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man president of the United States. 'The truth, howeve Far Brom

dermining the current system of control, the new caste system depends, in
no small part, on black exceptionalism. The colorblind public: consensin

that supports the new caste system insists that race no fonger matters. Mow

that America has officially embraced Martin Luther King Jr's dream (hy 1
ducing it to the platitude “that we should be judged by the content of v
character, not the color of our skin”), the mass incarceration of people ol
color can be justified only to the extent that the plight of those Tocked wip
and locked out is understood to be their choice, not their birthright.

In short, mass incarceration is predicated on the notion that an extr:

nary number of African Americans (but not all) have freely choscn a lile al

crime and thus belong behind bars. A belief that all blacks belong in il

i

would be incompatible with the social consensus that we have "moved b
» . s : . !
yond” race and that race is no longer relevant. Buta widespread belicl 1
a majority of black and brown men unfortunately belong in jail is compatible

with the new American creed, provided that their imprisonment can he i

terpreted as their own fault. If the prison label imposed on them cin e
blamed on their culture, poor work ethic, or even their families, then socicts
is absolved of responsibility to do anything about their condition.

This is where black exceptionalism comes in. Highly visible examples of
black success are critical to the maintenance of a racial caste system in thi
era of colorblindness. Black success stories lend credence to the notion thil
anyone, no matter how poor or how black you may be, can make it to thie
top, if only you try hard enough. These stories “prove” that race is no lo)

relevant. Whereas black success stories undermined the logic of Jim Cirow,
they actually reinforce the system of mass incarceration. Mass incarceration

depends for its legitimacy on the widespread belief that all those who appea

trapped at the bottom actually chose their fate.

Viewed from this perspective, affirmative action no longer appears cn
tirely progressive. So long as some readily identifiable African Americans e
doing well, the system is largely immunized from racial critique. People like

with of

)

Barack Obama who are truly exceptional by any standards, :

who have been granted exceptional opportunitics, legitimate a system i

remains fraught with racial bias—especially when they fail to challenge, o

even acknowledge, the prevailing racial order. In-the cunent e, white

Americans are olten ¢

to embrace token or exceptional Afvica
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cans, particulaly when they go out of their way not to talk about race or ra-
cial inequality.

Affirmative action may be counterproductive in yet another sense: it lends
credence to a trickle-down theory of racial justice. The notion that giving a
relatively small number of people of color access to key positions or institu-
tions will inevitably redound to the benefit of the larger group is belied by
the evidence. It also seems to disregard Martin Luther King Jrs stern warn-
ings that racial justice requires the complete transformation of social institu-
tions and a dramatic restructuring of our economy, not superficial changes
that can be purchased on the cheap. King argued in 1968, “The changes
[that have occurred to date] are basically in the social and political areas; the
problems we now face—providing jobs, better housing and better education
for the poor throughout the country—will require money for their solution,
a fact that makes those solutions all the more difficult.”*s He emphasized
that “most of the gains of the past decade were obtained at bargain prices,”
for the desegregation of public facilities and the election and appointment
of a few black officials cost close to nothing, “White America must recognize
that justice for black people cannot be achieved without radical changes in
the structure of our society. The comfortable, the entrenched, the privileged
cannot continue to tremble at the prospect of change in the status quo.”*

Against this backdrop, diversity-driven affirmative action programs seem
to be the epitome of racial justice purchased on the cheap. They create the
appearance of racial equity without the reality and do so at no great cost,
without fundamentally altering any of the structures that create racial in-
equality in the first place. Perhaps the best illustration of this fact is that,
thanks in part to affirmative action, police departments and law enforce-
ment agencies nationwide have come to look more like America than ever,
at precisely the moment that they have waged a war on the ghetto poor and
played a leading role in the systematic mass incarceration of people of color.
'The color of police chiefs across the country has changed, but the role of the
police in our society has not.

Gerald Torres and Lani Guinier offer a similar critique of affirmative ac-
tion in The Miner's Canary. They point out that “conventional strategies for
social change proceed as though a change in who administers power funda-
mentally affects the structure of power itself.”¥ This narrow approach to so-

o o rellected in the justifications offered for affirmative action,

_ P._:_

“

mast notably the clann that "previous outsiders, once given a chance, will
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cise power differently.”™ The veality, however, s that the exi hierin

chy disciplines newcomers, requiring them 1o exercise power in the same
old ways and play by the same old rules in order to survive. 'The newcomers,
Torres and Guinier explain, are easily co-opted, as they have much to lose
but little to gain by challenging the rules of the game.

Their point is particularly relevant to the predicament of minority police
officers charged with waging the drug war. Profound racial injustice occtirs
when minority police officers follow the rules. It is a scandal when the public
learns they have broken the rules, but no rules need be broken for the sys

tematic mass incarceration of people of color to proceed unabated. T'his ni

comfortable fact creates strong incentives for minority officers to deny, to
rationalize, or to be willingly blind to the role of law enforcement in creating
a racial undercaste. Reports that minority officers may engage in nearly i
much racial profiling as white officers have been met with some amazement,
but the real surprise is that some minority police officers have been willing
to speak out against the practice, given the ferocity of the drug war. A wi
has been declared against poor communities of color, and the police are ¢«

pected to wage it. Do we expect minority officers, whose livelihood depends
on the very departments charged with waging the war, to play the role of
peacenik? That expectation seems unreasonable, yet the dilemma for racinl
justice advocates is a real one. The quiet complicity of minority officers i
the War on Drugs serves to legitimate the system and insulate it from cri

tique. In a nation still stuck in an old Jim Crow mind-set—which equ:
racism with white bigotry and views racial diversity as proof the problem hiw
been solved—a racially diverse police department invites questions like:
“How can you say the Oakland Police Department’s drug raids arc racist
There’s a black police chief, and most of the officers involved in the

raids are black.” If the caste dimensions of mass incarceration were hette

understood and the limitations of cosmetic diversity were better appre
the existence of black police chiefs and black officers would be no mare
encouraging today than the presence of black slave drivers and black planta
tion owners hundreds of years ago.

When meaningful change fails to materialize following the achievement

of superficial diversity, those who remain locked out can become et

discouraged and demoralized, resulting in cynicism and resignation, Per

more concerning, though, is the fact that inclusion of peaple of color i

power structures, ::1:2:» fie

yat the top, can pavalyze relorn elTores, 1%
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titutions led by people who look

ol color are often reluctant to challeny

i

wil stake in the individual’s success. After

like them, as they feel o pers
centuries of being denicd aceess to leadership positions in key social in-
stitutions, people of color quite understandably are hesitant to create
circumstances that could trigger the downfall of “one of their own.” An inci-
dent of police brutality that would be understood as undeniably racist if the
officers involved were white may be given a more charitable spin if the offi-
cers are black. Similarly, black community residents who might have been
inspired to challenge aggressive stop-and-frisk policies of a largely white po-
lice department may worry about “hurting” a black police chief. People of
color, because of the history of racial subjugation and exclusion, often expe-
rence success and failure vicariously through the few who achieve positions
of power, fame, and fortune. As a result, cosmetic diversity, which focuses
on providing opportunities to individual members of under-represented
groups, both diminishes the possibility that unfair rules will be challenged

and legitimates the entire system.

Obama—the Promise and the Peril

This dynamic poses particular risks for racial justice advocacy during an
Obama presidency. On the one hand, the election of Barack Obama to the
presidency creates an extraordinary opportunity for those seeking to end
the system of mass incarceration in America. Obama’s stated positions on
criminal justice reform suggest that he is opposed to the War on Drugs and
the systematic targeting of African Americans for mass 5889&&0:.@
Shouldn’t we trust him, now that he is holding the reins of power, to do the
right thing?

Trust is tempting, especially because Obama himself violated our nation’s
drug laws and almost certainly knows that his life would not have unfolded
as it did if he had been arrested on drug charges and treated like a common
criminal. As he wrote in his memoir about his wayward youth, “Pot had
helped, and booze; maybe a little blow when you could afford it.” Unlike Bill
Clinton, who famously admitted he experimented with marijuana on occa-
cion “but didn't inhale,” Obama has never minimized his illegal drug use.
As he said i a 2006 speech to the American Society of Magazine Editors,

ook, vort ko, when Twas o kid, 1 inhaled, Frequently. That was the




point.™ Those "bad decisions,” Obama has acknowledeed, conld have Jed

him (o a personal dead end. "Junkic. | Wl That's where T have beer

NGO donb il

headed: the final, fatal role of the youny would-be black n

Obama had been arrested and treated like a common criminal, he o

have served years in prison and been labeled a drug felon for life, What are
the chances he would have gone to Harvard Law School, much less become
president of the United States, if that had happened? It scems reasonable 1o
assume that Obama, who knows a little something about poverty and (h
temptations of drugs, would have a “there but for the grace of God go I" it
tude about the millions of African and Latino men imprisoned for drug
offenses comparable to his own or saddled for life with felony records.

But before we kick back, relax, and wait for racial justice to trickle dowi.
consider this: Obama chose Joe Biden, one of the Senate's most stricleni
drug warriors, as his vice president. The man he picked to serve as his chicl
of staff in the White House, Rahm Emanuel, was a major proponent of the

expansion of the drug war and the slashing of welfare rolls during President

Clinton’s administration. And the man he tapped to lead the U.S. Departiment
of Justice—the agency that launched and continues to oversee the foderil
war on drugs—is an African American former U.S. attorney for the Districy
of Columbia who sought to ratchet up the drug war in Washington, D.C.,
fought the majority black D.C. City Council in an effort to imposc
mandatory minimums for marijuana possession. Moreover, on the car

trail, Obama took a dramatic step back from an earlier position opposing th
death penalty, announcing that he now supports the death penalty for chilil
rapists—even if the victim is not killed—even though the U.S. Suprene
Court ruled the death penalty for nonhomicides unconstitutional and interi

sional law strongly disfavors the practice. The only countries that share Obam's
siew are countries like mm:& Arabia, Egypt, and China, which allow the deatls
senalty for things like adultery and tax evasion. So why did Obama, on (he
:ampaign trail, go out of his way to announce disagreement with a Supreni

=

—ourt decision ruling the death penalty for child rapists unconstitutional:
ay
: “ .} . . . . > . i 23 3

1im as “soft” on crime—a tactic reminiscent of Bill Clinton’s decision to {1y

J . . . ey .
“learly he was attempting to immunize himself from any attempt to por

vack to Arkansas during the 1992 presidential campaign to oversee the ¢
ution of a mentally disabled black man.

Scasoned activists may respond that all of (his is ]

wye seen in carlier chapters, they

;

New Jin Crow. Obama has revived President Clinton's Conmunity Ori-
ented Policing Services (COPS) program and increased funding for the Byrme
grant program—two of the worst federal drug programs of the Clinton era.”
These programs, despite their benign names, are responsible for the milita-
rization of policing, SWAT teams, Pipeline drug task forces, and the laundry
list of drug-war horrors described in chapter 2.

Remarkably, the Obama administration chose to increase funding for Byrne
programs twelvefold not in response to any sudden spike in crime rates or
any new studies indicating the effectiveness of these programs, but instead
because handing law enforcement billions of dollars in cash is an easy, effi-
cient jobs program in the midst of an economic crisis.”* The dramatically in-
creased funding for Byrne grants was included as part of the Economic
Reinvestment Act of 2009. While the channeling of stimulus dollars to law
enforcement may help some police officers keep their jobs at a time when
state and local budgets are being slashed, there is a cost. As New York Times
columnist Charles Blow observed, “[it’s] a callous political calculus. . . . The
fact that they are ruining the lives of hundreds of thousands of black and
Hispanic men and, by extension, the communities they belong to barely
seems to register.”>?

Clinton once boasted that the COPS program, which put tens of thou-
sands of officers on the streets, was responsible for the dramatic fifteen-year
drop in violent crime that began in the 1990s. Recent studies, however, have
shown that is not the case, A 2005 report by the Government Accountability
Office concluded the program may have contributed to a I percent reduc-
tion in crime—at a cost of $8 billion.”* A peer-reviewed study in the journal
Criminology found that the COPS program, despite the hype, “had little or
no effect on crime.”®® And while Obama’s drug czar, former Seattle police
chief Gil Kerlikowske, has said the War on Drugs should no longer be called
a war, Obama’s budget for law enforcement is actually worse than the Bush
administration’s in terms of the ratio of dollars devoted to prevention and
drug treatment as opposed to law enforcement.>® Obama, who is celebrated as
evidence of America's triumph over race, is proposing nothing less than rev-
ving up the drug war through the same failed policies and programs that have
systematically locked young men of color into a permanent racial undercaste.

The unique and concerning situation racial justice advocates now face is
that the very people who are most oppressed by the current caste system—

5 may be the least likely to want to challenge it, now that a

Alrican Ame
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black family is living in the White House. I Obama were w

be no hesitation to remind him of his youthful drug use when arguing that

he should end the drug war and make good on his promises to end st
mandatory minimums. But do African Americans want the media to talk
about Obama’s drug use? Do African Americans want to pressure Obiii

on any issue, let alone issues of race? To go one step further, could it b

[ issties

that many African Americans would actually prefer to ignore ra
during Obama’s presidency, to help ensure him smooth sailing and o trivi
phant presidency, no matter how bad things are for African Americans in the
meantime?

The fact that the last question could plausibly be answered yes raises serh
ous questions for the civil rights community. Have we unwittingly exipger
ated the importance of individuals succeeding within pre-existing structuies

of power, and thereby undermined King’s call for a “complete restructui

of our society? Have we contributed to the disempowerment and passivity ol

the black community, not only by letting the lawyers take over, but alse by

communicating the message that the best path—perhaps the only path i

the promised land is infiltrating elite institutions and seizing power at 1

top, so racial justice can trickle down?

Torres and Guinier suggest the answer to these questions may be yes

They observe that, “surprisingly, strategists on both the left and right, di

spite their differences, converge on the individual as the unit of power
Conservatives challenge the legitimacy of group rights or race consciotisi
and argue that the best empowerment strategy is entreprencurship and i
vidual initiative. Civil rights advocates argue that individual group menbs

4

‘represent” the race and that hierarchies of power that lack diversity are il

gitimate. The theory is, when black individuals achieve power for them
selves, black people as a group benefit, as does society as a whole, "Hewe we

see both liberals and conservatives endorsing the same meta-naralive ik

American individualism: When individuals get ahead, the group trivimyphis.

When individuals succeed, American democracy preva
The absence of a thoroughgoing structural critique of the prey

order explains why so many civil rights advocates responded o 1

:11 oul

Obama’s election with glee, combined with hasty reminders

ohservet

have a long way to go.” The predictable response from the ¢
nt. How s

well, how much further? A black man was just clected pro

othere wonld

i
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further do black people want 1o po 1 black person can be elected presi-

)

dent, can’t a black person do just about anything now?

All of Us or None

At the same time that many civil rights advocates have been pursuing lawyer-
driven, trickle-down strategies for racial justice, a growing number of for-
merly incarcerated men and women have been organizing in major cities
across the United States, providing assistance to those newly released from
prison and engaging in grassroots political activism in pursuit of basic civil
rights. One such organization, based in Oakland, California, is named All of
Us or None. The name explicitly challenges a politics that affords inclusion
and acceptance for a few but guarantees exclusion for many. In spirit, it as-
serts solidarity with the “least of these among us.”

Diversity-driven affirmative action, as described and implemented today,
cends a different message. The message is that “some of us” will gain inclu-
sion. As a policy, it is blind to those who are beyond its reach, the colored
faces at the bottom of the well. One policy alone can't save the world, the
skeptic might respond. True enough. But what if affirmative action, as it has
heen framed and debated, does more harm than good, viewed from the per-
spective of “all of us”™?

This brings us to a critical question: who is the us that civil rights advocates
are fighting for? Judging from the plethora of groups that have embarked on
{heir own civil rights campaigns since Martin Luther King Jr’s assassination—
women, gays, immigrants, Latinos, Asian Americans—the answer seems to be
(hat us includes everyone except white men.

"This result is not illogical. When Malcolm X condemned “the white man”
and declared him the enemy, he was not, of course, speaking about any par-
licular white man, but rather the white, patriarchal order that characterized
hoth slavery and Jim Crow. Malcolm X understood that the United States
was created by and for privileged white men. It was white men who domi-
nated politics, controlled the nation’s wealth, and wrote the rules by which
orced to live. No group in the United States can be said

everyone else wi

(o have experienced more privilege, and gone to greater lengths to protectit,

W )

than “the white man!




Yet the white man, it tumns out, has sullered too, e et that his solles
ing has been far less extreme, and has not been tnked 1o a beliol in his in
herent inferiority, has ade his sufferi ‘ ivi

feriority, has not made his sufter ing less real, Civil rights advocates,

however, have treated the white man'’s suffering as largely irrelevant (o (he
pursuit of the promised land. As civil rights lawyers unveiled plans to deseg
regate public schools, it was poor and working-class whites who were ox
pected to bear the burden of this profound social adjustment, even though
many of them were as desperate for upward social mobility and quality edu
cation as African Americans. According to the 1950 census, among South-
erners in their late twenties, the state-by-state percentages of functional
lliterates (people with less than five years of schooling) for whites on farms
wverlapped with those for blacks in the cities. The majority of Southern
vhites were better off than Southern blacks, but they were not affluent or
vell educated by any means; they were semiliterate (with less than twelve
rears of schooling). Only a tiny minority of whites were affluent and well o
icated. They stood far apart from the rest of the whites and virtually all
lacks.?

What lower-class whites did have was what W.E.B. Du Bois described as
the public and psychological wage” paid to white workers, who dependcd
n their status and privileges as whites to compensate for low pay and harsh
rorking conditions.® As described in chapter 1, time and time again, poor
nd working-class whites were persuaded to choose their racial status inter
sts over their common economic interests with blacks, resulting in the
mergence of new caste systems that only marginally benefited whites hut
rere devastating for African Americans.

In retrospect, it seems clear that nothing could have been more important
1 the 1970s and 1980s than finding a way to create a durable, interracial,
sttom-up coalition for social and economic justice to ensure that another
iste system did not emerge from the ashes of Jim Crow. Priority should
we been given to figuring out some way for poor and working-class whitcs

feel as though they had a stake—some tangible interest—in the nascent
tegrated racial order. As Lani Guinier points out, however, the racial liber
ism expressed in the Brown v. Board of Education decision and endorsed by
vil rights litigators “did not offer poor whites even an eleme v

y frame

wk for understanding what they might gain tion,"0!
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ass whites as well as blacks. 'The Southermn white

OVE o ..:; Wi
clite, whether planters or industrialists, had successfully endeavored to
make all whites think in racial rather than class terms, predictably leading
whites to experience desegregation, as Derrick Bell put it, as a net “loss.”®

Given that poor and working-class whites (not white elites) were the ones
who had their world rocked by desegregation, it does not take a great leap of
empathy to see why affirmative action could be experienced as salt in a
wound. Du Bois once observed that the psychological wage of whiteness put
“an indelible black face to failure.”®® Yet with the advent of affirmative ac-
tion, suddenly African Americans were leapfrogging over poor and working-
class whites on their way to Harvard and Yale and taking jobs in police
departments and fire departments that had once been reserved for whites.
Civil rights advocates offered no balm for the wound, publicly resisting calls
for class-based affirmative action and dismissing claims of unfairness on the
grounds that whites had been enjoying racial preferences for hundreds of
years, Resentment, frustration, and anger expressed by poor and working-class
whites was chalked up to racism, leading to a subterranean discourse about
race and to implicitly racial political appeals, but little honest dialogue.

Perhaps the time has come to give up the racial bribes and begin an hon-
est conversation about race in America. The topic of the conversation should
be how us can come to include all of us. Accomplishing this degree of unity
may mean giving up fierce defense of policies and strategies that exacerbate
racial tensions and produce for racially defined groups primarily psychologi-
cal or cosmetic racial benefits.

Of course, if meaningful progress is to be made, whites must give up their
racial bribes too, and be willing to sacrifice their racial privilege. Some might
argue that in this game of chicken, whites should make the first move.
Whites should demonstrate that their silence in the drug war cannot be
bought by tacit assurances that their sons and daughters will not be rounded
up en masse and locked away. Whites should prove their commitment to
dismantling not only mass incarceration, but all of the structures of racial
inequality that guarantee for whites the resilience of white privilege. After
all, why should “we” give up our racial bribes if whites have been unwilling
to give up theirs? In light of our nation’s racial history, that seems profoundly
unfair. But if your strategy for racial justice involves waiting for whites to be

Fair, history sugpests it will be a long wait. It’s not that white people are more

ther it seems that an aspect of | n nature is the

af thian others,
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o Iy to one’s advant

o ton

il privil

the sulfering and exclusion of others, I

tendencey is what led Frederick
Douglass to declare that “power concedes

nothing without a de
never has and it never will.”

;“ i

So what is to be demanded in this moment in our nation’s r:

If the answer is more power, more top jobs, more slots in fancy schools for

“us"—a narrow, racially defined us that excludes many—we will continue
the same power struggles and can expect to achieve many of the
sults. Yes, we

sial history?

same re-
may still manage to persuade mainstream voters in the midst
of an economic crisis that we have relied too heavily on incarceration, that
prisons are too expensive, and that drug use is a public health problem,

not
a crime. But if the movement th

at emerges to end mass incarceration docs
not meaningfully address the racial divisions and resentments that g
to mass incarceration, and if it fails to cultivate an

ave rise
ethic of genuine care,
compassion, and concern for every human being—of every class, race, and
nationality—within our nation’s borders, including poor whites, who are of-
ten pitted against poor people of color, the collapse of mass incarceration
will not mean the death of racial caste in America. Inevitably

4 new system
of racialized social control will

emerge—one that we cannot foresee, just as
the current system of mass incarceration was not predicted by anyone thirty
years ago. No task is more urgent for racial justice advocates today th
suring that America’s current racial caste system is its last.

Given what is at stake at this moment in history, bol
tion is required than we have seen to date. Piecemeal, top-down policy re-
form on criminal justice issues, combined with aracial justice discourse that
revolves largely around the meaning of Barack Obama’s election and “
racialism,” will not get us out of our nation’s racial

an en-

der, more inspired ac-

post-
quagmire. We must flip
the script. Taking our cue from the courageous civil rights advocates wl

noO
brazenly refused to defend themselves, marching unarmed past white mobs

that threatened to kill them, we, too, must be the change we hope to create,

If we want to do more than just end mass incarceration—if we want to put
an end to the history of racial caste in America—we must |
bribes, join hands with pe
change to trickle down,

ay down our racial
ople of all colors who are not content to wait for
and say to those who would stand in our way: Accept
all of us or none.

That is the basic message that Martin Luther King Jr. aimed to deliver

through the Poor People’s Movement back in 1968. He argued then that the

Feome for ractal justive advocates to shilt froma eivil rights toa hie

o and that the veal work of movement building had only

st heoun,™ A human rights approach, he believed, would offer far mn@sﬁ_.
hope Tor those ol ns determined to create a ::_.Ss.m“.Bm::mﬁmr ch\_MﬁTEo,
democracy free from racial hierarchy than the civil rights 80@@ ad pro
vided to ;H,:,_ﬁ.. It would offer a positive vision of what we can m.:ﬁ.\m for—a so-
ciety in which all human beings of all races are treated with PM@W%:&“MM
the right to food, shelter, health care, education, m.:m security. is exy @
sive vision could open the door to meaningful alliances vw?,\.mmd poor anc
working-class people of all colors, who could begin to mmm ?m%. EEMWMM”M
aligned, rather than in conflict—no longer in competition for sc
es in a zero-sum game. .
mcu“nrcgms rights movement, King believed, held H.m<o~caosﬁwm @oﬁm_ﬁ.w”_ww
Speaking at a Southern Christian Leadership Conference mSO.nMQmwcr_Mm
7.\_m< 1967, he told SCLC staff, who were no:n.ﬁ:@m that %m. 2_, | Hw i
?ﬁo«m_ﬁm:ﬁ had lost its steam and its direction, “It is necessary for e to real-
ize that we have moved from the era of civil rights to the era %m r_c:gw%
rights.” Political reform efforts were no longer adequate to the task mw hand,
he said. “For the last 12 years, we have been in a reform _do<m5§ﬁr.. r
[But] after Selma and the voting rights bill, we moved :.zw a :.mé era, w .,8‘
must be an era of revolution. We must see the great distinction between .m
reform movement and a revolutionary movement. /W\m are called upon to
raise certain basic questions about the whole society.”® | it
More than forty years later, civil rights advocacy is stuck in a Bomm. ) ;_h :
vocacy King was determined to leave behind. Rather than orm:_osw:_ﬂ.m. _. W
basic structure of society and doing the hard work of 99@.&5@ buile :b_m; :
the work to which King was still committed at the end of his [if .s.\.._ ..._:‘.*w
been tempted too often by the opportunity for people cm ..n.or: to _V,ﬁ, __ :M :M*M i
within the political and economic structure as-is, even if it E@::w alic _MMW e
those who are necessary allics. We have allowed ourselves to he willlilly
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blind to the emergence of a new caste system—a system ol s
communication that has denied millions of African Americans bivi
dignity. The significance of this cannot be overstated, Tor the
t=} B N -

4 4 5 S 5 — wl il
acknowledge the humanity and dignity of all persons has Torked ¢
o

Thi : ‘s wirladoe why i ww

of every racial caste system, This common thread xplaing why, it
‘ ‘ et &l g i vl v &8 w
the British Society for the Abolition of Slavery adopted as ity atfics

woodeut of i knecling slave above a banner that
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A BROTHER?"

Fhat symbol was lolfowed more than a humdred vears Later by
y ,

signs worn around the necks of black sanitation workers

g the Poor

People’s Campaign answering the slave’s question with the iple state

ment, [ AM A MAN.

The fact that black men could wear the same sign today in protest of the
new caste system suggests that the model of civil rights advocacy that has
been employed for the past several decades is, as King predicted, inadequate
to the task at hand. If we can agree that what is needed now, at this critical
juncture, is not more tinkering or tokenism, but as King insisted forty years
ago, a “radical restructuring of our society,” then perhaps we can also agree
that a radical restructuring of our approach to racial justice advocacy is in
order as well.

All of this is easier said than done, of course. Change in civil rights organi
zations, like change in society as a whole, will not come easy. Fully commil
ting to a vision of racial justice that includes grasstoots, bottom-up advocacy
on behalf of “all of us” will require a major reconsideration of priorities, stall
ing, strategies, and messages. Egos, competing agendas, career goals, il
inertia may get in the way. It may be that traditional civil rights organizations
simply cannot, or will not, change. To this it can only be said, without a hin
of disrespect: adapt or die.

If Martin Luther King Jr. is right that the arc of history is long, but it hends
toward justice, a new movement will arise; and if civil rights organizations
fail to keep up with the times, they will be pushed to the side as another aci
eration of advocates comes to the fore. Hopefully the new generation will
led by those who know best the brutality of the new caste system—a grotip
with greater vision, courage, and determination than the old guard can mu
ter, trapped as they may be in an outdated paradigm. This new gencration of
activists should not disrespect their elders or disparage their contribut
or achievements; to the contrary, they should bow their heads in respect, for
their forerunners have expended untold hours and made great sacrifices i

an elusive quest for justice. But once respects have been paid, they should
march right past them, emboldened, as King once said, by the ficrce

of now.

Those of us who hope to be their allies should not be surpriscd, if
when this day comes, that when those who have heen locked up and loched
out finally have the chance to speak and truly he heard, what we hear is g

The rage may frighten us; and huildn
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v be tempted to control it, or douse it with buckets of doubt,

iheliel. But we should do no such thing. Instead, when a

iy
vi::.ﬁ. man who was born in the ghetto and who knows little of life beyond
the walls of his prison cell and the invisible cage that has become his life,
turns to us in bewilderment and rage, we should do nothing more than look
him in the eye and tell him the truth. We should tell him the same truth the
great African American writer James Baldwin told his nephew in a letter
published in 1962, in one of the most extraordinary books ever written, The
Jire Next Time. With great passion and searing conviction, Baldwin had this

to say to his young nephew:

This is the crime of which I accuse my country and my countrymen,
and for which neither I nor time nor history will ever forgive them, that
they have destroyed and are destroying hundreds of thousands of lives
and do not know it and do not want to know it. . . . It is their innocence
which constitutes the crime. . . . This innocent country set you down in
a ghetto in which, in fact, it intended that you should perish. The limits
of your ambition were, thus, expected to be set forever. You were born
into a society which spelled out with brutal clarity, and in as many ways
as possible, that you were a worthless human being, You were not ex-
pected to aspire to excellence: you were expected to make peace with
mediocrity. . . . You have, and many of us have, defeated this intention;
and, by a terrible law, a terrible paradox, those innocents who believed
that your imprisonment made them safe are losing their grasp on reality.
But these men are your brothers—your lost, younger brothers. And if
the word integration means anything, this is what it means: that we,
with love, shall force our brothers to see themselves as they are, to
ccase fleeing from reality and begin to change it. For this is your home,
my friend, do not be driven from it; great men have done great things
here, and will again, and we can make America what it must become. It
will be hard, but you come from sturdy, peasant stock, men who picked
cotton and dammed rivers and built railroads, and, in the teeth of the
most terrifying odds, achieved an unassailable and monumental dignity.

You come [rom a long line of great poets since Homer. One of them

v time L thought Twas lost, My dungeon shook and my chains

said, The ve

fell off. e cannnt he free until they are free. God bless you, and




