Twentieth-
century students of American political thought have often situated these founding
documents within narratives that proclaim the new nation either a democracy or
at least beholden to a democratic teleology. While some of these reconceptual-
izations of American political thought have been quite creative and provocative,
many if not most of them have utterly marginalized the history of American slav-
ery and white supremacy. The historical contradiction between this nation’s
founding commitment to freedom for whites (particularly white men) and its
equal commitment to chattel slavery for blacks has created a tumultuous dilemma
for all political theorists who desired to construct an overarching thematic dis-
cussion of American political values. Unfortunately, many students of American
political thought crafted arguments that ignored this dilemma. Some chose to
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write books that simply ignored slavery as a major determinant of American polit-
ical thought. Other scholars crafted works that considered slavery and other forms
of white supremacy as minor aberrations in a democratic landscape.

The inability to confront slavery and white supremacy lies at the very center
of Louis Hartz’s classic work, The Liberal Tradition in America: An Interpretation of
American Political Thought since the Revolution.79 Insofar as the issue of slavery was
not granted a centrality in Hartz’s discussion of American political culture, he 
was a modern-day disciple of Alexis de Tocqueville.

De Tocqueville had argued that American ideals were premised on the egal-
itarian ideas and relatively equalized material conditions that existed when the
country was founded. Although he viewed slavery as a doomed institution, he pre-
dicted that slavery’s aftermath would give rise to heightened white hatred of
blacks. He foresaw a growing racial conflict between whites and blacks that would
ultimately culminate in a genocidal debasement of the black population.

Hartz provides a rather convoluted argument to support his thesis that Amer-
ican political ideals were fundamentally liberal. Following de Tocqueville, he
argued that the absence of a history of feudalism with its rigid class structure gave
rise to the rather free social conditions in the United States. Hartz was critical of
what he viewed as the widely accepted consensus of matter-of-fact American lib-
eralism. What bothered Hartz was that Americans championed a liberalism that
was not forged out of conspicuous ideological struggles but appeared to be the only
“natural” response to American social conditions.

Hartz recognized that the vehement forms of anti-black racism that were pop-
ularly held by whites during the antebellum period were not liberal in character.
Yet he could not successfully reconcile slavery with the claim that Americans were
seemingly “naturally” liberal. Instead, Hartz argued that this vehement racism was
necessary “if slaveholders were to avoid embracing feudalism for all and ‘keep
democracy for whites.’”80 Because white slaveholders desired to maintain democ-
racy for themselves, Hartz viewed them as being committed to liberalism. Rogers M.
Smith comments: “Hartz treated this desire as evidence of their commitment to
democracy among whites, and so it is. But it is equally evidence of southern whites’
insistence on confining democracy to whites, while they assigned to blacks sta-
tuses that should not have existed in a liberal democratic society.”81

Even when Hartz confronted late nineteenth-century American white
supremacist beliefs and practices, he concluded that these beliefs were “alien to
the national liberal spirit” and had limited impact on American democratic ideals.
Smith calls Hartz’s evasion of the centrality of racism to American political ideals
grotesque.82 Reading The Liberal Tradition, the contemporary scholar perceives that
Hartz was not going to allow his theory of American liberalism to be undone by
the annoying existence of slavery and the persistence of white supremacist ideals
and ideas. The historical treatment of blacks in the United States was not suffi-
ciently momentous to compel Hartz to reformulate his argument—an argument
that could be made only by excluding Afro-Americans from consideration.83

Hartz’s The Liberal Tradition in America embodies one of the central strategies
employed by political philosophical commentators on American life. Blacks are
treated as exceptions to the rule. Yet blacks constitute a unique kind of exception
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to the rule: they are an exception that does not have the authority to bring the
rule into question. I refer to this tradition as the black-as-parenthetical tradition
in American political thought.

Perhaps the most blatant example of the black-as-parenthetical tradition is
Seymour Martin Lipset’s The First New Nation. In the introduction to The First
New Nation, Lipset wrote:

When I say that we value equality, I mean that we believe all persons must
be given respect simply because they are human beings; we believe that the dif-
ferences between high and low-status people reflect accidental, and perhaps tem-
porary, variations in social relationships. This emphasis on equality was reflected
in the introduction of universal suffrage in America long before it came in other
nations; in the fairly consistent and extensive support for a public school system
so that all might have a common educational background. . . .

The value we have attributed to achievement is a corollary to our belief in equal-
ity. For people to be equal, they need a chance to become equal. Success, there-
fore, should be attainable by all, no matter what the accidents of birth, class, 
or race. . . .

America’s key values—equality and achievement—stem from our revolu-
tionary origins. The United States was the first major colony successfully to revolt
against colonial rule. In this sense, it was the first “new nation.”84

At the very end of this study, Lipset includes an epilogue. There he states:

American egalitarianism is, of course, for white men only. The treatment of the
Negro makes a mockery of this value now as it has in the past. During the early
nineteenth century, when European leftists and liberals were pointing to the
United States as a nation which demonstrated the viability of equality and democ-
racy, America was also the land of slavery. . . . The contradiction between the
American value system and the way in which the Negro has been treated has, if
anything, forced many Americans to think even more harshly of the Negro than
they might if they lived in a more explicitly ascriptive culture. There is no justi-
fication in an egalitarian society to repress a group such as the Negroes unless they
are defined as a congenitally inferior race.85

How is it that Lipset can state, without any sense of contradiction, that the
treatment of black Americans by whites does not embody the values of equal-
ity and yet still proclaim equality as one of America’s key values? Describing
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century America as committed to egalitarianism is
akin to describing Nazi Germany as an egalitarian political culture except for Jews.
Ironically, in the above quotation, Lipset criticizes de Tocqueville for treating
blacks as parentheticals in Democracy in America and yet Lipset’s argument is an
updated version of that same treatment.

The willingness of Hartz and Lipset to treat blacks as parentheticals may be
seen by some observers as an advance over the writings of political theorists who
simply ignored black subjugation as if it had never existed in America. Yet whether
blacks are ignored entirely or treated as parentheticals, their racial devaluation is
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clear. Harley Fogg-Davis has written: “Many social scientists argue that models
of white ethnic pluralism fail to capture the anomalous historical trajectory of
black Americans. Instead of using this anomaly to rethink liberalism, many polit-
ical theorists simply relegate African Americans to a footnote or overlook them
altogether.”86 Although my examples of Hartz and Lipset may appear dated, these
texts have retained their scholarly importance for many contemporary scholars.
Besides, prominent contemporary political theorists are no strangers to the deval-
uation of blacks. Take the case of political philosopher Michael Walzer, a pur-
ported democratic socialist. In an infamous footnote to a discussion of “What it
means to be an American,” Walzer wrote: “A historical and empirical account of
the place of blacks in the ‘system’ of American pluralism would require another
essay, a different book.”87 Why, one wonders, did Walzer think it appropriate to
except blacks from his discussion of “what it means to be American”? Moreover,
why did he think that his mere mention of the erasure of blacks from the Amer-
ican landscape would render that exclusion acceptable? Evidently, Walzer assumed
that the invocation of blacks-as-parentheticals was more intellectually compelling
than merely ignoring their existence entirely. He must have known that he could
have ignored blacks without receiving scholarly condemnation from most of his
readers. This example speaks to the presumed acceptability of continuing to
devalue blacks in American political theory.

Walzer’s erasure of blacks from the American landscape would merely con-
stitute a case of racial parochialism had the erasure not fundamentally distorted
his entire discussion. After all, there is nothing more constitutive of being Amer-
ican than our racial identities; and racial identities in America are fundamentally
centered around the presence of blacks. The entire edifice of whiteness, an edi-
fice that undergirds the construction of American politics from the days of the
Continental Congress through yesterday, is premised on being nonblack or non
black-like. Upon this edifice of whiteness, generations of immigrants from diverse
European nations became “Americanized.” Given the centrality of blacks and
the black historical experience to all aspects of American identity formation, the
black-as-parenthetical arguments of Dahl, Hartz, Lipset, and Walzer are not only
morally bankrupt but empirically shallow and analytically erroneous.

The time is ripe for students of political philosophy who have a decided inter-
est in the Afro-American question (or students of Afro-American politics who
have an interest in political philosophy) to construct arguments that place Afro-
Americans in the foreground as the paradigmatic case for interrogating American
political realities. Reading American political thought through the lens of Afro-
American subjugation might generate radically enriched interpretations.

Afterword

Certainly, there are other conceptual problems that students of Afro-American
politics must confront. If we take seriously the six issues discussed above, how-
ever, we will go a long way toward making the subfield far more conceptually
sophisticated and analytically enriching. We may also be able to offer a beacon
of light to a discipline that appears to be increasingly divorcing itself from the
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study of politics in the real world.
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