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The African-American Century

A reality that is more complicated, and more heroic, than the myth.

Comment by Hendrik Hertzberg and Henry Louis Gates, Jr. April 29, 1996 
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The story of America, according to the narrative enshrined in our civic religion, goes something like this. A great wilderness was gradually populated by waves of hardy immigrants fleeing the oppressions of the Old World to build a better life in the New. Throwing off subordination to a distant throne, they made a commonwealth, the first in history to be founded explicitly on principles of self-government and political equality. Over the next two hundred years and more, they worked and sometimes fought to insure that their “new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal,” would increasingly live up to its moral and material promise. And they succeeded, creating a nation not only of unparalleled personal and political freedom but also (a recent flourish) of wonderful, enriching diversity—a powerful nation, universally looked to as an example and a protector.

A pretty story, and, like all folk tales, this one tells a kind of truth. But the reality is more complicated, darker (in more ways than one), more painful, and, ultimately, more heroic. The myth ignores the tragic dimension of the American condition, the dimension that challenges the moral seriousness of American thinkers and makes American art and culture, high and low, the most dynamic and pervasive on the planet—makes American culture American, in fact. Not all Americans’ ancestors came here to escape tyranny; many were brought here in furtherance of tyranny. Not all crossed the ocean to better themselves and their families; many were forcibly carried here—their families torn apart, their social structures smashed, their languages suppressed—to labor without recompense for the benefit of their oppressors. Yet those of us whose forebears came here in chains have much deeper roots in American soil, on the average, than do those of us whose forebears came here in and for freedom; the vast majority of African-Americans are descended from men and women who arrived before 1776. Except for American Indians, only a shrinking minority of other Americans can say the same. (And, of course, scores of millions of us—no one knows how many—of every hue are termed “black” or “white” in our country’s arbitrary racial shorthand but are in reality a mixture of, at a minimum, both.)
The history of settlement in what is now the United States dates back nearly four hundred years, but the twentieth will be the first century unpolluted by chattel slavery. When the century began, most adult African-Americans were former slaves, and had known not only the degradation of bondage but also the exultation of Emancipation, the giddy hopefulness of Reconstruction, and the calamity of a reactionary and increasingly violent regime of legalized white supremacy. The grandchildren of the grandchildren of those African-Americans are the African-Americans of today. The line is short, the connection between past and present inescapable. 

Even so, there have been titanic changes, and they have been accompanied by unexpected ironies. The most striking change has been the growing centrality of the black experience to the maturing national culture of the United States; the most striking irony has been the degree to which blacks, despite that centrality, have remained economically marginal. 

An observer from 1900 transported forward in time to this century’s end would be astonished at the ubiquity of the black presence in artistic, cultural, and quasi-cultural endeavors of every kind, from the frontiers of modern art (born when Picasso laid eyes on African masks), through the written word (more books by and about African-Americans will be published this year than appeared during the whole of the Harlem Renaissance), to the iconography of mass marketing (with Michael Jordan looking down from giant billboards like some beneficent Big Brother). The prime example, of course, is music, the most accessible of the arts. In 1900, ragtime was only just coming into its own, beginning the long and steady fusion of African-American themes and forms with those of European origin. In the early decades of the century, Negro music came to dominate the new technologies of sound recording and radio so thoroughly that, in 1924, an alarmed music establishment sought out a syncopationally challenged bandleader by the comically apt name of Paul Whiteman and designated him “the King of Jazz.” But jazz and its offshoots could not be so easily tamed. The wildly creative creolization of African-American and European-American strains produced a profusion of mulatto musics—one thinks of Ellington and Gershwin, Joplin and Stravinsky, Miles Davis and Gil Evans, Chuck Berry and Jerry Lee Lewis, Jimi Hendrix and Bruce Springsteen—that spread their dominion across the whole world.

Economically, however, African-Americans remain left out. The successes of integration and affirmative action created a substantial black middle class: there are now four times as many black families with incomes above fifty thousand dollars a year as there were in 1964. But those same successes have contributed to a distillation of ever more concentrated pools of poverty and despair in the inner cities—a process greatly worsened by the catastrophic decline of decent manufacturing jobs and the growing hardheartedness and insolvency of social policy at every level of government. The sufferings and pathologies associated with this process are well known. Half of all African-American children live in poverty. A third of all black men between the ages of twenty and twenty-nine are entangled in the criminal-justice system. The leading cause of death among young black men is gunshot wounds.

Our market economy has shown no ability to solve these problems, and our gridlocked, fragmented political system has shown very little. After a century of struggle, African-Americans have at last achieved more or less equal political rights. But our majoritarian electoral system generally prevents them from attaining real power except in geographic areas where they are a majority or a near-majority. Although African-Americans constitute some thirteen per cent of the population, their representation in state governorships is zero. In the United States Senate it is one per cent. In the House of Representatives, which now has forty African-American members, black progress has come at the price of racial gerrymandering. It’s a high price: it drains (liberal) black voting strength from neighboring districts, often tipping them over into the control of politicians indifferent to black interests; it discourages grass-roots interracial coalition-building; and it creates a black political class with a vested interest in patterns of residential segregation. And even this progress, such as it is, is under mortal threat from a Supreme Court piously bent on making the Constitution “color-blind,” especially in cases where a bit of color consciousness might do black folks some good.

For African-Americans, the country of oppression and the country of liberation are the same country. Fleeing to some faraway land of liberty is not a possibility, though something like that impulse is implicit in Black Nationalism, in ironic tribute to the power of the immigrant myth. (Marcus Garvey wanted to call his promised land the United States of Africa.) It is bootless to compare African-Americans to “other” immigrant groups and to speak of “assimilating” them: African-Americans are not an immigrant group, and, as the success of the cultural synthesis shows, the responsibility for doing the assimilating is not theirs alone. The history that is at the root of the “differentness” of blacks—what might be called African-American exceptionalism—cannot be changed. There is only one option, and it is to make our country live up to its nominal creed. 
 
