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CHAPTER THREE

e —

BEING BLACK
'IN AMERICA

Mosr wHITE AMERICANS will say that, all things considered, things
aren't so bad for black people in the United States. Of course, they
will grant that many problems remain. Still, whites feel there has
been steady improvement, bringing blacks closer to parity, especiatly
when compared with conditions in the past. Some have even been
heard to muse that it's better to be black, since affirmative action
policies make it a disadvantage to be white.

What white people seldom stop to ask is how thcx may bcneﬁt

' from,Q[gngmg_to their race. Nor is this surprising. People who

can see do not regard their vision as a gift for which they should
offer thanks. It may also be replied that having a white skin does not
immunize a person from misfortune or failure. Yet even for those
who fall to the bottom, being white has worth. What could that
value be? '

Let us try to find out by means of a parable. Suspend disbelief
for a moment, and assume that what follows might actually hap-
pen.
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THE VISIT

You will be visited tonight by an official you have never met. He be-
gins by telling you that he is extremely embarrassed. The organiza-
tion he represents has made a mistake, something that hardly ever
happens.

According to their records, he goes on, you were to have been
born black: to another set of parents, far from where you were
raised.

However, the rules being what they are, this error must be rec-
tified, and as soon as possible. So at midnight tonight, you will be-
come black. And this will mean not simply a darker skin, but the
bodily and facial features associated with African ancestry. However,
inside, you wiil be the person you always were. Your knowledge and
ideas will remain intact. But outwardly you will not be recognizable
to anyone you now know.

Your visitor emphasizes that being born to the wrong parents was
in no way your fault. Consequently, his organization is prepared to
offer you some reasonable recompense. Would you, he asks, care to
name a sum of money you might consider appropriate? He adds that
his group is by no means poar, It can he quite generous when the
circumstances warrant, as they seem to in your case. He finishes by
saying that their records also show you are scheduled to live another
fifty years—as a black man or woman in America.

How much financial recompense would you request?

When this parable has been put to white students, most seemed to
feel that it would not be out of place to ask for $50 million, or $1
million for each coming black year. And this calculation conveys, as
well as anything, the value that white people place on their own
skins. Indeed, to be white is to possess a gift whose value can be ap-
preciated only after it has been taken away. And why ask for so large
a sum? Surely this needs no detailing. The money would be used, as
best it could, to buy protection from the discriminations and dan-
gers white people know they would face once they were perceived to
be black.

Of course, no one who is white can understand what it is like to
be black in Amenca Still, were they to spend time m 1 a black body, ‘
here are some of the things they would leam. =~~~

In the eyes of white Americans, being black encapsulates your iden-
tity. No other racial or national origin is seen as having so pervasive
a personality or character. Even if you write a book on Euclidean al-
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gorithms or Renaissance sculpture, you will still be described as a
“black author.” Although you are a native American with a longer
lineage than most, you will never be accorded full membership in the
nation or society. More than that, you early tearn that this nation
feels no need or desire for your physical presence. (Indeed, your peo-
ple are no longer in demand as cheap labor,) You sense that most
white citizens would heave a sigh of relief were you s:mp}y to disa sap-
‘pear, Whilé few openly propose that you return to Africa, they “would
“be greatly pleased were you to make that decision for yourself, Indeed,

from time to time, you find yourself recalling an essay Ralph Ellison
wrote a quarter of a century ago, which he titled “What America
Would Be Like Without Blacks.” In it, he said that most whites harbor
“the fantasy of a blackless America,” in which black people voluntarily
“decide to live somewhere else. Of course, the vast majority of whites
will deny that they hold any such view. At the least, they will say how
much they revere the talenfs of black athletes and entertainers.
Ellison did not offer evidence for his view, since it calls for plumbing
the depths of individuals' minds. Yet once in a while, occasions arise
. in which the sentiments he described are in fact revealed.

A SEPARATE STATE

A prominent talk show featured a program on “What Future for
Black Americans?” The three principal panelists were black. One
spoke eloquently for integration, hoping that in a not-distant day,
blacks and whites would live side by side. A second espoused the
gospel of capitalism, saying that if blacks succeeded in making
money, they would thereby solve the rest of their problems.

At this point, it should be noted that the studio audience was al-
most exclusively white. Most were fans of the program, had written
in for tickets many months in advance, and had learned of the
subject only when they arrived. Still, they listened attentively and
applauded politely.

The third speaker was a young minister representing a Iesser—
known separatist sect. Looking straight at hic white listeners, he
announced: “My people do not want to integrate with you. In fact,
we don't want to have anything to do with you, Our aim is to have
a separate state of our own.”

The audience took a collective gasp and then broke into wild ap-
plause, much longer and louder than that for the other partici-

pants. Indeed, it even seemed as if a few might be reaching for their
checkbooks.
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Your people originated in Africa, and you want to feel pride in
your homeland. After all, it was where humanity began. Hence your
desire to know more of its peoples and their history, their culture
and achievements, and how they endure within yourself. W.E.B. Du
Bois said it best: “two thoughts, two unrecognizable stirrings, two
warring ideals in one black body.”

Yet there is also your awareness that not only America but also

uch of the rest of the world regards Africa as the primal continent:

e most backward, the least developed, by almost every modern

easure. Equally unsettling, Africa is regarded as barely worth the
world's attention, a region no longer expected to improve in condi-
tion or status. During its periodic misfortunes—usually famine or
slaughter—Africa may evoke compassion and pity. Yet the message
persists that it must receive outside help, since there is little likeli-
hood that it will set things right by itself.

Then there are the personal choices you must make about your
identity. Unless you want to stress a Caribbean connection, you are
an American, and it is the only citizenship you have. At the same
time, you realize that this is a white country that expects its inhab-
itants to think and act in/white ways,.How far do you wish to adapt,
adjust, assimilate, to a civilization so at variance with your people’s
past? For example, there is the not-so-simple matter of deciding on
your diction. You know how white people talk and what they like to
hear. Should you conform to those expectations, even if it demands -
denying or concealing much of your self? After all, white America
gives out most of the rewards and prizes associated with success.
Your decisions are rendered all the more painful by the hypocrisy of
it all, since you are aware that even if you make every effort to con-
form, whites will still not accept you as one of their own.

So to a far greater degree than for immigrants from other Iands
it Tests on you Eo create your owr_l_ lde_rltlty But it is still not easy to
to be.” For one thing, that choice is not always left to you. By cit-
izenship and birth, you may count as an American, yet you find
yourself agreeing with August Wilson when he says “We're a differ-
ent people.” Why else can you refer to your people as “folks” and
“family,” to one another as “sisters” and “brothers,” in ways whites
never can? : :
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There are moments when you understand Toni Morrison’s riposte,
“At no moment in my life have I ever felt as though I were an Amer-
ican.” This in turn gives rise to feelings of sympathy with figures like
Cassius Clay, H. Rap Brown, Lew Alcindor, and Stokely Carmichael,
who decided to repatriate themselves as Muhammad Ali, Jamil
Abdullah al-Amin, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, and Kwame Touré.

Those choices are not just for yourself. There_will _he the
_perplexing—and_equally painfu Mwl—mxp ain to your
“children why they will not be treated as other Americans: that they
“will never be altogether accepted, that they will always be regarded
‘warily, if not with suspicion or hostility. When they ask whether this

“happens because of anything they have done, you must find ways_of
conveying that, no, it is not because of any fault of their own. Fur-
ther, for reasons you can barely explain yourself, you must tell them
that much of the world has decided that you are not and cannot be -
their equals; that this world wishes to keep you apart, a caste it will
neither absorb nor assimilate. - (st siaka N

You wilt tell your children this world is wrong. But, because that
world is there, they will have to struggle to survive, with scales
weighted against them. They will have to work harder and do better,
yet the result may be less recognition and less reward, We all know
life can be unfair, For black people, this knowledge is not an aca-
demic theory but a fact of daily life.

You find yourself granting that there are more black faces in places
where they were never seen before. Within living memory, your peo-
"ple were barred from major league teams; now they command the
highest salaries in most professional sports. In the movies, your peo-
ple had to settle for roles as servants or buffoons. Now at least some
of them are cast as physicians, business executives, and police offi-
cials. But are things truly different? When everything is added up,
white America stili prefers its black people to be performers who di

vert them as athletes and musicians and comedians,

Yet where you yourself are concerned, you sense that in main-
stream occupations, your prospects are quite llmlted ln most areas
of employment, even after playing by the rules, you ﬁ:_1_d_you If hit-
t:ng a not-so-invisible ceiling. You wonder if you are simply corpo-
‘rate wallpaper, a protective coloration they find it prudent to display.
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You begin to suspect that a “qualification” you will always lack is
white pigmentation.

In theory, all Americans with financial _means and a respectable
courts across the country have decreed that a persons race cannot
be a reason for refusing to rent or sell a residence. However, the law
seems to have had little impact on practice, since almost all residen:-_
tial areas are entirely black or white, Most whites prefer it that way.
Some will say they would like a black family nearby, if only to be
able to report that their area is integrated. But not many do. Most
white Americans do not move in circles where racial integration
wins social or moral credit. .

This does not mean it is absolutely impossible for a black family
to find a home in a white area. Some have, and others undoubtedly
will. Even so, black Americans have no illusions about the hurdles
they will face. If you look outside your designated areas, you can ex-
pect chilly receptions, evasive responses, and outright lies; a humil-
iating experience, rendered all the more enraging because it is so
repeated and prolonged. After a while, it becomes too draining to
continue the search. Still, if you have the income, you will find an
area to your liking; but it will probably be all black. In various sub-
urbs and at the outer edges of cities, one can see well-kept homes,
outwardly like other such settings. But a closer view shows all the
householders to be black. e

This is the place to consider! resldentnal aparthea—and that is
what it is—in its full perspective. Black segregation diflers markedly
_from that imposed on any other group. Even newly arrived i immi-
grants are more readily accepted in white neighborhoods.

Nor should it be assumed that most black householders prefer the
racial ratios in areas where they currently reside. Successive surveys

“have shown that, on average, only about one in e:ght say m .
a neighborhood that is alt or ‘mostly black, which is the condition
" most presently confront. The vast majonty—usua]ly about 85
" percent—state they would like an equal mixture of black and white
nelghbors Unfortunately, this degree of racial balance has vnrtually
"no chance of being realized. The reason, very simply, is that hardly
any whites will live in a neighborhood or community where half the
residents are black. So directly or indirectly, white Americans have
“the power to decide the racial composition of communities and



BEING BLACK IN AMERICA 41

neighborhoods. Most egregious have been instances where acts of ar-
son or vandalism force black families to leave. But such methods are
exceptional. There are other, less blatant, ways to prevent residential
integration from passing a certain “tipping” point,

Here we have no shortage of studies. By and large, this research

agrees that white residents will stay—and some new ones _may move_
“in—if black arrwals do not exceed 8 Qgrcent But once the black | pro-
"portion passes that point, whites begin to to leave the neighborhood,
and no new ones will move in. The vacated houses or apartments
will be bought or rented by blacks, and the area will be on its way
to becoming all black.

What makes integration difficult if not impossible is that so few

. whites will accept even a racial composition reflecting the overall na-
tional proportion of 12 or 13 percent, In this regard, one or two at-
tempts have been made to impose ceilings on the number of black

~Tésidents i housinig projects and developments, so as not to frighten
_away whltesj\éiiarrett Cltyjm New York has used this strategy, as has
“Atrium Village in Chicago. According to some legal readings, these
procedures are unconstitutional, since they treat racial groups differ-
ently. Housing officials who create “benign quotas” have found they
must maintain two sets of waiting lists. This has been necessary to
ensure that the next families chosen for vacant apartments will pre-
serve the prevailing racial ratio. Given the preference of many blacks
for integrated housing, quite a few tend to apply, and they invariably
outnumber the whites on the list. The result is that black applicants
have to wait longer and are less likely to get their first choice of
accommodation.

Whites and blacks who want to achieve and maintain interracial
housing—itself a rarity-—find they are forced to defend “benign quo-
tas” that are biased against some blacks, since there are fewer
“black” places. Racial quotas also tend to put blacks on the spot. On
the one hand, few v are wnlhng to “publicly support a cei iling for people

of thelr race. Even 50, most of the black householders alreadx in res-

“they themselves undérwent a wait ‘because > they wanted to live in a
racially mtegrated settmg Yet preserving the equation pits them
agamst other blacks who may be impatient to get in.

If many whites say they support racial integration in principle,
even if this means only a token black neighbor, at least as many do




42 TWO NATIONS

not want any blacks living near them at all. One question, certainly,
is how far this resistance is based solely on race, or r whether the rea-
sons E'_ve more to do with culture or class. White people themselves
“Vary in income and other symbols of status, and every section of the
nation has hierarchies among its white neighborhoods. Even in an
area where everyone earns essentially the same income, many resi-
dents would not want a homosexual couple on their block or a
neighbor who parked a business van marked *PARAGON PEST CONTROL"
in his driveway every night. Simply being a fellow white is not
enough to make a person a desired neighbor.

This granted, we can try to isolate the element of race by positing
some “ideal” black neighbors: persons with professional credentials
or those who hold adminstrative positions in respected organiza-
tions. Give them sophisticated tastes; make them congenial in de-
meanor; and have them willing to care about their property and the
area as a whole. And allow, further, that a fair number of whites
might not object to having one or two such households nearby. Why,
then, would such open-minded neighbors start worrying if the
number of black families—granting that all of them are impeccably
middle-class—seems to be approaching a racial “tipping” point?

The first reason is that there is no assurance that the black pro-
portion will stay below the “tipping” figure. Word gets around
among black families when a “white” neighborhood appears willing
to accept a measure of integration. Rental and real estate agents
are also quick to note this fact and begin recommending the area
to black customers. As a result, whenever homes and apartments
become vacant, a visible number of those coming to look at them
appear to be black. Nor should this be surprisingﬂlniﬁck
Americans want more interracial exposure for themselves and
their children. Others may not share this w1sh but they know

“that better schools and safer streets are more apt to be where
‘whites are. _

As has been noted, the white exodus gets under way even before
the black proportion reaches 10 percent. And the turnover can be all
but total within a single year. Moreover, this happens even when the
blacks who move in have the same economic and social standing as
the white residents. What is it, then, that makes white Americans
unwilling to risk having black neighbors? Some of the reasons are
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familiar and openly stated. Others involve fears less easily articulated
or admitted.

To the minds of most Americans, the mere presence of black pe:))]
ple is associated with 2 high incidence of crime, residential deteri |
ration, and lower educational attainment. Of course, most whites are
willing to acknowledge that these strictures do not apply to all
blacks. At the same time, they do not want to have to worry abou
trying to distinguish blacks who would make good neighbors fro
those who-would not. To which is added the suspicion that if mor
black families arrive, it would take only one or two undesirables t
undermine any interracial amity.

Even if all one’s black neighbors were vouchsafed to be middle-
class or better, there may still be misgivings about their teenage
children. To start, there is the well-known wariness of white parents
that their children—especially their daughters—could begin to
make black friends. Plus the fear that even less intirnate contacts
will influence the vocabulary and diction, or the academic commit-
ments, of their own offspring. And if white parents are already un-
easy over the kinds of music their children enjoy, imagine their
anxieties at hearing an even greater black resonance. Along with the
worry that some of the black youths on the block might display a
hostile demeanor, clouding the congenial ambience most Americans
seek.

Americans have extraordinarily sensitive antennae for the colora-
tions oﬁmg@orhoods In virtually every metropolitan area, white
householders can rank each éniclave By the racial makeup of the res-
idents. Given this knowledge, where a family lives becomes an index
of its social standing. While this is largely an economic matter, prox-
imity to blacks compounds this assessment. For a white family to be
seen as living in a mixed—or changing—neighborhood can be con-
strued as a symptom of surrender, indeed as evidence that they are
on a downward spiral.

Jf you are black, these white reactions brand you as a carrier of
contamlnatlons No matter what your talents or attainments, you are
“seen as infecting a neighborhood simply because of your race. This
is the ultimate insult of segregation. It opens wounds that never re-
ally heal and leaves scars to remind you-how far you stand from full
citizenship.
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* * *

Except when you are in your own neighborhood, you feel always on
display. On many occasions, you find you are the only person_of your
race present. You may be the only black student in a college class-
“room, the only black on a jury, the sole black at a corporate meeting,
the only one at a social gathering, With luck, there may be one or
two others. You feel every eye is on you, and you are not clear what
posture to present. You realize that your presence makes whites un-
comfortable; most of them probably wlsh you were not there at all.
Buf since you are, they want to see you smxle, 50 tﬁey can believe
that ‘you ‘are being treated well. Not™ only is an upbeat air_expected, ~

Tut you must never show exasperation or anger let alone : anything
 that could look like a chip on your shoulder, Not everyone can keep
such tight control. You don't find it surprising that so many black
athletes and entertainers seek relief from those tensions.

Even when not in white company, you know that you are forever
in their conversations. Ralph Ellison once said that, to whites, you
are an “invisible man.” You know what he meant. Yet for all that,
you and your people have been studied and scrutinized and dis-
sected, caricatured, and pitied or deplored, as no other group ever
has. You see yourself reduced to data in research, statistics in re-
ports, Each vear, the nation asks how many of your teenagers have
become pregnant, how many of your young men are in prison. Not
only are you continually on view; you are always on trial.

What we have come to call the media looms large in the lives of
almost all Americans. Television and films, newspapers and maga-
zines, books and advertising, all serve as windows on a wider worid,
providing real and fantasized images of the human experience. The
media also help us to fill out our own identities, telling us about
ourselves, or the selves we might like to be, ’

If you are black, most of what is available for you to read and
watch and hear depicts the activities of white people, with only rare
and incidental altusions to persons like yourself. Black topics and au-
thors and performers appear even less than your share of the popu-
lation, not least because the rest of America doesn't care to know
about you. Whites will be quick to point out that there have been
successful “black” programs on radio and television, as well as pop-
ular black entertainers and best-selling authors. Yet in these and
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other instances, it is whites who decide which people and produc-
tions will be underwritten, which almost always means that “black”
projects will have to appeal to whites as well. You sometimes sense
that artists like Jessye Norman and\Toni MorrisonyPaul Robeson and
Bill Cosby, have had to tailor much of their talent to white audi-
ences. You often find yourself wishing they could just be themselves,
speaking to their own people.

At the same time, you fee! frustration and dlsgust when white Amer-
jca appropriates your music, your styles, indeed your speech and sex-
uality. At times, white audiences will laud the originality of black
artists and performers and athletes. But in the end, they feel more
comfortable when white musicians and designers and writers—and
athletic coaches—adapt black talents to white sensibilities.

Add to this your bemusement when movies and television serie
cast more blacks as physicians and attorneys and executives than onej|
will ever find in actual hospitals or law firms or corporations. True
these depictions can serve as role models for your children, encour
aging their aspirations. At the same time, you do not want white au
diences to conclude that since so many of your people seem to be
doing well, little more needs to be done,

Then there are those advertisements showing groups of people.
Yes, one of them may be black, although not too black, and always:
looking happy to be in white company. Still, these blacks are seldom
in the front row, or close to the center.

{

To be sure, textbooks and lesson plans now include allusions to
“contributions” made by Americans of many ancestries, Children are
taught how the Chinese built the railroads and that Hispanics have
" a vibrant and varied culture. Even acknowledging these nods, the
curricula of the nation’s schools and colleges focus mainly on the
achievements of white people. The emphasis is on English origins
and that those settlers brought their institutions and ideas from the
British Isles. Most Americans with European ancestors can identify}
with this “Anglo-Saxon” past. Descendants of slaves do not find it as
easy. Whether black children are alienated by the content of the cur-
riculum is a matter of controversy, which will be considered later on.
At this point, it can be said that few teachers attempt to explain how
the human beings conng_r_ag_a to slavery shaped the structure and

R P S
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sensibilities of the new nation. Apart from brief allusions to_a So-
Journer Truth or a Benjamin Banneker, your people appear as passive

“victims and faceless_ individuals.

In much the same vein, white children can be led to see how the
travails of Shakespeare’s heroes shed light on the human condition.
Or that Jane Austen’s heroines have messages for Americans of today.
Nor is this impossible for black Amenicans. Ralph Ellision, raised in
rural Alabama, recalled that reading Ezra Pound and Sigmund Freud
gave him a broader sense of life. Jamaica Kincaid has cited Charlotte
Bronté as her first literary influence. Yet no matter how diligently you
think about these authors and their ideas, you find that much of your
life is not reflected in European learning. You often feel that there is
a part of yourself, your soul, that Europe cannot reach.

Well, what about assimilation? Here you receive the same message
given immigrants: if you wish to succeed, or simply survive, adapt to
the diction and demeanor of the Anglo-American model. But even if
you opt for that path, you will never receive the acceptance accorded .
to other groups, including newcomers arriving from as far away as
Asia and the Middle East. In the view of those who set the rules, if
you are of African origin, you will never fully fit the image of a true
American. Notice how even blacks who espouse conservative opin-
ions are regarded more as curiosities than as serious citizens.

Whether you would like to know more white people is not an easy
question to answer. So many of the contacts you have with them are
stiff and uneasy, hardly worth the effort. If you are a woman, you
may have developed some cordial acquaintances among white
women at your place of work, since women tend to be more relaxed
when among themselves. Still, very few black men and women can
say that they have white “friends,” if by that is meant people they
confide in or entertain in their homes.

Of course, friendships often grow out of shared experiences. Peo-
ple with similar backgrounds can take certain things for granted
when with one anocther. In this respect, you and white people may
not have very much in common. At the same time, by no means all
your outlooks and interests relate to your race. There probably are
at least a few white people you would like to know better. It just
might be that some of them would like to know you. But as matters
now stand, the chances that these barriers will be broken do not ap-
pear to be very great.
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Societies create vocabularies, devising new terms when they are
needed and retaining old ones when they serve a purpose. Dictionar-
jes list words as obsolete or archaic, denoting that they are no
longer used or heard. But one epithet survives, because people want
it to. Your vulnerability to humi,[ian'o can be summed up in a single
word. That word, of course, |¢ “nigger -

When a white person vou:e\‘it becomes a knife with a whetted
edge. No black person can hear it with equanimity or ignore it as
“simply a word.” This word has the force to pierce, to wound, to
penetrate, as no other has. There have, of course, been terms like
“kike” and “spick” and “chink.” But these are less frequently heard
today, and they lack the same emotional impact. Some nonethnic
terms come closer, such as “slut” and “fag” and “cripple.” Yet “nig-
ger” stands alone with its power to tear at one’s insides. It is reveal-
ing that whites have never created so wrenching an epithet for even
the most benighted members of their own race.

Black people may use “nigger” among themselves, but with a tone
and intention that is known and understood. Even so, if you are
black, you know white society devised this word and keeps it avail-
able for use. (Not officially, of course, or even in print; but you know
it continues to be uttered behind closed doors.) Its persistence re-
minds you that you are still perceived as a degraded species of hu-
manity, a level to which whites can never descend.

You and your people have problems, far more_than your share. And it
is not as if you are ignorant of them or wish to sweep them under a
rug. But how to frame your opinions is not an easy matter. For exam-
ple, what should you say about black crime or drug addiction or out-
of-wedlock pregnancies? Of course, you have much to say on these
and other topics, and you certainly express your ideas when you are
among your own people. And you can be critical—very critical—of 3
lot of behavior you agree has become common among blacks. '
‘However, the whlt_gk\_.go_glﬂd also asks_that black people conduct
these discussions in public. In partncuIar they want to hear you con-
“demin Dlack figures they_regard as outrageous or “irresponsible. This
cannot help but annoy you. For one thing, you have never asked for
white advice. Yet whites seem to feel that you stand in neéd of their
tutelage, as if you lack the insight to understand your own interests.
Moreover, it makes sense for members of a minority to stand to-
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gether, especially since so many whites delight in magnifying differ-
ences among blacks. Your people have had a long history of being di-
vided and conquered. At the same time, you have no desire to be
held responsible for what every person of your color thinks or does.
You cannot count how many times you have been asked to atone for
some utterances of Louis Farrakhan or simply to assert that he does
not speak for you. You want to retort that you will choose your own
causes and laments, Like other Americans, you have no obligation to
foliow agendas set by others.

As it happens, black Americans can and do dnsagree on racial mat-
ters, not to mention a host of other issues. Thus a survey conducted
in 1990 found that 78 percent of those polled said they preferred
to think of themselves as “black,” and anothel_gﬂ_mm
“African-American,” while the remaining 2 percent stayed with “Ne-
gro. * Another study by a team of black social scientists found that
fless than a quarter of the blacks they polled felt that black parents
should give their children African names. Indeed, on a wide range of
matters, there is no fixed, let alone official, black position. Yet it is
amazing how often white people ask you to tell them how “black
people” think about some individual or issue.

Then there are the accusations of inconsistency. As when you
seem to favor taking race into consideration in some areas but not
in others, Or that you support a double standard, which allows sep-
arate criteria to be used for blacks in employment or education.
Well, as it happens, you do believe .

ical remedies; yet you cannot take seriously the argument that
these compensatory actions will cause whites to suffer from “re-
verse” discrimination.

Fl‘hat discrimination against blacks remains real and calls for rad-

« That blacks have every right to attend dominantly white schools;
vet once they are there, they should not be taken to task for
spending much of their time with classmates of their own race.

« That it is important to preserve historically black colleges; yet
you would feel entitled to object if some other schools were to
designate themselves as “historically white.”

+ That racism is often the key reason why white voters rally behind
white candidates; yet when blacks support a candidate of their
own race, you do not see this as expressing racism.
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» That while you reject censorship, you would prefer that a book
like Huckleberry Finn not be assigned in high school classes,
since its ubiquitous use of “nigger” sustains a view of blacks that
can only hurt your people. Nor are you convinced that the typical
teacher can make clear Mark Twain's intentions, or put them in
perspective, for white teenagers.

It will often seem to you as if black people’s opinions are con-

stantly under scrutiny by the white world. Every time you express an
opinion, whites seem to slap it on their dissecting table, showing
that blacks want the best of both ways. In fact, you have answers on
these issues, but whites take so much delight in citing alleged “in-
consistencies” that they hardly hear what you have to say.
You may, by a combination of brains and luck and perseverance,
make it into the middle class. And like all middle-class Americans,
you will want to enjoy the comforts and pleasures that come with
that status. One downside is that you will find many white people
asking why you aren't doing more to help members of your race
whom you have supposedly left behind. There is even the suggestion
that by moving to a safer or more spacious area, you have callously
deserted your own people. )

Yet hardly ever do middle-class whites reflect on the fact that they,
too, have moved to better neighborhoods, usually far from poorer
and less equable persons of their own race or ethnic origins. There
is little evidence that many middle-class whites are prepared to give
. much of themselves in aid of fellow whites who have fallen on mis-
fortune. Indeed, the majority of white Americans have chosen to live
in sequestered suburbs, where they are insulated from the nation's
losers and failures.

Compounding these expectations, you find yourself continually
subjected to comparisons with other minorities or even members of
your own race. For example, you are informed that blacks who have
emigrated from the Caribbean earn higher incomes than those born
in the United States. Here the message seems to be that color by it-
self is not an insurmountable barrier. Most stinging of all are con-
trasts with recent immigrants. You hear people just off the boat (or,
nowadays, a plane) extolled for building businesses and becoming
productive citizens. Which is another way of asking why you haven't
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matched their achievements, considering how long your people have
been here.

Moreover, immigrants are praised for being willing to start at the
bottom. The fact that so many of them manage to find jobs is taken
as evidence that the economy still has ample opportunities for em-
ployment. You want to reply that you are not an immigrant but as
much a citizen as any white person born here. Perhaps you can't
match the mathematical skills of a teenager from Korea, but then
neither can most white suburban students. You feel much like a
child being chided because she or he has not done as well as a pre-
cocious sibling. However, you are an adult and do not ﬁnd such
scolding helpful or welcome,

No law of humnanity or nature posits a precise format for the family,
Throughout history and even in our day, households have had many
shapes and structures. The same strictures apply to marriage and pa-
rental relationships. All this requires some emphasis, given concerns
expressed about “the black family” and its presumed disintegration.
In fact, the last several decades have seen a weakening of domestic
ties in all classes and races.

Black Americans are fully aware of what is happening in this
phere. They know that most black children are being born out of
edlock and that these youngsters will spend most of their growing
ears with a single parent. They understand that a majority of their

marriages will dissolve in separation or divorce and that many black
men and women will never marry at all. Black Americans also realize
that tensions between men and women sometimes bear a violence
and bitterness that can take an awful toll.

If you are black, you soon learn it is safest to make peace with re-
ality: to acknowledge that the conditions of your time can undercut
dreams of enduring romance and “happily ever after.” This is espe-
cially true if you are a black woman, since you may find yourself
spending many of your years without a man in your life. Of course,
you will survive and adapt, as your people always have. Central in

Ithis effort will be joining and sustaining a community of women—
another form of a family—on whom you can rely for love and
strength and support.

If you are a black woman, you can expect to live five fewer years
than your white counterpart. Among men, the gap is seven years. In-
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deed, a man living in New York's Harlem is less likely to reach sixty-
five than is a resident of Bangladesh. Black men have a three times
greater chance of dying of AIDS and outnumber whites as murder
victims by a factor of seven. According to studies, you get less sleep,
are more likely to be overweight and to develop hypertension. This
is not simply due to poverty. Your shorter and more painful life re-
sults, in considerable measure, from the anxieties that come with be-
Ey’g black in America.

If you are a black young man, life can be an interlude with an
early demise. Black youths do what they must to survive in a hostile
world, with the prospect of violence and death on its battlefields. At- |
titudes can turn fatalistic, even suicidal: gladiators without even the
cheers of an audience.

When white people hear the cry, “The police are coming!” for
them it almost always means “Help is on the way." Black citizens
cannot make the same assumption. If you have been the victim of a
crime, you cannot presume that the police will actually show up or,
if they do, that they will take much note of your losses or suffering.
You sense police officials feel that blacks should accept being robbed
or raped as one of life’s everyday risks. It seemns to you obvious that
more detectives are assigned to a case when a white person is
murdered.

If you are black and young and a man, the arrival of the police
does not usually signify help but something very different. If you are
a teenager simply socializing with some friends, the police may order
you to disperse and get off the streets. They may turn on a search-
light, order you against a wall. Then comes the command to spread
your legs and empty out your pockets and stand splayed there while
they call in your identity over their radio, You may be a college stu-
dent and sing in a church cheir, but that will not overcome the po-
lice presumption that you have probably done something they can
arrest you for,

If you find yourself caught up in the system, it will seem like alien
terrain. Usually your judge and prosecutor will be white, as witl most
members of the jury, as well as your attorney. In short, your fate will
be decided by a white world.

This may help to explain why you have so many harsh words for
the pohce, even though you want and need their protectlon more
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where you live, not to mention drug dealing and all that comes in
its wake, Black citizens are three times as likely as whites to become
victims of robberies and suffer more than twice as many criminal as-
saults. Moreover, in almost all of these cases, the person who attacks
you will be black, Since this is so, whites want to know, Why don't
black people speak out against the members of their race who are
causing so much grief? The reason is partly that you do not want to
attack other blacks while whites are listening. At least equally impor-
tant is that while you obviously have no taste for violence, you are
also wary of measures that might come with a campaign to stamp
out “black crime.” These reasons will receive fuiler consideration in
a later chapter. At this point, you might simply say that you are not
sure you want a more vigorous police presence, if those enforcers
are unable to distinguish between law-abiding citizens and local
predators. Of course, you want to be protected. But not if it means
that you and your friends and relatives end up included among those
the police harass or arrest.

The national anthem sings of America as “the land of the free.” The
Pledge of Allegiance promises “liberty and justice for all.” The Dec-
laration of Independence proclaims that ail human creatures are
“created equal.”

If you are black, you cannot easily join in the anthem's refrain, re-
cite the pledge, or affirm that your country is committed to equality.
While you grant that the United States is “your” country, you may
define your citizenship as partial and qualified. It is not that you are
“disloyal,” if that means having your first allegiance elsewhere.
Rather, you feel no compelling commitment to a republic that has
always rebuffed you and your people.

We know from surveys that during the Cold War era, black Amer-
icans felt less antipathy toward nations then designated as our ene-
mies, since they saw themselves less threatened by the Soviet Union
or Cuba or China than did most white Americans. Nor were they so
sure why they or their children were asked to risk their lives fighting
people of color in places like Vietham and Panama and the Middle
East. And if the United States finds itself increasingly at odds with Is-
lamic countries or other movements in the Third World, even more
black Americans may find themselves wondering where their own al-
legiances lie.
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As you look back on the way this nation has treated your people,
you wonder how so many have managed to persevere amid so much
adversity. About slavery, of course, too much cannot be said. Yet even
within living memory, there were beaches and parks—in the North
as well as in the South—where black Americans simply could not set
foot. Segregation meant separation without even a pretense of equal
facilities. In Southern communities that had only a single public li-
brary or swimming pool, black residents and taxpayers could never
borrow a book or go for a swim. Indeed, black youths were even for-
bidden to stroll past the pool, lest they catch a glimpse of white girls
in their bathing costumes. '

How did they endure the endless insults and humiliations? Grown -
people being called by their first names, having to avert their eyes
when addressed by white people, even being expected to step off a
sidewalk when whites walked by. Overarching it all was the terror,
with white police and prosecutors and judges possessing all but total
power over black lives. Not to mention the lynchings by white mobs,
with victims even chosen at random, to remind all blacks of what
could happen to them if they did not remain compliant and
submissive. .

You wonder how much that has changed. Suppose, for example,
you find yourself having to drive across the country, stopping at gas-
oline stations and restaurants and motels. As you travel across the
heart of white America, you can never be sure of how you will be re-
ceived. While the odds are that you will reach your destination alive,
you canniot be so sure that you will not be stopped by the police or
spend a night in a cell. So you would be well advised to keep to the
speed limit and not exceed it by a single mile. Of course, white peo-
ple are pulled over by state troopers; but how often are their cars
searched? Or if a motel clerk cannot “find” your reservation, is it be-
cause she has now seen you in person? And are all the toilet fac:htles
at this service station really out of order?

The day-to-day aggravations and humiliations add up bit by bitter
bit. To take a depressingly familiar example, you strofl into a shop to
look at the merchandise, and it soon becomes clear that the clerks
are keeping a watchful eye on you. Too quickly, one of them: comes
over to inquire what it is you might want and then remains conspic-
uously close as you continue your search. It also seems that they
take an unusually long time verifying your credit card. And then you
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and a black friend enter a restaurant and find yourselves greeted
warily, with what is obviously a more anxious reception than that
given to white guests. Yes, you will be served, and your table wili not
necessarily be next to the kitchen. Still, you sense that they would
rather you had chosen some other eating place. Or has this sort of
thing happened 5o often that you are growing paranoid?

So there is the sheer strain of living in a white world, the rage
that you must suppress almost every day. No wonder black Ameri-
cans, especially black men, suffer so much from hypertension. (If
ever an illness had social causes, this is certainly one.) To be black
in America means reining in your opinions and emotions as no

“whites ‘ever have to do. Not to mention the forced and lalse smiles
you are expected to contrive to assure white Americans that you har-
bor no grievances against them.

Along with the tension and the strain and the rage, there come
those moments of despair. At times, the conclusion seems all but
self-evident that white America has no desire for your presence or
any need for your people. Can this nation have an unstated strategy
for annihilating your people? How else, you ask yourself, can one ex-
plain the incidence of death and debilitation from drugs and disease,
the incarceration of a whole generation of your men, the consign-
ment of millions of women and children to half-lives of poverty and
dependency? Each of these conditions has its causes. Yet the fact
that they so centrally impinge on a single race makes one wonder
why the larger society has allowed them to happen.

This is not to say that white officials are plotting the genocide of
black America. You understand as well as anyone that politics and
history seldom operate that way. Still, you cannot rid yourself of
some lingering mistrust. Just as your people were once made to
serve silently as slaves, could it be that if white America begins to
conclude you are becoming too much trouble, it will start contém-
plating more lasting solutions?

And there are grounds for this belief. After all, calls for more life
sentences, the flow of funds for new prisons, and stepping up of ex-
ecutions, all largely affect your race. The same holds for demands
that single mothers work. Perhaps most ominous is the renewed as-
sertion' that individuals of African ancestry are mentally inferior, and
hence to be considered a subgrade of citizen.






