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Preface and Acknowledgments


“. . . God of our weary years,
 God of our silent tears,
 Thou who has brought us thus far on the way;
 Thou who has by Thy might,
 Led us into the light,
 Keep us forever in the path, we pray.
 Lest our feet stray from the places,
 Our God, where we met Thee;
 Lest, our hearts drunk with
 The wine of the world, we forget Thee;
 Shadowed beneath thy hand, may we forever stand.
 True to our God, true to our native land.”


—“LIFT EV’RY VOICE AND SING”, 1900. 
(LYRICS BY JAMES WELDON JOHNSON; 
MUSIC BY J. ROSAMOND JOHNSON)

 



 



 




LIVING BLACK HISTORY WAS INSPIRED BY TWO EVENTS, involving two icons of twentieth-century black history. In March 2003, Myrlie Evers-Williams, the former National  Chairman of the NAACP and the widow of martyred civil rights leader Medgar Evers, contacted me to deliver the first honorary “Medgar Evers Lecture” in Jackson, Mississippi. It was the fortieth anniversary of Evers’s brutal assassination in front of his Jackson home, and the occasion would be marked by a series of public events including a long-overdue recognition by both the governor and the state legislature of Mississippi.

As I began researching in preparation for the lecture, I was struck by the absence of any detailed literature on this pivotal figure in African-American history. While no scholarly biography existed of Medgar Evers there were several detailed studies of his assassin, Byron de la Beckwith. Even in the 1996 Hollywood film Ghosts of Mississippi, which depicts Evers’s assassination and Myrlie’s thirty-year crusade to bring her late husband’s killer to justice, Evers himself is only present as a ghost. Viewers are given absolutely no historical background as to Evers’s courageous battle to destroy the particularly brutal brand of Jim Crow racism that flourished in Mississippi for so long. I soon became convinced of the urgency in preserving Evers’s legacy: His speeches, writings, and other important documents pertaining to his life and politics/activism had to be published and available for future generations.

I traveled again to Mississippi in 2004 and began a close friendship with Myrlie. When Myrlie invited me to visit her former home, I thought I was prepared for what would surely be an emotional experience. Yet no amount of historical study or documentary knowledge could have truly prepared me for the tangible power of past tragedy held in that  physical place. Myrlie and I stood in the driveway of their home, where the assassin’s bullet had struck Medgar in the back. Kneeling, she softly explained that for months following Medgar’s murder she would go outside in the dark of the night and vigorously attempt to scrub the bloodstains off the driveway. No matter how hard she scrubbed, no matter how many sleepless nights she spent trying, Medgar’s bloodstains would not come clean. Her plaintive words were almost apologetic: She had been unable to wipe clean a stain that had left her without a loving husband and her children without a father. I was so overwhelmed I could barely keep from weeping aloud.

Walking into her modest home, Myrlie explained how the bullet that had killed Medgar ripped through his upper body, then crashed through the living room front window, through a wall, and into the small kitchen. It ricocheted off the refrigerator—the bullet’s scar is still visible—and came to rest on the kitchen countertop next to a watermelon. We then walked to the master bedroom. Medgar usually slept on the right side of their bed, next to the windows. He always kept a loaded gun next to his nightstand. Myrlie slept on the left, and kept her own gun nearby as well. Facing almost constant threats for nearly a decade—while investigating the murders and lynchings of Mississippi blacks such as Emmett Till—they were dedicated to the struggle for black freedom. They lived their lives with the knowledge that death was ultimately inevitable, if not imminent. Myrlie told me that the day before Medgar’s murder she had spent the afternoon starching and ironing about a dozen of her husband’s white dress shirts. Medgar happened to come  home early that day, and he saw Myrlie busily ironing his shirts. “Aren’t you going to thank me for taking care of your shirts?” she asked her husband. Medgar’s voice lowered. “I’m not going to be needing them.”

What we, as Americans, owe Medgar and Myrlie Evers can scarcely be put into words. To sacrifice everything—personal safety, income, and life itself—for the cause of democracy and equal justice is monumental. Yet days following Medgar’s death, the grief-stricken office staff at the Jackson NAACP headquarters unthinkingly packed up roughly twenty drawers of files documenting his tireless labors as the state’s first field secretary. Medgar’s files were then dumped into the garbage, disappearing for all time from recorded history. About four boxes of personal items, papers, and memorabilia were retained and dropped off at the family’s residence. A well-meaning neighbor, thinking that the boxes in the family’s carport were trash, took them to the front curb to be picked up by the sanitation truck. One of those boxes was taken by garbage collectors; fortunately for black history, the others were not.

The near-disappearance of Medgar Evers from the pages of American history illustrates just how fragile our heritage has become. Too often the study of history is an exercise in nostalgia or political myth-making rather than an honest interaction with the raw materials of the past. Understanding how Medgar employed tactics to energize and mobilize thousands of oppressed rural black folks to shake off their bondage and to boldly demand equal rights can provide practical examples of how a new generation of African  Americans and other minorities might challenge racism today. Preserving the past creates a living legacy that can help shape the future.

The second incident that inspired the writing of Living Black History involves the legacy of Trinidadian Marxist intellectual C. L. R. James. With the sole exception of W. E. B. Du Bois, James had the greatest impact on my own intellectual development. For half a century he personified the ideal of the “activist intellectual” by writing fearless indictments of colonialism and racism in the Caribbean, Africa, Europe, and the United States. In 1987, it was my great privilege to meet and talk at length one afternoon with “Nello,” as he was widely known, in his tiny flat in the Brixton section of London. Through a series of complicated circumstances, James’s archives, consisting of priceless correspondence, manuscripts, and handwritten texts, were stored in Manhattan’s Upper West Side, not far from Columbia University. James Murray, a dedicated research assistant to James, had relocated the archive there and had established it as the C. L. R. James Center. In 2002 I met with Murray, and that fall semester I offered him a visiting professorship in African-American studies at Columbia, where he taught a James seminar.

In 2003 Murray died suddenly. Two groups of C. L. R. James’s associates, one based in London and the other aligned with the late Murray primarily in the United States, disputed the ownership of the archive’s physical and intellectual property. Prior to his death, Murray had been in negotiations with my colleagues at Columbia’s  Rare Book and Manuscript Library for the acquisition of the James archive. I had drawn up an ambitious plan to complement the archive. The plan included an online search engine to help scholars with their research, as well as public conferences and exhibitions of James’s papers to celebrate his political and intellectual accomplishments. We also would have established educational links between Columbia and the University of the West Indies. All of this would have culminated with the Internet publication of many of James’s manuscripts and correspondence.

Unfortunately, since James had failed to outline a clear plan for preserving and making accessible the bulk of his scholarship, his closest friends and associates found it impossible to reach a compromise for ensuring his intellectual legacy. The legal dispute tied up James’s archives completely. Young doctoral and master’s degree students seeking to gain access to James’s archives for research purposes have been deeply disappointed to learn that the papers are now boxed and sealed in the deep recesses of Columbia University’s Butler Library. Once again, part of our black heritage is lost.

When the W. E. B. Du Bois Institute and the African-American Studies Department at Harvard University, headed by my friend Henry Louis Gates Jr., graciously invited me to deliver its prestigious 2004 W. E. B. Du Bois Lectures, I found myself thinking about my experiences with Myrlie and the legal dispute over C. L. R. James’s papers. I decided to use the lectures to engage the problems of how black history can be both lost and sustained, as well as the connection between historical consciousness and political and  social change. In early 2004 I drafted three lectures on these themes and I delivered them at Harvard University that April: “Living Black History: Black Consciousness, Place, and America’s Master Narrative”; “Malcolm X’s Life-After-Death: The Dispossession of a Legacy”; and “The Unfulfilled Promise of Brown: From Desegregation to Global Racial Justice.” With significant modifications and revisions, these lectures appear here as Chapters 1, 4, and 5. Chapter 2, “Mapping Black Political Culture: Leadership, Intellectuals, and Resistance,” was first drafted in May 2004 and evolved into its current form by June 2005. Chapter 3, “Resurrecting the Radical Du Bois,” actually began as a short essay in late 2003 and evolved into a lecture delivered at the opening plenary of the American Sociological Convention in San Francisco in August 2004. Its current form was completed in July 2005. Greatly revised versions of parts of Chapter 3 appeared as “Celebrating Souls: Deconstructing the Du Boisian Legacy” in W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 100th Anniversary Edition (Boulder: Paradigm Publishers, 2004) and “Introduction,” in Manning Marable, W. E. B. Du Bois: Black Radical Democrat, Revised Edition (Boulder: Paradigm Publishers, 2005). Part of Chapter 4 appeared, in a slightly different version, as “Rediscovering Malcolm’s Life,” in my journal, Souls, vol. 7, no. 1 (winter 2005). Part of Chapter 5 was published as “The Promise of Brown: Desegregation, Affirmative Action and the Struggle for Racial Equality,” Negro Educational Review, vol. 56, no. 1 (January 2005), and “Beyond Brown: The Revolution in Black Studies,” Black Scholar, vol. 35, no. 2 (Summer 2005).


Living Black History is an intellectual and political intervention for all Americans, but particularly those of us of African descent. The artifacts, memorabilia, and archives of the great black forerunners in the fight for freedom and democracy are seriously endangered, and precious little is being done about it. Priceless records, films, photographs, and crucial documents that reveal the inner stories of remarkable African-American women and men are rapidly being destroyed—whether through neglect, physical deterioration, or legal disputes which keep them from being properly archived and preserved. Frequently the destruction of black heritage is economically motivated. Private letters and memorabilia of black icons like Malcolm X are hoarded by private collectors, and then sold to the highest bidder, disappearing from public access.

Sometimes the destruction of black heritage is ideological, as in the cases of the families of Martin Luther King Jr. and of Malcolm X and Dr. Betty Shabazz. The Kings’ goal is to “freeze” Martin on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, delivering his “I Have a Dream” address, thus isolating him from his 1967–1968 radical antiwar, pro–Poor Peoples’ March phase. The Shabazzes prefer to focus on Malcolm’s youthful prepolitical period and his final year outside the Nation of Islam, while minimizing the profound significance of his devotion to Elijah Muhammad and his extensive involvement and identification with the conservative black nationalist tenets of the Nation of Islam.

For me, being true to black history, for me, means accepting and interpreting its totality. The historian’s task is to preserve everything that has substantive significance,  and to resist the temptation of imposing our own latter-day perceptions on the content of our subjects. We can best honor the sacrifices of those African Americans who died to achieve freedom by recording and interpreting accurately what they actually said and did, and then making that information available to the widest possible public audience through texts, films, the Internet, and multimedia resources.


Living Black History also examines the role of the activist-intellectual in the making of modern black history. I have chosen to focus on three individuals: W. E. B. Du Bois, preeminent black intellectual of the twentieth century; Malcolm X (El Hajj Malik El Shabazz), fiery black nationalist and later human rights advocate; and NAACP General Counsel Robert L. Carter. In the cases of Du Bois and Malcolm X, there has been a collective theft of the true content of their radical ideas and revolutionary politics in different ways. In Carter’s case, most African Americans have failed to appreciate that the best way to honor the tremendous legal achievement of Brown v. Board of Education that he helped to engineer is to critique its successes and failures, and to transcend its limitations by pursuing a new political and legal strategy to challenge structural racism as it presently exists.

A half century ago, Du Bois, Malcolm X, and Carter, in very different ways, all struggled to overthrow the immoral regime of Jim Crow segregation and the destructive psychological sense of dependency and inferiority it engendered among their people. The challenges today are different: Instead of legal segregation, we are confronted internationally  with a growing “global apartheid,” and domestically with a “color-blind racism.” Both are defined by mass unemployment, mass incarceration, and mass disfranchisement. This “New Racial Domain” of color-blind racism can be undermined, in part, by harnessing the living power of black heritage and our narratives of resistance. Preserving our proud past and presenting with integrity the stories of these extraordinary women and men helps us to imagine new futures, and to use history as a critical force for change. In this manner, we may “forever stand, true to our God, true to our native land.”

Reconstructing the hidden, fragmented past of African Americans can be accomplished with a multidisciplinary methodology employing the tools of oral history, photography, film, ethnography, and multimedia digital technology, an approach I call “living history.” The larger civic objective of living history projects is to stimulate a new kind of historically grounded conversation about race and the destructive processes of racialization. America is a nation that continues to evade and obscure from its own citizens the central drama of its development—the glaring contradiction of structural inequality that was justified by the color of one’s skin.

Blacks acquired and came to believe deeply in the democratic discourse to which whites claimed an allegiance. They bitterly learned, however, that the constitutional guarantees and the administration of laws protecting individual rights were not extended to them. In response, they established organizations and institutions that both preserved their unique cultural gifts, families, and heritage and also  asserted their rights to be treated as equals. They also struggled for what historians describe as “self-determination”—the ability to decide collectively for themselves what the future development of their group should be, and what new institutional arrangements would be necessary to achieve those ends.

A new civic conversation about race in America’s historical development requires the unearthing of physical sites of atrocities, from the Jackson, Mississippi, home of Medgar Evers, to Manhattan’s Audubon Ballroom, where Malcolm X was assassinated. That honest conversation would include a discussion about the possible role of governmental and public agencies in creating the conditions that culminated in the deaths of prominent African Americans, as well as thousands of others whose lives went unrecorded and forgotten. The process of frank reevaluation of a shared past of suffering and struggle may prompt a rededication to enduring democratic values and policies, which will bring at long last all elements of our fragmented nation into a common civic project.

Many people assisted in the development of Living Black History. My graduate research assistants Elizabeth Mazucci, Mio Matsumoto, and Zaheer Ali all contributed extensively in tracking down invaluable information. Professor Farah Jasmine Griffin, the Director of Columbia University’s Institute for Research in African-American Studies, generously granted me leave time in 2004 to complete research on both this book and The Autobiography of Medgar Evers (New York: Basic Civitas, 2005). The Institute’s outstanding staff, especially Shawn Mendoza,  Glenda Walker, and Sharon Harris, was always especially helpful. Sara Crafts, my typist–research assistant, expertly processed the entire manuscript through its many versions and helped keep the entire project on track and on time. My gifted, sympathetic editors at Basic Civitas, Elizabeth Maguire and Chris Greenberg, made key suggestions for strengthening and revising the final text, greatly improving the book. Chris devoted much time and effort in helping me to translate the mundane information drawn from historical research into a style and language that would be accessible to a general audience, a challenge that many historians unfortunately fail to address.

Finally, the debt I can never fully repay is to Leith Mullings, a great intellectual-activist in the true radical tradition of W. E. B. Du Bois. Leith is admittedly the intellectual collaborator on most of my best ideas. She will always be “my bright and morning star.”

 



Manning Marable July 31, 2005







CHAPTER I


Living Black History

Black Consciousness, Place, and America’s Master Narrative


 



 


History is a form within which we fight, and many have fought before us. Nor are we alone when we fight there. For the past is not dead, inert, confining; it carries signs and evidences also of creative resources which can sustain the present and prefigure possibility.

—EDWARD THOMPSON

 



 



 




WE ALL “LIVE HISTORY” EVERY DAY. BUT HISTORY IS more than the construction of collective experiences, or the knowledge drawn from carefully catalogued artifacts from the past. History is also the architecture of a people’s memory, framed by our shared rituals, traditions, and notions of common sense. It can be a ragged bundle of hopes, especially for those who have been relegated beyond society’s brutal boundaries.

For the majority of Americans, “American history” is a narrative about an inevitable series of conquests: over indigenous people, over frontiers, over boundaries and borders,  over vast stretches of geography, and even over space itself. Embedded in that conquest is a set of ideas about individual liberty, the ownership of private property, and certain restrictions on the authority and power of the central government over personal activity. The history that is generally codified in classroom textbooks and sets the boundaries of civic discourse emphasizes the character of the American experience as both “exceptional” and “unique,” but also “universal,” in the sense that our history’s underlying core democratic values can be transported and adopted by other peoples in distant lands, thereby enhancing the quality of their lives. To become “American” is to accept the legitimacy of this master narrative.

Unfortunately, there is considerable historical evidence—for example, Native American artifacts, the burial ground of enslaved Africans next to Wall Street, and remnants of internment camps formerly holding Japanese Americans during World War II—that undermines the coherence and legitimacy of that master narrative of American history. Consensus and intragroup cooperation, rather than conflict, are deliberately emphasized, with the objective of assimilating opposing interests and factions into a pluralistic, harmonious whole—e pluribus unum. However, in a society historically organized around structural racism, this task is, at best, difficult because it demands the selective suppression of historical evidence itself.

This suppression can occur in small ways, such as the National Park Service’s previous description of the sites of slave shanties behind George Washington’s Mount Vernon  estate and Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello as “servants’ quarters.” Or, in the case of the all-black neighborhood of Rosewood, Florida, it can occur on an almost unbelievably large scale. In the aftermath of the murderous mass assault by whites against blacks in January 1923, the perpetrating whites proceeded with the physical elimination of any evidence that an African-American community once existed there at all. There is too often a deliberate distancing of whites from the common hidden history they actually share with black people.

The darkest aspects of American history have often been hidden from plain view because of the power of the past—or at least the power of the popularly perceived past—to shape the realities of our daily lives. Ignorance of our shared history sustains our parallel racial universes. On the outskirts of Jerusalem (now Courtland), Virginia, in late August of 1831, a band of slave rebels led by charismatic preacher Nat Turner began butchering white men, women, and children. Within thirty-six hours about sixty white slaveholders and their family members had been killed. The white authorities responded with overwhelming force, rounding up the rebels along with over one hundred African Americans who had not been involved in the insurrection. As many as two hundred blacks were burned alive, beheaded, and/or lynched. Turner himself was captured and hung on November 11, 1831. His corpse was decapitated, and strips of his skin were removed and sewn into souvenir purses. The remnants of his body were buried in an unmarked grave near a railroad track.

Today, six of the twenty-nine slave-owners’ houses that Turner and his followers attacked still stand. One current owner proudly displays a bullet hole left from the 1831 rebellion. Aside from a few bullet holes, few signposts bear witness to these events. The most visible, and literal, representation of the uprising is “Blackhead Signpost Road,” so named because an African-American slave rebel’s severed head had been mounted high on a stake along the country road. The continued existence (until recently) of “Blackhead Signpost Road” into the twenty-first century is an indication that white Americans are still taught to believe that “being white” means never having to say they are sorry.

For almost two centuries, white America has had difficulty explaining the reasons for Nat Turner’s infamous revolt, which unleashed such violence against “innocent” whites. In the aftermath of the uprising, the New York Morning Courier and Enquirer in 1831 questioned why “mistresses famed for their kindness—virgins renowned for their beauty and little helpless lisping infants in the cradle, were in short, hewed down with axes, butchered with knives, and had their brains dashed out . . . by those fiends in human form.” But from the terrain of black consciousness, a different set of questions emerges, all predicated on the right of the oppressed to use any means at their disposal to overturn the forces of domination against them. To W. E. B. Du Bois, for instance, Nat Turner was “the preacher revolutionist” who believed he “was to lead the liberation movement and that the first should be last  and the last first.” For actor Ossie Davis, Turner represented “our secret weapon, our ace in the hole, our private consciousness on manhood.” For these African Americans, Turner’s actions required no apologies.

A few miles from the site of the Turner uprising is another marker of the hidden history of racial injustice. In the 1950s, blacks in Farmville, Virginia, mobilized to demand the desegregation of their public schools. Whites responded with the same fervor they exhibited in resisting Nat Turner: They immediately closed the public schools for years. Whites set up private academies for their children while a “lost generation” of blacks lacked access to quality secondary education and thus were penalized for life. When desegregation was finally enforced in the fall of 1964, only eight whites showed up at the public school buldings to attend classes with fifteen hundred blacks. It took nearly forty years, until 2003, for the Virginia legislature to pass a resolution admitting its “profound regret” for the closing of Farmville’s public schools. There was, however, no compensation given to the “lost generation” or their descendants.

The physical sites of Nat Turner’s uprising and the public school buildings in Farmville, Virginia, are important because our national memory is closely linked with geography, physical spaces, and material culture. When African Americans attempt to reconstruct narratives told by their great-grandparents and grandparents, the physical sites of these narratives invoke the smells, sounds, tastes, and cultural textures of black daily life that may no longer exist. They provide a firm grounding from which a meaningful  interpretation becomes possible. This is particularly the case with sites marking a horrific event that represents a larger social reality, such as structural racism.

In the Bronx, the residence of Amadou Diallo—a West African immigrant killed on February 4, 1999, by four plainclothes officers of New York City’s Street Crimes Unit, who shot at him forty-one times and struck him with nineteen bullets—has become an impromptu site of community mourning, grief, and political anger about police brutality. Flowers are left in the vestibule and outside the building on the anniversary of his death. For most Americans the site of President John F. Kennedy’s assassination in Dallas, Texas, is officially considered “hallowed ground,” whereas the Audubon Ballroom in Manhattan, where Malcolm X was brutally murdered on February 21, 1965, and the Bronx site of Diallo’s killing are not.

Frequently American history’s places or sites of racist tragedies are difficult if not impossible to mark for memorialization. In 1765, for example, Nicholas Brown Sr., a wealthy Rhode Island merchant, commissioned the ship Sally to trade cargoes of rum and other manufactured goods to the west coast of Africa for the purchase of enslaved Africans. The captain of the slave vessel was under orders to carry Sally’s human cargo to Barbados, where the bulk of Africans were to be sold. Four Africans, each approximately fifteen years old, were to be transported back to Rhode Island, where they were to become the personal household slaves of the Brown family.

The initial phase of Sally’s voyage to West Africa went according to plan, but things quickly fell apart when the ship  started to cross the Atlantic. Africans who were brought up on deck hurled themselves into the ocean, deliberately choosing death rather than descending back below deck. Scores of slaves began dying from fever, lack of food, and unsanitary conditions. One determined African woman managed to hang herself below deck to protest her captivity. When one party of slaves was brought up on deck, they attempted to physically overpower the white crewmen: Eight slaves were shot and killed. By the time Sally reached the West Indies, over one hundred of the original one hundred sixty-seven enslaved Africans had died.

There is no historical marker for the victims of Sally’s journey, either on some remote island in the South Atlantic or in Rhode Island. But a memorial to honor Brown and his even more successful son, Nicholas Brown Jr., a prominent banker and merchant, was subsequently constructed. Nicholas Brown Sr.’s brother, John Brown, continued to purchase and transport hundreds of slaves into the Caribbean and the United States during and after the American Revolution. There is some evidence that unpaid black labor was used by the Brown family at its ironworks factory in Massachusetts, and in its candle factory located in Providence. The Browns were devoted to the cause of American independence, and volunteered their ships to transport crucial supplies to General George Washington’s beleaguered troops. But these same ships were also used to bring African slaves to the United States against their will. None of these ironies of history troubled the founding fathers of Rhode Island College, renamed Brown University in 1804 to honor the chief benefactors of that academic institution.

Brown University’s institutional connections with the transatlantic slave trade and slavery were hardly unique. Many of America’s oldest and most prestigious universities, banks, and corporations have similar links. At Yale University, eight of the twelve named residential colleges on campus are named in honor of slaveholders. A significant landmark on Yale’s campus, Livingston Gateway, was named to honor early college benefactor Philip Livingston, one of “the biggest slave traders in the American colonies.” Columbia University has a similar history. Founded in 1754 as George II’s “King’s College” on the island of Manhattan, the school sought the patronage of affluent merchants, many of whom were directly involved in slave trading, or who materially profited from the unpaid labor of African Americans.

One of Columbia’s most revered founding fathers was William Alexander, Lord Stirling, a governor of King’s College from 1763 to 1782. In 1748, Alexander and a business partner, John Stevens, commissioned a ship to Africa, bringing back to New York City’s harbor a cargo of slaves for sale. From the profits of this initial venture, Alexander purchased two slave ships of his own, according to archivist Marilyn H. Pettit, “working in business-like fashion until unprofitability set in.” Enslaved African Americans worked at Lord Stirling’s “sumptuous estate at Basking Ridge, New Jersey, throughout the Revolutionary War.” Brockholst Livingston, Columbia College trustee from 1787 until 1823, who also served as treasurer and chair of the college’s board of trustees from 1816 to 1823, owned slaves at least until  1817. Columbia’s eighth president, William Alexander Duer, serving from 1829 to 1842, was the grandson of both Alexander and John Duer, who made his fortune from slave plantations in Antigua and Dominica. At the same time, there were early prominent alumni of Columbia, such as Alexander Hamilton, who vigorously opposed the slave trade and slavery’s expansion.

The recent national debate over “reparations,” prompted by the 2000 publication of Randall Robinson’s brilliant and provocative book, The Debt, led a number of state and local governments to consider enacting laws to force corporations to disclose any possible links they may have had with African-American slavery. After Chicago’s city council passed a slavery disclosure law in 2002, for example, J. P. Morgan Chase revealed that two predecessor banks it once owned had accepted thirteen thousand enslaved African Americans owned by Louisiana slaveholders as collateral for a series of loans prior to the Civil War. When several of these loans defaulted, the banks seized possession of twelve hundred slaves and sold them. In January 2005, J. P. Morgan Chase issued a public “apology” and created “a $5 million scholarship for African Americans in Louisiana.”

On June 1, 2005, the Wachovia Corporation, America’s fourth largest bank, revealed that several of its predecessor institutions had also profited directly from slavery, and had permitted borrowers to use their enslaved African Americans as collateral for loans. A team of seven archivists and researchers employed by Wachovia devoted over 1,800 hours, sifting through two-hundred-year-old records housed  at the Library of Congress and the Maryland Historical Society. Going over old bank ledgers, correspondence written by bank managers, and newspaper accounts, the story of corporate collusion with slave traders, slaveholding plantation owners, and businessmen began to unfold. In one instance, the Bank of Charleston, established in 1834, had taken possession of at least 529 slaves on defaulting mortgages and loans from white customers prior to the Civil War. The Bank of Charleston subsequently became part of the South Carolina National Corporation, which in 1991 merged into Wachovia. Another Wachovia predecessor bank, the Georgia Railroad and Banking Company, had bankrolled the construction of a Georgia railroad in 1833 using slave labor that involved at least 162 enslaved African Americans. Wachovia chairman and chief executive officer G. Kennedy Thompson declared to the media: “I apologize to all Americans, and especially to African Americans and people of African descent. . . . We know that we cannot change the past, and we can’t make up for the wrongs of slavery, but we can learn from our past and begin a stronger dialogue about slavery and the experience of African Americans in our country.”

In 2000, California became the first state to demand that insurance companies doing business there disclose information regarding policies they had issued years before involving slavery. On March 1, 2005, the Richmond, California, City Council adopted an ordinance mandating that its $150 million pension and city investment funds divest from financial institutions that previously profited from slavery. A  similar debate for slavery divestment has erupted within the California Employees’ Retirement System, the nation’s largest public pension system.

The public pressure on corporations and financial institutions to reveal their links to both slavery and Jim Crow segregation policies has prompted several to make unprecedented admissions concerning both past and present discriminatory practices. One interesting example is provided by Eastman Kodak. In 1999, the Rochester, New York, chapter of the NAACP confronted Eastman Kodak’s senior management about allegations of racial discrimination it had received from its minority employees. Kodak investigated the charges and admitted that discrimination was widespread throughout the company. It responded by distributing approximately $13 million in “restitution checks and salary increases” by 2004, and promoted an undisclosed number of minorities to managerial positions. Kodak also evaluated eight hundred employees, assessing their “ability to manage in a diverse environment,” and demoted or removed about two hundred people from managerial and supervisory positions. Such concessions, while commendable, were not sufficient for many African-American Kodak employees, who still perceived that blacks as a group continued to earn less than their white counterparts performing similar tasks. On July 30, 2004, a group of former and current Kodak employees sued the corporation in Federal District Court, charging Eastman Kodak with continued systematic discrimination against African Americans.

A few institutions have creatively attempted to atone for their racist pasts by removing embarrassing symbols or landmarks from their property that were connected with slavery or racial segregation. One example was the noble effort of Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee. In 1935, the “United Daughters of the Confederacy” donated $50,000 to Vanderbilt; it was used towards the construction of a new campus building named “Confederate Memorial Hall.” Since African Americans were banned by race from attending Vanderbilt at that time, no one raised objections. By 2002, a racially integrated Vanderbilt, attempting to enhance its multicultural image, initiated legal measures to remove the word “confederate” engraved in stone above the building that is now used as a dormitory. In May 2005, a state court ruled against Vanderbilt, declaring that the word “confederate” had to remain, unless the university agreed to return to the United Daughters of the Confederacy the inflation-adjusted sum of its 1935 donation, which by 2005 amounted to $690,246. Vanderbilt conceded its legal defeat, and left the confederate landmark unchanged. However, on its campus maps and other university literature, the dormitory has now become “Memorial Hall.”

Conservatives who in recent years had largely succeeded in dismantling affirmative action policies and race-sensitive college scholarships were dismayed by these numerous examples of historical introspection and candor about racism, both past and present. They perceived the reparations discourse as a nefarious Pandora’s box, threatening to undermine the legitimacy of all types of institutions, private and  public. When Brown University President Ruth J. Simmons, the first African-American president of an Ivy League institution, announced in March 2004 the establishment of a “Committee on Slavery and Justice” to engage in a two-year investigation of the university’s ties to black servitude, conservative critics wasted little time in denouncing her bold initiative. Economist Thomas Sowell ruminated in the conservative periodical Human Events: “This is to be no academic exercise of scholarly research. There is obviously supposed to be a pot of gold at the end of this rainbow.” For Sowell, Simmons was duplicitously engaging in the sordid business of “race hustling. It is being coy about race hustling. At least Al Sharpton and Jesse Jackson are up front.”

What perturbed Sowell and other conservative ideologues was that despite largely winning the legal battle to dismantle affirmative action, they were in danger of losing the larger moral war for reinterpreting America’s divided racial past. Any serious, historically grounded excavation of the history of almost any major U. S. institution established prior to the Civil Rights movement could potentially reveal a virtual nightmare of racist atrocities and exploitation, suggesting not merely apologies, but the large-scale transferal of wealth to the descendants of slaves—the African-American population—as compensation. Sowell’s worst fears may have been realized when a University of Alabama law professor, Alfred L. Brophy, urged his university in March 2004 to “apologize for owning slaves before the Civil War and consider granting reparations to their descendants.” Brophy’s research had uncovered that African-American slaves had routinely labored at the early campus  from 1831 up to 1865. Two of the University of Alabama’s earliest presidents also owned slaves.

Against this growing mountain of historical documentation—the millions of African-American families forcibly separated through sale; the generations of black slaves coerced to build university buildings, courthouses, banks, and railroads without compensation; the nameless millions denied access to higher education, employment, and access to health care under the intolerable regime of Jim Crow segregation—why do the great masses of white Americans remain unmoved? For them, the white past by its nature is remote from the present; the black past reveals nothing but an abyss. To explore the dark unknown is to lose touch with reality. Linking the black past too closely with the present could compromise their future. I think most African Americans intuitively understand all this, and recognize that their moral claim on American institutions is inextricably bound to their past. For us, the past is not simply prologue; it is indelibly part of the fabric of our collective destiny.

Indeed this alternate understanding of history, even more than race or culture, is the most important quality that makes African Americans as a people different from other Americans. To most blacks, existence meant struggle: We could never afford to stand still. White Americans could afford to evade or deny the deep ironies and contradictions embedded in their racialized democracy; we could not. C. L. R. James clearly understood this, as he observed in 1970:
The black people in the United States are the most socially united group in the country; they all have one unifying characteristic—they suffer from that historical development which has placed them in the role of second class citizens. There is no other national group which automatically constitutes one social force with a unified outlook and the capacity to make unified moves in politics and to respond to economic problems. . . . It is from America’s urban blacks that many people all over the world have historically gained a consciousness of the problems that black people suffer and their attempts to overcome them.





An independent black consciousness arose around the recognition that “race” was the fundamental contradiction within the politics of the American state. That is because, as Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X both completely understood, U.S. democracy was constructed on a distinctively racial foundation. The nation’s first law, the 1790 Emigration Act, limited citizenship solely to “free white persons.” That helps to explain why most Asians born in continental Asia could not legally become U.S. citizens until 1952, and why the majority of black voters could not cast ballots in a U.S. presidential election until 1968.

It is a people’s proximity to state power—most simply embodied in the ability to vote—that decides how they think about “living history” in the United States. Because of the difficult circumstances of their lives, the oppressed  sometimes tend to celebrate myth over factual accuracy, romantic resistance over silent subordination. Not only can the proximate access to power affect the experience of an entire people, it can also alter how a group will remember its most dynamic figures. To my knowledge, very few black poets have written lyrics in praise of the heroic exploits of Booker T. Washington, Condoleezza Rice, or Clarence Thomas. By contrast, there are literally hundreds of powerful poems, plays, symphonies, and even an opera inspired by Malcolm X. Blacks even make critical distinctions about “authenticity” among their most celebrated and popular public figures. Several years ago in my Malcolm X seminar at Columbia, I asked the students about the critical differences between Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. One black student quickly responded that “Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. belongs to the world, but Malcolm X belongs to us.”

Black consciousness was also formed in response to the omnipresent reality of racist violence that generations of African Americans experienced in their daily lives. Such violence usually assumed the character of social exclusion, stigmatization, and physical and psychological intimidation, from being forced to descend from the sidewalk when whites walked by, to being denied service at restaurants or restrooms during the period of Jim Crow segregation. Yet always beneath the surface of this racially stratified civic order was the constant fear of lynching, or vigilante violence outside the sanction of legal authorities and the courts. From 1882 to 1927, over 3,500 blacks  were lynched in the United States, about 95 percent in the South. An unknown number of additional African Americans were killed, especially in rural and remote areas, where we have few means to reconstruct these crimes.

Most white Americans today have a dim recognition that lynchings of some African Americans unfortunately happened in the distant past in the United States. But few comprehend just how prevalent and popular these criminal acts were, or that thousands of whites—some of their grandparents and parents—eagerly participated in these atrocities. Of the thousands of well-documented cases of lynchings during the past century, two particularly stand out for me. In Omaha, Nebraska, on the evening of September 28, 1919, a white mob of five thousand surrounded and raided the county courthouse, where an African-American male was being held, charged with assaulting a white female. The black man was seized from the local authorities, then was publicly executed. His body was shot an estimated one thousand times. For good measure, the mutilated corpse was burned. Dozens of defiant, smiling white men, many wearing white shirts, neckties, and business suits, posed proudly around the charred corpse for souvenir photographs. In Marion, Indiana, on August 7, 1930, a massive white mob stormed the jail in the local county courthouse, seizing two incarcerated African-American teenagers, Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith, who had been accused of raping a white woman. Within less than an hour, a festive gathering of several thousand white women and men armed with baseball bats, crowbars, and guns  beat and then lynched the two black boys. A photograph of the Marion lynching depicts smiling young adults, a pregnant woman, teenage girls, and a middle-aged man, pointing proudly to one of the dangling corpses.

A third young African American, a sixteen-year-old shoeshine boy named James Cameron, was also seized and beaten by the mob that night. Several men lifted Cameron up, and a noose was slipped around his neck. Just at that moment, a local white man in the crowd pushed forward and declared that young Cameron was innocent. Years later, on June 13, 2005, speaking at a U.S. Senate news conference, 91-year-old James Cameron recalled: “They took the rope off my neck, those hands that had been so rough and ready to kill or had already killed, they took the rope off my neck and they allowed me to start walking and stagger back to jail, which was just a half-block away.” Cameron, the only known survivor of an attempted lynching, had come to the Capitol as part of an effort to obtain a formal apology from the Senate for its historic refusal to pass federal legislation outlawing lynching. For decades, Southern senators had filibustered legislative attempts to ratify antilynching legislation, denouncing such bills as an unnecessary interference with states’ rights. Prompted by the emotional testimony of Cameron and the family members and descendants of lynching victims, the Senate finally issued an apology for lynching—the first time in United States history that Congress has acknowledged and expressed regret for historical crimes against African Americans—in a formal resolution. What was most significant, 
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