
		
			[image: 9781529413755_FC.jpg]
		

	
		
			Busted in New York

		

	
		
			Also by Darryl Pinckney

			fiction

			High Cotton

			Black Deutschland

			nonfiction

			Out ­There: Mavericks of Black Literature

			Blackballed: The Black Vote and US Democracy

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			First published in the United States in 2019 by Farrar, Straus and Giroux 

			This ebook published in 2020 by

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			An imprint of

			 

			Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			Copyright © 2019 Darryl Pinckney

			 

			The moral right of Darryl Pinckney to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication 

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any 

			information storage and retrieval system, 

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available 

			from the British Library

			 

			PB ISBN 978 1 52941 374 8

			EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52941 375 5

			 

			Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders. However, the publishers will be glad to rectify in future editions any inadvertent omissions brought to their attention.

			 

			Quercus Editions Ltd hereby exclude all liability to the extent permitted by law for any errors or omissions in this book and for any loss, damage or expense (whether direct or indirect) suffered by a third party relying on any information contained in this book.

			 

			www.riverrunbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			

			For Priscilla Roth

		

	
		
			

			­Every existence has its idiom.

			—­Whitman

		

	
		
			Warm Canto

			This work comes from hopeful days. We have crossed so many borders in our politics and culture all of a sudden, even the most recent of the essays brought together in this volume feel as though they belong to a different historical period. These days I struggle not to feel overwhelmed by the never-before as well as the seemingly unprecedented in United States of America matters. 

			In some of these essays, I, as a demonstrator, pass through Washington, DC, or Ferguson, Missouri, or Zucotti Park, and my intention is to describe people and ideas worth fighting for. If I have managed to do things properly, then let the social observation in this collection eventually find historical value, the autobiographical essays follow those who wrote from the understanding that the Black Experience contains a multitude of episodes, and the explorations of the arts and artists speak to anyone who also looks for inspiration and consolation in cultural expression. I remember a professor I had who maintained that when we write among our purposes should be to honor the literature we care about. 

			Black American history is an inheritance. The variations on the theme have everything to do with where you are, where you came from, and when. My family and their friends were my Black America, a guarded back yard across town from the good old USA, with its open, leafy streets of the few decent white people we knew, the thousands of white people yet to be tested, and the very prominent white people who had declared against truth. However, we believed, and our elders, who had seen what they considered the worst of times, urged us to believe, because how else could we continue? They assured the young hot-heads that they didn’t mean it when they said they’d rather be dead than surrender to the power structure. 

			Now I am an old-head---how did that happen? “It was a generation that thought it was a country,” Luc Sante proclaimed. What would I say to the young people I don’t demonstrate with, no matter how masked or socially distanced we are? The family channel people went home; the committed ready to rumble took over. What would I say to the hot-heads who nightly took part in skirmishes with police forces in liberal-led, mid-city downtowns? In Washington state, white people came in from rural counties to side with the police. But then the dry American earth caught fire.         

			Fifty-odd years ago, Andrew Kopkind, in The New York Review of Books, lamented that, in the end, the revolutionary Martin Luther King, Jr., “outstripped by his times, overtaken by events,” had made no revolution. We had arrived at “an infrequent fulcrum of history,” Kopkind went on to say, and what was coming would be vastly different from what had been before. The dream had turned into a nightmare, Dr. King said after he was booed in Chicago in 1966 in what Kopkind called his search for a new constituency. The white society he’d asked black people to have faith in had shown itself unfaithful to them, Dr. King reflected. Civil rights organizations had become as irrelevant as political parties, Kopkind argued, because, if they could not deliver on integration, then attaining power, structural change, and freedom was a challenge certainly beyond them.

			When King re-emerged in the spring of 1967, he spoke at Riverside Church in New York, condemning the war in Vietnam. By the middle of the summer, more than one hundred riots had broken out in cities all over the country, some, like that in Detroit in July, went on for a few days of death and destruction. Uprisings, they were called, aimed at discomfiting the domestic picture we were told most of the country wanted to have of itself. Elsewhere, in San Francisco, most famously, it was the Summer of Love, and anti-war protest had become a youth movement. We learned early that everything seemed crucial and nothing fit together; pivotal moments in history can have a dissociative quality. History is chance, the poets warn, nothing is inevitable. 

			In 1968, Martin Luther King, Jr., suffered a visionary’s death, and once it was clear that no black revolution could come in the streets from what his militant critics had advocated, King’s radiant promises stepped free of apologies. We saw that the mass character of the movement, of black consciousness itself, owed a great deal to his supposedly irrelevant and outmoded philosophy and techniques of confrontation. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 changed black lives, Stacey Abrams has said. King understood what gave Black America the upper hand, but he didn’t have the chance to figure out what to do when the terms of engagement as he had used them got thrown out. The right-wing assault on the Voting Rights Act commenced as soon as it was passed, and in 2013 they succeeded: the Supreme Court struck down the provisions that had given the law its force. My parents taught us to vote with the judiciary always in mind and that there is more to voting than just casting a ballot.   

			Protest lies on a great chain of being, and the young of Black Lives Matter have a relationship to the past that they are acutely aware of. The history of incremental and convulsive change in America tells them that, no, we as a nation have not been in this condition before, beset by pandemic and by real fascist threat from the political center, but we are not completely unprepared or ill-equipped, because of people like King who went far for us, sometimes alone and unpopular. He despaired, but he did not give in. Here we are once more; the fulcrum is in motion. The magnitude of recent events has made distance impossible. We are not isolated; we are encircled. Whatever happens now, sophisticated abdication is cowardice; it is not keeping mental powder dry until the real thing comes along. It is morally and psychologically better to go down swinging, ringing doorbells and using your voice.     
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			Foreword: Thus Far on the Way

			Zadie Smith

			Each summer, in London, I speak to a group of teens participating in Target Oxbridge, a program that encourages black students to apply to univer­sity. They ask me about my college experience and wonder what their own might be. One per­sis­tent anxiety trumps all: ­Will this make me less black? From ­here, the conversation expands into existential territory, as they describe the many ­behaviors and traits they fear ­will place their blackness—in the eyes of ­others—in jeopardy. ­Things like reading or writing too much, wearing certain clothes, speaking a par­tic­u­lar way, having been to private school, living in the countryside. Sometimes I ask them to imagine a group of white students sitting ­there in our stead. What dangers could we conjure up that might put their whiteness in jeopardy? But we can only ever think of one—­extreme poverty—­and even then, it would likely not be their existential whiteness ­they’d consider endangered but only the privileges that may have once attended it. The ­imagined white students vanish. We sit together in our blackness and wonder: Can blackness ­really be so fragile an edifice that even a pair of narrow jeans may threaten it?

			In Darryl Pinckney’s life and work blackness is not so easily revoked. In his essays, blackness is as much in a black man’s possession at a British pro-­fox-­hunting demonstration as it is at the Million Man March—or while reporting on the protests in Ferguson, Missouri. He ­will retain it while writing operas in Berlin or falling in love (with a white, male poet) in Paris or reading Nancy Mitford. His blackness remains his even as he ponders the historical fact (alongside James Baldwin and Ta-­Nehisi Coates) that race is, in the final analysis, a social and po­liti­cal construction:

			In his writings, Baldwin stressed that the Negro problem, like whiteness, existed mostly in white minds, and in Between the World and Me (2015), Coates wants his son, to whom he addresses himself, to know this, that white ­people are a modern invention. “Race is the child of racism, not the ­father.”

			As a piece of rhetoric this has become increasingly easy to assert, and many say it, but it is Pinckney’s habit always to dig ­behind rhetoric to the historical record, where ­things are somewhat more difficult to say but no less true; for example, that blackness, too, must therefore be an equally modern invention, for white and black as categories are coeval, the creation of the first necessitating the other:

			Colonial law quickly made a distinction between indentured servants and slaves and in so ­doing invented whiteness in America. It may have been possible for a ­free African or mixed-­race person to own slaves, but it was not possible for a Eu­ro­pean to be taken into slavery. The distinction helped keep blacks and poor whites from seeking common cause.

			Pinckney’s emphasis on the interpolation of class and race can make him appear closer to the leftist Afro-­Caribbean tradition of race theorists—­exemplified by thinkers like Paul Gilroy and Stuart Hall—­who reject mythical or essentialist theories of racism (from the Curse of Ham to an inexplicable primordial hatred and horror of “black bodies”) in ­favor of a concrete economic analysis, in which racial distinctions have been created and maintained primarily for the sake of capitalist exploitation. For Pinckney, blackness is not an essential quality found in the blood, the spirit, or even the genes (“I’ve never liked that way of assigning to ­whole nations or groups innate behavioral characteristics. The work of ­every serious social scientist militated against it”) but a conceptual framework subject to history, like everything ­else: “­People ­were Jewish or Welsh before they ­were white. The Irish used to be black socially, meaning at the bottom. The gift of being white helped subdue class antagonism.”

			Of course, just ­because something is constructed, it does not follow that it ­isn’t meaningful. As Coates himself puts it with poetic succinctness: “They made us into a race. We made ourselves into a ­people.” And it is to the history of this ­people that Darryl Pinckney attends. The legislation to which we have been subject; the economic and social exclusion we have suffered; the experiences, both personal and public, that we have shared; our joys, our pains. But ­because he has a truly encyclopedic knowledge of black history—­stretching far beyond America to ­every corner of the globe—­the question of who and what this “we” contains remains at the forefront of Pinckney’s inquiry. What exactly do “we” share? How do “we” diverge? From the concluding lines of his essay on Coates, “The Afro-­Pessimist Temptation”: “Black life is about the group . . . this remains a fundamental paradox in the or­ga­ni­za­tion of everyday life for a black person.” Reading ­these lines, I thought of ­those students in London, never quite sure as to how or where they should draw the Venn diagram between the selves they feel so strongly and the “we” to which they no less profoundly belong. Can a diaspora be a monolith? Should it be?

			–––

			In “Slouching ­Toward Washington,” Pinckney’s account of attending the 1995 Million Man March, this question is no thought experiment but a pressing problem: “Everyone seemed in a prescriptive frame of mind, willing to go on record about what black men and therefore black ­people needed to do.”

			As anyone who has been on a march knows, you find yourself on such occasions shoulder to shoulder with ideological ­brothers, cousins, and strangers, and as moved as Pinckney is by the huge crowd, by the solemn courtesy each man shows the other as they move through the throng—­“Excuse me, ­brother . . . Excuse me, black man”—­not ­every speech he heard that day spoke to him, and not ­every voice lifted was the song he wanted to sing. He hears “a troubling capitulation in the exhortations that black men accept responsibility for their families” (he hears the same capitulation thirteen years ­later when Obama makes a similar cri de coeur) and wonders why all the men on the Mall that day should have to “swear as black men not to beat their wives, promise as black men not to abuse their ­children . . . as if domestic violence and poverty ­were not also white problems.” Pinckney is the incon­ve­nient scholar who knows, when Louis Farrakhan stands up and purports to quote a letter of 1612, written by one Willie Lynch, slave master, that this letter is a fraud, written in language that in no way belongs to the early seventeenth ­century—­and yet ­there is nothing vituperative in his style, and he’s never out for anybody’s blood. (“No doubt [Farrakhan] assumed that everyone understood the letter was apocryphal, a parable about fear, envy, and distrust, the means by which blacks are kept disunited.”) Still, the truth ­matters. “An invented past can never be used,” argued Baldwin, and Pinckney’s historical precision reminds us that ­there is more than sufficient systemic oppression in the black past and the black present not to require any added fictionalization. Instead of Farrakhan’s murky “conspiracy of whites against blacks,” we might consider that in the first quarter of the nineteenth ­century Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, North and South Carolina, and ­Virginia passed anti-­literacy laws, some of which included prison time for anyone who taught a slave to read and write,* while as Farrakhan speechified, ­there existed a perfectly nonfictional, racially biased criminal justice system that destroyed the lives of far more than a million black men.

			When, in the title essay, Pinckney finds himself briefly incarcerated (for smoking a joint in the East Village), he recognizes at once his own distance, despite appearances, from his fellow (all black or Hispanic) inmates, a difference marked not by color but by class (“The irony, for me, was that an all-­black gathering usually meant a special event, a stirring occasion”). Raised in the black bourgeoisie of the early 1960s—­the world of NAACP meetings and black-­owned newspapers, of prestigious black colleges and “Negro History Week”—he is attentive to the hierarchies of black struggle, even as the struggle itself renders his own experience invisible:

			Back then, as now, what constituted authentic blackness was determined by the plight of the majority, which meant the poorest. . . . Being of the black ­middle class could make you defensive. You ­were accused of trying to act white, of not knowing who you ­were. You ­were warned that one day soon it would be proven to you that you ­were black. . . . In the late 1960s, the black bourgeoisie was synonymous with ­Uncle Tom . . . depicted as light-­skinned, clubbish, collaborationist, materialistic; and, yes, ­there was too much of that.

			This image has also “obscured the historical truth of a sector of the black population that defined itself more by po­liti­cal and social objectives than income. . . . The old black ­middle class knew more than it wanted to about the front line. ­There was no refuge in success. A cousin of my ­mother’s, a student at Atlanta Univer­sity, was lynched in 1931.”

			It is this awareness of threat, the deadly patrimony of the African-­American, that Pinckney takes with him as a journalist to Ferguson, listening to the testimony of the ­people he finds ­there, bearing witness:

			The hip-­hop artist T-­Dubb-­O said that black males throughout the St. Louis area know how old they are from the tone of the police. “When ­you’re eight or nine, it’s ‘Yo, where are you ­going?’ and when it’s ‘Get down on the ground,’ you know ­you’ve turned fifteen.”

			Embedded with members of Black Lives ­Matter and the Reverend Osagyefo Sekou, an activist pastor from St. Louis, Pinckney finds himself far from his usual habitat—­the Schomburg Center—­hiding in the dark in a parking lot, listening to the sound of gunfire as “buildings burned on ­either side of us.” In Ferguson, too, he experiences a new generation’s disappointment with the same president the old men in Pinckney’s barbershop had heralded with the joy of a prize long deferred: “Black youth are fed up with being branded criminals at birth. Ferguson was the country stepping back in time, or exposing the fact that change ­hasn’t happened where most needed, that most of us ­don’t live in the age of Obama.”

			Pinckney does not share Sekou’s contempt for that president (“I wanted to say that Clarence Thomas is the race traitor, not Obama”), but he understands that what­ever ­future Obama symbolized was—to paraphrase William Gibson—at the very least unevenly distributed, and he pays tribute to ­those citizens whose work on the ground is transforming the present: “Instead of calling 911, black America now pulls out its smartphones in order to document the actions of the death squads that dialing 911 can summon.”

			–––

			Such a schizophrenic reality, in which black power—in the form of a president—­and black powerlessness, in the form of state violence and oppression, can coexist, would surely bring out the Afro-­pessimist in any reasonable man. “Which is better,” Pinckney asks himself, while considering the evident despair to be found in our present race debates, “to believe that blacks ­will achieve full equality in American society or to realize that white racism is so deep that meaningful integration can never happen, so make other plans?” It is a question he does not answer as much as historicize:

			In The Souls of Black Folk (1903), Du Bois argued that the influence of three main attitudes could be traced throughout the history of black Americans in response to their condition: “a feeling of revolt and revenge; an attempt to adjust all thought and action to the ­will of the greater group; or, finally, a determined effort at self-­realization and self-­development despite environing opinion.

			And this insistence on historicization allows him to take the long view on many present pains that may otherwise seem confounding to young ­people experiencing them for the first time. Instead of adjudicating that painful public spat between Cornel and Ta-­Nehisi, for example, Pinckney places it within a tradition, a long and glorious history of contention within black letters, in which “everyone accused everyone ­else of ­running a con”:

			In ­later years, Ellison remembered Wright, six years his se­nior, as a ­father figure whom he had quickly outgrown. But Wright’s example inspired the young James Baldwin to move to Paris in 1948. Wright was hurt when Baldwin ­declared his in­de­pen­dence from the protest tradition by denouncing Native Son. Baldwin ­later defended his criticisms, arguing in part that Wright’s concentration on defining his main character by the force of his circumstances sacrificed that character’s humanity. Baldwin’s turn would come.

			In his essay collection Home (1966), LeRoi Jones “sneered at Baldwin” for being pop­u­lar on the “white liberal cocktail party circuit.” Worse was in store for Baldwin, the understanding queer in a time of narrow macho militancy.

			That LeRoi Jones, even ­after he became Amiri Baraka, remained pop­u­lar on the white liberal cocktail circuit, that Baldwin also sometimes sacrificed a character’s humanity for a force of circumstance—­into ­these weeds Pinckney does not go, recognizing instead that this oedipal ­battle between ­fathers and forefathers is practically a black intellectual’s rite of passage. He is not interested in separating good black from bad, nor in discovering who is the “realest.” His focus is black history itself, its twists, its turns, its debates, its triumphs and self-­negations:

			The conflict between national and racial identity has had po­liti­cal expression—­integrationist/separatist—as well as psychological meaning: good black/bad black, masked black self/real black self. “­Free your mind, and your ass ­will follow,” Funkadelic sang in 1970, by which time the authentic black was always assumed to be militant.

			For Pinckney, separatism is an old song come around again, although this time appearing mainly as “a rhetorical strategy of the tradition,” divorced from the kind of black-­focused or­ga­ni­za­tion and po­liti­cal interventions represented by the Panthers or, much ­earlier, in the founding of the historically black colleges and incorporated black towns. In the new language of Twitter militancy “we just ­can’t” with white ­people anymore . . . and yet ­here we are and ­here they are, so what is to be done? As Pinckney points out, a despair cannot be total if someone has taken the time to write it out, for even “to address an audience beyond black ­people is to be still attempting to communicate and enlighten.” One recurring pattern in militancy is that one man’s militant is another’s ­Uncle Tom: “The reinvigoration of the marketplace of discussion about that invention, race, has always depended on the passing of the torch, on another generation coming along as a corrective to the one before it, the assumption being that the next generation ­will be more real and finally tell it like it is.”

			If Pinckney is suspicious of the old/new black authenticity contest, it may be ­because he exists himself at the intersection, as the young folks say, of several identities—­black, gay, bougie—­and so is familiar with how quickly a “we” can become a “you” and an “us.” One of the most striking moments in this book occurs when, while reporting on Hurricane Katrina, Pinckney finds himself in a black New Orleans that seems to welcome him with open arms, which he confesses comes as a surprise to a man who, out of habit and long experience, is used to “bracing myself for the anti-­Tom vibe or the anti-­queer vibe.” He is, that day, not “you” but “we,” fully included in a black space at a time of black tragedy, an event that was widely interpreted as a ­bitter example of the fact that white and black Americans ­were explicitly not “in this together.” Katrina seemed to confirm that what Coates has called “King’s gauzy dream” of multiracial solidarity had been, as Pinckney puts it, “replaced by the reality of an America of competing groups, with blacks tired of being the weakest of the lot.” Still, within this “weakest” group Pinckney wants us to remember ­there is difference and divergence—­and plenty of it. Interested as we all ­were, for example, in the saga of “Skip” Gates, the cop, and the president, Pinckney casts an unusually caustic eye over The Presumption of Guilt: The Arrest of Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Race, Class and Crime in America by Charles Ogletree, in which Ogletree interviews upper-­middle-­class black men, many of them Harvard educated, as they offer similar encounters of mistaken identity. Given that everyone approached for the book was of the privileged class, Pinckney wonders, is the unspoken assumption that the real offense is wounded class pride?

			One quickly understands the irritation of the black working poor with the outrage of black professionals at the social indignities they encounter. ­There are worse ­things than not having one’s high social status acknowledged by whites.

			Maybe the point is that no black person should have to stomach any bigotry, but the resentment Ogletree’s men . . . express at having been taken for a servant or menial by whites could make one wonder if their parents ever told them that they themselves ­ought not to judge a black man by the work he was able to find.

			We are prompted to ask ourselves why Gates’s tale of high-­status humiliation was so much more compelling, at that moment, in America, than the undisguised systemic racism that continued, throughout the Obama years, to put more working-­class black men in jail than in college.

			–––

			In his insistence on such awkward questions, Pinckney proves himself, as one essay title confesses, “­Under the Spell of James Baldwin.” For Baldwin never tired of being awkward. Pinckney’s Baldwin, though, is not quite the Baldwin currently experiencing a surge of popularity: the late Baldwin, the TV-­talking-­head Baldwin, the celebrity Baldwin selectively quoted in the film I Am Not Your Negro. Indeed, what Pinckney’s several essays on Baldwin reveal is that Baldwin can only ­really be selectively quoted—he espoused so many different, often contradictory, ideas over the years, that whichever Baldwin we want is generally the one we tend to get. Pinckney’s Baldwin not only did not despair of the possibility of racial coexistence but considered it existentially vital (“We, the black and the white, deeply need each other if we are ­really to become a nation—if we are ­really, that is, to achieve our identity, our maturity, as men and ­women. To create a nation has proved to be a hideously difficult task: ­there is certainly no need now to create two, one black, and one white.”) Pinckney’s Baldwin not only implied that white ­people can be fellow travelers in the struggle but that it was possible for his own favorite teacher, a white ­woman, to be structurally yet not actually black:

			She gave me books to read and talked to me about the books, and about the world: about Spain, for example, and Ethiopia, and Italy, and the German Third Reich; and took me to see plays and films to which no one ­else would have dreamed of taking a ten-­year-­old boy. . . . It is certainly partly ­because of her . . . that I never really managed to hate white ­people—­though, God knows, I have often wished to murder more than one or two. . . . 

			From Miss Miller, therefore, I began to suspect that white ­people did not act as they did ­because they ­were white, but for some other reason, and I began to try to locate and understand the reason. She, too, anyway, was treated like a nigger, especially by the cops, and she had no love for landlords.

			And of course Baldwin is also the black writer who was so good at appropriation (or assimilation? or fiction?) that his most famous novel is narrated in the first person by a gay white man. . . . In place of the consistent black saint we have recently been offered, then, Pinckney gives us back the fabulously inconsistent man and writer, shot through with both self-­hatred and self-­love, filled with contradictions and marvels and rhetorical fireworks and hot air and pure genius. The Baldwin who, like Pinckney himself, escaped the American struggle for a while—or got a new perspective on it—by leaving for Eu­rope.

			–––

			Many go to Paris; Pinckney went to Germany and ­England. As for Baldwin, Wright, and Ellison before him, leaving the United States brought Pinckney both exhilaration and anxiety. (“You could still find a sort of prejudice among black ­people against Eu­ro­pean expatriatism, as if it ­were only a rung below passing for white”—­again, merely an individual solution to what was a problem for the black masses.) But his spell abroad in no way lessened his fascination with the diaspora. Instead, in his Eu­ro­pean essays, he tracks black lives on unexpected journeys and down strange back alleys. It is a delight to follow him. How would I ever have heard of a book like A Black ­Woman’s Odyssey Through Rus­sia and Jamaica: The Narrative of the Life and Travels of Mrs. Nancy Prince if not for Darryl’s digging it up? I never knew that the Communist Party worked to support the Scottsboro Boys, nor that the “cause of freedom for black ­people mattered to the leading writers of the Romantic movement—Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, Byron, Shelley,” nor even that “Greenwich Village was a black neighborhood when Dickens visited in 1832.” In Pinckney’s beloved Berlin, while walking through the German Historical Museum, he finds that “the chapter on German colonialism occupied a single glass case ­under some stairs,” where the fact that the German army massacred thousands of the Herero and Nama ­people in the early twentieth ­century is acknowledged only in a brief piece of text on the wall. In London, he wonders at British racial myopia (“Britain seemed to tell itself that black ­people only got to its shores in 1948, with the HMT Empire Windrush. . . . It was as though British ­people had never asked themselves what happened to the Africans who lived in London or Bristol in the eigh­teenth ­century”) but also discovers, in the busy migrant streets, a useful corrective to lazy American ideas of Pan-­Africanism: “Nigerians ­were not Ghanaians, ­Kenyans were not South Africans, just as someone from Jamaica was not someone from Trinidad.”†

			Returning to the States means reentering the world of his parents and taking up once more his duties as they saw them, though with a new awareness of his own complicated role:

			Achievement was self-­sacrifice. You must not forget where you came from. You stood on the shoulders of the past. You ­were one of many. This was serious. You ­were one of the fortunate, and therefore you had a historic destiny to help other black ­people. My black life was straight; in my white life I could be queer. . . . The connection in my mind between expatriatism and sexual freedom was very strong. It had a lot of fantasy and self-­justification in it. . . .

			To talk about ­things black at home . . . was a way of not talking about myself while seeming to. I used my being black as a way to hide from my black ­family.

			Few are willing to acknowledge that sometimes the ­things we declaim most strongly usefully disguise the ­things we find hardest to admit, even to ourselves. “What’s new in racism” happens also to be the first subject of conversation each time I am re­united with my own ­family, and reading the above made me wonder: How much intimate and personal information is sidelined and obscured as we discuss what the president said about Africa or how the Italians are treating their migrants? “The very serious function of racism is distraction,” Toni Morrison once famously said. Can it even distract us from the “I” that we are?

			–––

			Leaving home has its advantages but also its costs. Considering the case of the Jamaican writer and poet Claude McKay, Pinckney writes: “His example haunts me. He paid for having been away so long. One day he woke up and discovered that he was out of it and unwanted.” Darryl, too, was away a long time, while Cornel and Skip each established their own fiefdoms, and while Toni accepted her Nobel, and now he finds himself back in Harlem right in the ­middle of what feels to many—to me!—­like a second Re­nais­sance. For Pinckney, it must feel something like the fifth or sixth: “The culture of the black diaspora has arrived. Again.” And with it comes a dizzying array of arguments, poses, stances, and claims, some of them surely bewildering to a man who has already lived through so many twists and turns in black history. “I ­can’t keep up,” he tells us, “and often I ­can’t sign on.” No ­matter.  “Hotep” may not be in his vocabulary, but with his portrait of Farrakhan he offers an indelible example of one. Besides, we have enough ­people keeping up with the latest debates and signing on with the hottest hashtags. ­Those interested in the culture of the black diaspora come to Pinckney’s work for other reasons. To know our multifaceted history. To figure out what progress ­we’ve made and how far ­there is to go, though, Lord knows, consensus on this ­matter is unlikely. I notice that even the lyrics of “Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing”—­the so-­called “black national anthem”—­are open to interpretation:

			We have come, treading our path through the blood of the slaughtered,

			Out from the gloomy past,

			Till now we stand at last

			Where the white gleam of our bright star is cast.

			God of our weary years, God of our ­silent tears,

			Thou who hast brought us thus far on the way;

			Thou who hast by Thy might,

			Led us into the light,

			Keep us forever in the path, we pray.

			How far is “thus far”? Have we ever been in the light? And come to think of it, are the “light” and the “white gleam” in ­those famous lyrics ­actual liberations or symbols of a colonized consciousness? Over such disputed territory does black intellectual life rove. No one knows how far we are down the path—we ­haven’t even agreed on the destination. (Kathleen Collins: “I believe in liberation, but I ­don’t believe it is at all the ­thing we think it is.”) But that’s okay. ­We’re lifting ­every voice and singing, often quite different tunes. And how lucky we are to have Darryl Pinckney, who, without rancor, without insult, has, all ­these years, been taking down our various songs, examining them with love and care, and bringing them back from the past, like a Sankofa bird, for our present examination. ­These days Sankofas like Darryl are rare. Trea­sure him!

			–––

			“Now, in 2018, blackness is as lethal to black ­people as it ever was.” So ran a line in The New York Times, and I passed over it without question. But reading ­these essays reminds me that though blackness can indeed still be lethal, it is not lethal in the same way nor to the same extent that it was in 1900, when black ­women did not have the right to vote and lynching was epidemic, nor in 1820, when to be black in America—­and many other places—­was to be in ­human bondage. Black ­people have ­every right to their pessimism (“Given the ­little that black ­people have gotten for it,” Sekou tells Pinckney, “voting fits the popular definition of insanity: ­doing the same ­thing over and over and each time expecting a different result.”) Yet to entirely elide the difference between the present and the past is to traduce the ancestors and obscure precisely the history of black activism found in families like Pinckney’s, in families like Coates’s, in the NAACP and the Black Panthers and Black Lives ­Matter, and all the other organizations and individuals that have done so much to ensure that the lives we are able to live ­today, however imperfect, are precisely not the same as they ever ­were.

			As a young man, Darryl once asked his ­father: If racism was “so forever,” then what was the point of struggle? “To struggle was what we ­were put on earth for, he answered.” Re­spect for the history of that struggle is not erasure of the difficult present, and recognition of progress within it need not be interpreted as ­either capitulation or weakness. As Baldwin himself put it: “To accept one’s past—­one’s history—is not the same ­thing as drowning in it; it is learning how to use it.” ­There’s more than one way to be militant.

			

			
				
					*A fact perhaps worth offering to any young person who fears excessive reading is somehow “not black.”

				

				
					†This ­simple but important point reminds me of a conversation I had about Black Panther not long ago with a Ghanaian friend while we sat at a ­table full of Americans. Asked what she thought of it, she smiled and said, “Imagine a film featuring a fictional Eu­ro­pean country in which some ­people dress like ­Kenyans, some like Ghanaians, some like Nigerians, some like Ethiopians, and so on, and then everybody has the same ‘Eu­ro­pean’ accent somewhere between Spanish, French, German, and Polish.”
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			Slouching ­Toward Washington

			1

			­People, black and white, say that the throngs of upstanding black men at the Million Man March showed a picture of the Black Man different from what the nation is accustomed to. ­Because this has always been my primary image of the Black Man—­the men in my ­family, my ­father, his friends, my friends, total strangers at traffic lights, and sometimes even myself—­what struck me was not the vast crowd’s proud demeanor or the insult that the crowd’s peacefulness was a pleasant surprise to most whites and to some blacks, but that the black men deserved a message more worthy of their journey than the numerology and self-­election of Louis Farrakhan.

			It was not a civil rights march, or even a march, though one Nation of Islam spokesman said on tele­vi­sion that it was a march in Washington rather than a march on Washington. As more than one of the day’s speechmakers insisted, they had come neither to demand nor to ask anything of government and whites. They had come for themselves and to ask something of themselves. It was billed as a day of atonement and reconciliation. It was a mass rally, a religious convocation, a camp revival meeting on a ­grand scale, with some competition among the speechmakers to see who could blow the emotional lid off the patient multitudes. Perhaps ­those black men and the ­women mingling among them—1.5 million, 2 million, 400,000, 870,000?—­came to experience just what it felt like to be in command of that place where history had been made a few times before. A lot of ­those present on October 16, 1995, had not been born in 1963.

			“Thank God it’s not a million white men marching on Washington,” a white En­glishman had said to me. The mean country South of the song “I’m bound for Black Mountain, me and my razor and my gun” was all that had been radiating from Capitol Hill for months. On the shuttle on Sunday, the day before the March, a black youth dressed in immaculate baggy white, including a white knit cap, did not address a word to me across the empty seat between us, nor I to him, as if in the commuter privacy of laptops and phone calls made from the air we had succumbed, as usual, to the inhibition of being outnumbered. Then, too, I worried that he would think it presumptuous of me to assume that just ­because he was young, chic, and black he was on his way to the March.

			Washington, D.C., is a predominantly black city, and a large percentage of its population lives below the poverty line. ­After the emancipated slaves came to town, Congress periodically addressed poverty’s look. Jacob Riis was brought in at the turn of the ­century, legislators ­were taken on tours of alleys, told that ­those ­were the same flies that landed on their sandwiches back at the club, and during World War I the first of a few redevelopment schemes was passed. In the 1950s the worst area near the Capitol was razed, its residents relocated. Blocks have been boarded up at other times, ­because of the riots in the 1960s, ­because of “gentrification.” Black doormen perhaps had been coming back downtown without their uniforms even before Marion Barry’s first and second acts, but a part of the excitement surrounding the Million Man March was that a precinct of official marble was about to be taken over.

			That Sunday afternoon, along the broad street of trees whose leaves had not yet turned, a vanguard of black entrepreneurs had set up ­tables of commemorative T-­shirts, caps, buttons, and sweatshirts boasting slogans and rhymes. Go-go ­music thumped from the rear of a parked truck. On the Mall itself, that expanse of green between the Capitol and the Washington Monument, ­people ambled and reconnoitered, many of them middle-­aged black men. Perhaps for them the Mall had been the site of ­earlier pilgrimages. The black men, the father-­and-­son-­like pairs, the lawn, and the red of the Smithsonian ­Castle in the distance took me back to 1967, to the centenary celebrations of More­house College in Atlanta, when my ­father tried to show me around and to show off his uncomprehending offspring to President Mays. I dimly recall their chuckling over the night Martin Luther King Jr.’s classmates short-­sheeted his bed. Before the Million Man March was over, I would feel very sad for King. Farrakhan had no qualms about extracting blessings from black leaders made cooperative by being dead.

			Everything was ready—­the long banks of portable toilets, the ­giant tele­vi­sion screens, the attitudes. Everyone seemed in a prescriptive frame of mind, willing to go on record about what black men and therefore black ­people needed to do. “It’s time that we as black men get together. We need this unification to start being in front,” one black vendor said. We needed to throw off that Eu­ro­pean indoctrination, I heard. We needed to trust each other, I was told. We needed to start someplace. We needed to unite like the Koreans, the first groups of whom, someone informed me, ­were brought over like the Cubans by the CIA and set up in business. They, whites, needed to stop stereotyping, a ­father of two concluded.

			“We need to teach our young men,” two middle-­aged black ­women sitting on a park bench agreed. One, who planned to accept the men-­only vibe by staying home with her tele­vi­sion, said she ­didn’t want to see a blade of grass when the men came. When I mentioned the objections of some black ­women to the premise of the March, they said, “Angela Davis needs to decide.” Other black leaders also needed to decide. “We have all ­these ministers. ­Can’t be a minister and a pol­itician. Preaching over and over. It’s very redundant.” It was obvious what was happening to black ­people, and it was obvious who was ­doing it to them. “Look at what they had to do to try to bring O.J. back down.”

			I saw a group of young black men photographing and filming one another. Some of them wore the bow ties and dark suits of the Nation of Islam. New recruits, from Portland, Oregon, they gave their names as Gary X, William X. . . . The X marks the spot where the slave master’s name has been crossed out. We lacked self-­knowledge, one of the recruits decided. We lacked self-­love. “You cannot love what you do not know.” I thought of the remote men in bow ties and dark suits who had been on the streets of my childhood, before suburbs, when most blacks—in the North, at least—­grew up in neighborhoods that Black Muslims ­either visited or lived in themselves.

			I see them, in memory, passing the barber’s window. Sometimes they stepped inside, and if the shop owner was in the right mood, he’d let them try to sell the newspaper Muhammad Speaks, a source of new Creation myths and science fiction for the Jim Crow audience. The paper’s cartoon illustrations caused some heads in the barbershop to shake in a perplexed way. The Black Muslims rang doorbells but ­were less per­sis­tent than Jehovah’s Witnesses. They ­were regarded as members of a cult, which, in the days before Charles Manson, meant merely that some troubled souls had found a refuge, a place where they could deliver themselves up for safekeeping. However, Black Muslims ­were also different from the other groups of the saved, like the ­women who renounced lipstick and served fried chicken in ­Father Divine’s faded restaurants, ­because the face of the Black Muslim was that of a black man armed with a grudge.

			The cult was known to attract ex-­convicts. The men seemed contained and unafraid, as if all that hustler and jailbird knowledge had been packed down tight. They ­were clean and quiet, unlike the thugs hanging out on the corner, ­people the Black Muslims may have been like before they joined up and ­stopped drinking. They ­were left alone ­because black ­people used to have a ­great deal of tolerance for how ­people got by and also ­because Black Muslims ­were considered a ­little off, being reformed, single-­minded, and secretive.

			If anything made the barbershop customers wary of Black Muslims as possibly unbalanced ­behind their display of superior stability, it was their separatism. Black Muslims ­were scornful of the civil rights movement and especially of civil rights leaders. At a time when black ­people ­were braving dogs and rednecks to integrate schools and to get to the polls, the rejection of white institutions, the call for a separate nation, seemed unhelpful to the struggle, or helpful only to Elijah Muhammad and the John Birch Society. The cult was said to own farms in Alabama. How the Nation of Islam was financed was murky, but the barbershop’s regulars understood that Black Muslims thought of Negroes as the dupes of white society, and they, in turn, provoked by the thought that another black man considered them ­Uncle Toms, called Black Muslims the tools of segregationists.

			James Baldwin, in The Fire Next Time, recalled a visit in 1962 to the Chicago mansion headquarters of Elijah Muhammad, Supreme Head of the Nation of Islam, during which the Messenger of Allah told him that the white man’s time was actually up in 1913, but Allah was waiting for the lost black nation, “the so-­called Negro” in the United States, to be freed from white masters and returned to the true faith. Baldwin, as a former child preacher and Harlem street rat, had no trouble understanding the appeal the Black Muslims held for a soap-­box constituency: the police seemed afraid of them, and since the white God had failed, maybe the black God ­wouldn’t. But having heard prophecies of divine justice from many quarters ­every day of his youth, Baldwin wondered how someone went home on a given night, looked around, and decided to believe. The need to hear that whites ­were sinners, dev­ils, inferior, and doomed ensured that the market for doctrines of black salvation or black supremacy would never dry up.

			My Indianapolis barbershop was psychologically far from the mosques and bean pies of Chicago or Harlem. The “men among men” ­were distant from us, “the Lost-­Founds,” the still-­Negro. Muhammad Ali was more famous than Malcolm X as a symbol of the kind of defiant brotherhood that whites seemed to find so threatening and that was therefore so gratifying to blacks. Ali’s name change in 1964 made a more favorable impression than Malcolm X calling the 1963 March on Washington a “circus” or the Civil Rights Act of 1964 a “con game.” Malcolm X’s notoriety was derived from his appearances on the eve­ning news as the gifted aphorist of racial apocalypse. Not ­until his assassination in 1965, the publication of his autobiography that same year, and the shock of the slogan “Black Power” to the country’s psyche did blacks in general feel that Malcolm X had been with them all along and that they had been in sympathy with him all that time, too.

			They say that Malcolm X liked to quote a line from Aesop: “Even when you are dead, you can get even with an ­enemy.” He can certainly worry some whites from the grave, as evidenced by the anxiety surrounding the making and release three years ago of Spike Lee’s Malcolm X, a film as harmless as Gandhi. But the momentary fashion for x caps and by any means necessary T-­shirts, the possibility that young black men might be influenced by Malcolm X’s inspired belligerence, set off a delirium of alarm, even though The Autobiography of Malcolm X has never been out of print.

			Malcolm X died estranged from the Nation of Islam, the cult his charisma had done so much to broaden into a movement. Among ­those who expressed an unsavory satisfaction in the heretic’s punishment was Louis Farrakhan. As Malcolm X’s protégé, the suspicion goes, Farrakhan had to reassure the jealous Elijah Muhammad.

			The Nation of Islam first permitted its members to vote in 1966, around the time that the civil rights movement left the red roads of the South and came up North to falter among the concrete towers. The National Guard was called in to put out fires, more whites left town, and plenty of businesses and some blacks followed them. While the Vietnam War spread the mystique of revolution, racial solidarity and group autonomy, supported by rediscovered episodes of U.S. history such as Marcus Garvey’s Back to Africa movement, seemed like alternative faiths or secret passageways to power. The exasperated pointed to Muhammad as the most successful disciple of Booker T. Washington’s program of economic self-­sufficiency, but blacks on campuses ­were busy arguing over the validity of armed self-­defense and the legacy of Malcolm X.

			In his lifetime Malcolm X brought large numbers of young ­people into what had been an or­ga­ni­za­tion composed mostly of the middle-­aged. In death he introduced the ­children of the black ­middle class and the students everyone expected to become middle-­class to what had been, historically, black working-­class sentiments about race redemption. Garveyism had been most attractive to the laboring masses who migrated from the South around World War I. Garvey’s movement fell apart in the 1920s, but it left ­behind in its urban settings a deep feeling about the ancestral destiny of blacks.

			Elijah Muhammad, born Elijah Poole in Sandersville, Georgia, in 1897, moved to Detroit in 1923 and became a corporal in the local Garvey group. During the Depression he met W. D. Fard, the founder of the ­Temple of Islam, whose ideas ­were a mixture of millenarianism and Garveyism. When Fard inexplicably vanished from the scene, Poole, now Muhammad, claimed that Fard was the Messiah, the Mahdi, and eventually he left Detroit to spread the Messiah’s truth. Perhaps this tradition of making converts to racial mysticism among ­those who had left the South explains why separatists, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, always sounded like city slickers trying to wise up countrified cousins just off the bus.

			Muhammad had once predicted that Armageddon would come in 1970, but it was difficult to connect him with the Black Muslims who perished the following year in Attica. He trusted in God’s solution, but in 1973 rumors began to circulate that the Nation of Islam’s financial empire was crumbling. The Nation of Islam chain of clothing stores and bakeries may have been overvalued in the public mind to begin with. A three-­million-­dollar loan was said to have been obtained from Libya, and ­there was some talk that financial difficulties had brought about a shift in the policy of no contact with white dev­ils and that this pragmatism had led to internal strife. Some weakness at the center was suggested by what looked like a collapse in discipline at the outposts. Stories appeared about sectarian murders of Muslims in Washington, D.C., in New Jersey; about Muslim involvement in murder cases in Baton Rouge in 1972 and in San Francisco in 1973. Muhammad countered that they ­were not affiliated with his ­temples. In ­those days everything made sense as an FBI conspiracy once it had been denounced as such. The Nation of Islam had had run-­ins with the FBI since the 1930s.

			The Dear Holy Apostle was reportedly ailing, and Farrakhan became increasingly visible as press spokesman for the Nation of Islam, much as Malcolm X had been before him. He addressed the Black Solidarity Rally in Harlem in 1971 and attended the National Black Po­liti­cal Convention in Gary, Indiana, in 1972. ­Later that year a violent police confrontation at the Harlem mosque resulted in allegations of police misconduct and a Muslim campaign to have only black policemen deployed in Harlem. Malcolm X, too, had first come to the attention of the New York press during a militant standoff with police in 1957. An observer of ­those days told me that Muhammad was probably contemptuous of Farrakhan for such claims. As with Malcolm X, he ­really ­didn’t like his ­people making themselves conspicuous, ­because that brought him to the attention of the IRS.

			When Muhammad died in 1975, Farrakhan did not succeed him. One of his sons, Wallace Deen Muhammad, was affirmed as leader. He wanted to bring the group closer to conventional Islamic teachings, and within a year of his ­father’s death he had repudiated the doctrine about white dev­ils and had even invited whites to join. Muhammad Speaks became Bilalian News. In 1977 Farrakhan, who had been transferred from Harlem’s Mosque #7 to Chicago headquarters, broke with the younger Muhammad over his conciliatory policies. Some of Farrakhan’s ­children had married some of Elijah Muhammad’s grandchildren. Muhammad’s illegitimate ­children sued for their portion. It looked like a corporate ­family soap opera along the lines of Dynasty. The Nation of Islam split into various factions. Wallace Deen Muhammad eventually renamed his group the American Muslim Mission and moved to California.

			The son was ­free of the ­father, but his rival still had need of the ­father’s imprimatur. Farrakhan revived Elijah Muhammad’s litany. In 1981 he declared that Muhammad had been resurrected. By bringing the Messenger back from the dead, he could revise the act of succession and make himself the heir. In 1983 he said that a hurricane that had swept through Texas was ­Muhammad’s revenge for the execution of a Black Muslim in that state. That Muhammad’s presence was immanent removed an obstruction for Farrakhan. Unburdened of Muhammad’s watchful “dollarism,” Farrakhan could then insinuate himself where Malcolm X had not been allowed to go. He endorsed Harold Washington’s candidacy for mayor of Chicago in 1983, but it was through his fraternal association with Jesse Jackson’s presidential bid in 1984 that he perfected a talent for outrage and became an American celebrity.

			In the task of remaking and expanding his constituency, it helped Farrakhan that Reagan was in office, that deregulation of capital made ­every day look like White Collar Crime Day to the poor, and that conservative judicial appointments seemed to most blacks like the determination of whites to take up the drawbridge, ­because, as Baldwin had explained years before in Nobody Knows My Name, though one could not accept his conclusions, it was “quite impossible to argue with a Muslim concerning the ­actual state of Negroes in this country.” It also helped that Farrakhan was so richly despised, ­because that more than anything gave him the aura of a true black leader. His defenders boasted that King had also been reviled by many whites in his day. The loathing Farrakhan conjured up was all the persuasion he needed with young black men who believed he spoke for them, the outcast, the demonized, and the very image of the black man we ­were about to be asked to chastise ourselves for at the Million Man March.

			In 1985, gauntlets of security guards, the Fruit of Islam, had rapidly frisked each of the men who ­were part of that October night’s huge audience waiting to enter New York’s Madison Square Garden to hear Farrakhan speak. The formality said that we ­were being transferred to another jurisdiction, removed from the sidewalks, where policemen gave the ­orders, to the arena, where authority belonged to Farrakhan. Power at Last . . . Forever!, his cassette and videotape was titled. Ten years ­later the Fruit of Islam are famously on offer as bodyguards. ­There are reports that the Nation of Islam has been awarded security contracts at housing projects, tele­vi­sion stations, and cultural festivals in various cities. Whereas in the old days the Black Muslims had rehabilitated individuals by urging them to surrender to their collective identity, the community ser­vice the Nation of Islam is now praised for is that of reclaiming neighborhoods through the sheer force of its reputation. Having tamed themselves, they hold out the promise to tame ­others.

			I heard more than once on the Mall that Sunday afternoon that the Nation of Islam deserved credit for chasing drug dealers from black neighborhoods, such as a part of northwest Washington the police ­wouldn’t go into. Most whites and the ­middle class in general live emotionally and visually isolated from ­people who feel their neighborhoods are abandoned and ­under siege. Back up Pennsylvania Avenue, on Freedom Plaza, I watched a group of nine teenagers, all male, riding skateboards in the five ­o’clock sun. Their shirttails and the flags high above them answered the breeze. They ­were white, black, and Asian, but what made them seem so upper-­class was that they ­were clearly ­there together.

			2

			That eve­ning the hall of display ­tables and ­people in African costume at the Washington Convention Center’s pre-­march Prayer and Praise rally resembled Black Expos, ­those trade fairs that have become an annual event on the civic calendar of most U.S. cities. Inside the large auditorium itself, the delegate-­like section seating reminded me of NAACP conventions. When we stood for “Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing,” the black national anthem, I half expected to hear my ­mother’s alto at my shoulder.

			Ser­vices in black churches turn easily into protest meetings, and civil rights meetings have long been conducted as prayer ser­vices, but this was a fundamentalist crusade. One speechmaker ­after another swore that “the devil must be mad, ­because he’d lost the souls he thought he had,” or proclaimed that when black men said they ­shall not be moved, the ­whole black nation stood still “in a divine way.” We saluted upper bleachers of male figures dressed in white, the Turn Germantown Around group that had walked all the way from Philadelphia. Marion Barry welcomed us. “He’s a black man and not afraid to be one,” the MC bellowed. We ­were ­going to march for the living, the dead, and the unborn, for the grieving families of gunned-­down black youth, for the black ­children born out of wedlock, for the “millions” of black boys and girls on drugs. “Somebody needs to march for Kunta Kinte.” “If they kill you, just rise again.” Former congressman Walter Fauntroy in his guise as a pastor began to croon one of ­those old favorites with many verses.

			Something almost deliberately foreboding in tone was to stick out in the long night of Baptist choreography. Dr. Abdul Alim Muhammad speaks like a ­future rival to Farrakhan. I’d seen him on local tele­vi­sion ­earlier. Head of Washington’s Mosque #4 and president of its Abundant Life Clinic, he was articulate, telegenic, and he’d dominated the talk show panel with the conviction of a man on the rise. He told us that ­there ­were men who said it could not be done, that black, white, blue, green, and other colors of misunderstanding had said that we would not stand, but we ­were “a ­free, liberated ­people in the eyes of God.” Other speechmakers told us that for “the African nation” ­here in America religious barriers ­were coming down, that “Christians and Muslims and Catholics” ­were forming bonds, that po­liti­cal and economic power was riding and resting on our spiritual power. Never again would they divide us. Satan was trying to keep God’s ­children apart. One of Elijah Muhammad’s sons and two of Farrakhan’s ­children ­were introduced. The promotional style of that ­family firm, the Nation of Islam, began to assert itself.

			Some ­people had insisted that the message could be separated from the messenger, that black ­people ­ought to get ­behind any effort dedicated to unity. But ­others had argued that no one had come up with the idea except Farrakhan, that no one ­else could get them to Washington in such numbers, and several of the speechmakers at the rally ­were adamant that the messenger could not be removed from the message, that to do so would be for black ­people to let ­others tell them once again who their leaders ­were. Though the leadership of the National Baptist Convention had declined to endorse the March, the banner of the Union ­Temple Baptist Church stretched over the stage. Small stockholders ­were being sold on a merger, persuaded of a takeover the board opposed—­the leveraged buyout of Jesus & Co.

			We ­were told that the March was “totally” funded by our own community. We applauded donations. Rock Newman, the boxing manager, gave ten thousand dollars. He broke the O.J. taboo and brought ­people to their feet. “You can live in a big white ­house, with a lot of white ­women, and it still ­doesn’t make you a man.” Some ­stopped applauding ­because that sounded like a criticism. The MC reminded us that raising dollars was as much a part of the program as the spoken word and the choir, but ­people ­were leaving. Outside, in the confusion of traffic, vendors called: history for sale, up for grabs, open to manipulation. The souvenir edition of African-­American Consumer and Business Magazine featured on the cover a photograph of King’s face superimposed on a crowd and another of Farrakhan’s superimposed on the same scene.

			Early Monday morning we moved in the dark through the trees ­toward the lit-up dome of the Capitol. Black men ­were everywhere, atop ledges, perched on branches. Whenever someone in a bow tie and suit led forward a file of men, hand on shoulder, we squeezed aside to let them through. When the push became too ­great, we passed the word for everyone to take a step back. We stepped on toes ­behind, on heels ahead. “Excuse me, ­brother.” Though the March changed somewhat in character from hour to hour, depending on where and with whom I stood, this solemn courtesy never went away. “Excuse me, black man.”

			Stage lights at the steps of the Capitol ­were aimed directly at us. I could look up at the hierarchy of illumination in the sky, stars, quarter moon, and he­li­cop­ters, or ­behind, at the ­faces that multiplied away. ­There was ­little talk, ­because of the sense of occasion, ­because of the relentless drumming. Sometimes the long blast of a ram’s horn or the sound of an ululating ­woman came from the direction of a group that had set up an encampment. The drumming went on for an hour, ­until a loudspeaker crackled and released a piercing burst of township jive. Marvin Gaye’s “What’s ­Going On,” the ­music of the Vietnam veteran, made the men cheer, but they ­weren’t in the mood for Earth, Wind, and Fire. “This ­ain’t no party,” they chanted. “Turn the ­music off.” The ­music ­stopped, the men cheered, and the drumming began again. “This is all right,” a man said. “This is deep.” Assembled at the steps of Pharaoh and waiting. ­After another hour I followed the path made by a wheelchair and came to a lawn. The smells of incense, barbecue, and pot wafted through the cold air.

			A clear morning was coming up fast on the standing, the strolling, the reclining. A man noted ruefully that we had let the Muslim dawn go by. In the developing light I could see banners, signs, sandwich boards, sweatshirts. first baptist church of crown heights; the durham, nc, posse; bowie state football team; local 420. duke, georgetown, howard, nc state, the caps said. A white man held up a handwritten message on cardboard: The Howard Stern Show Salutes You. The marchers themselves carried so many cameras and camcorders that one paranoid remark I heard—­“­They’re taking pictures to see who’s who”—­became something of a joke. However, ­there ­were times when I was glad of my sunglasses, shades that went some way ­toward reassuring ­those who became suspicious of my note­pad and pen, as if jotting down what became a ­matter of public record as soon as it boomed down the Mall offended the spirit of unity.

			“Assalamu alaykum.” A Baptist preacher introduced the muezzin, who sang and translated the adhan. Everything in U.S. history can seem like a turning point, but ­after King’s martyrdom the feeling ran high that blacks had done more for Christianity than Christianity had done for them. Islam was increasingly perceived as being Afrocentric and a declaration of one’s Otherness in a thrilling way. Time magazine reported a year ­after King’s death that ­there ­were 350,000 black Jews in the United States, although two years ­later The Negro Almanac put the figure at 44,000. Moreover, ­those who have identified themselves as Muslim are not necessarily allied with the Nation of Islam. Figures about its membership have always varied widely. But at the west front to the Capitol, facing east, the stillness, the bowed heads, the American flag, the policemen on the steps, in the dome’s balcony, signaled a competing godliness in a nation getting narrower in its culture the more broadly religious it becomes. “And I bear witness that Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah.” A style brochure distributed by the American Muslim Council taught us how to spell shahadah, the declaration of faith.

			One man’s unity is another man’s—or ­woman’s—­repression. Dr. Muhammad castigated the “agnostics and atheists” who said it ­couldn’t be done, but Allah had given Louis Farrakhan a vision, and the call for the March had come from God Almighty through him. Ben Chavis, the executive director of the Million Man March, said that as a Christian minister he intended to stand with Farrakhan all the days of his life. A baritone was mumbling, “Before I’ll be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave.”

			­There was an almost complete absence of rap, of Public ­Enemy, the boom-­box sound that had done so much to proselytize for Farrakhan and that was also so identified with renegade black youth. We had gotten to the “Sankofa” part of the program, where we ­were supposed to “go back and fetch it,” go back to the glory of Africa, “the creators of technology and science.” As the African Heritage Drummers and Dancers pounded, I ducked ­under the yellow police tape that marked lanes on the Capitol grounds and headed into what everyone was calling an ocean of black men.

			Everywhere I looked the ­people ­were upstaging the speechmakers. And everywhere somebody was hawking something, mostly newspapers: Farrakhan’s The Final Call, John Muhammad’s Muhammad Speaks, Anointed News Journal, StreetWise, or The Five Percenter, the newspaper of a Muslim group devoted to land acquisition. ­There ­were self-­help manuals, coloring books, and someone was autographing his reproductions of an all-­black The Last Supper.

			Constitution Avenue had become an im­mense street fair. ­Women and ­children appeared, giving the day a carnival openness. Stalls of Bob Marley posters, jewelry, incense, chicken, flags, artworks, and cassettes stretched as far as the eye could see. “That’s right. I love you.” ­There ­were Million Man March candy bars with Farrakhan’s picture on the wrapper and Million Man March official bottled spring ­water. Million Man March watches ­were also available by order. ­There ­were brochures from African Americans Uniting for Life—a marrow donor group—and from employment agencies; leaflets from video stores and the Information Superhighway for Black Membership Organizations. One could have one’s picture inserted instantly into a souvenir frame with a Million Man March poem on the cover, and the ground was littered with order forms from the African American Archives.

			We heard from international representatives, radio personalities, CEOs, figures from the black revolutionary nationalist past, and preachers, preachers. Poor Betty Shabazz, Malcolm X’s ­widow, perhaps ­under an obligation to Farrakhan ­after he came to her ­daughter’s defense when she became a victim of entrapment last summer, stuck to the safe subject of self-­determination. Two cute ­children recited with ­great earnestness something impossible to identify, and Maya Angelou moved herself to tears. A ­great accolade went up to Rosa Parks, the heroine of the Montgomery bus boycott. Miss Parks was mugged not long ago in Detroit. When her neighbors found the culprits, they beat them up before handing them over.

			Nobody invented the statistics about single-­parent ­house­holds, about whom the victims of black criminals are, about which segment of the population is most likely to die of gunshot wounds, but ­there was a troubling capitulation in the exhortations that black men accept responsibility for their families, swear as black men not to beat their wives, promise as black men not to abuse their ­children, vow as black men to give up guns, drugs, and violence, as if in order to project the news of the decent Black Man the assembled had first to ­humble themselves before an indictment, as if domestic violence and poverty ­were not also white problems. But we ­were supposed to concentrate on ourselves. We ­were made to hold up our hands if we had ever done wrong. We were told that most black ­children had never seen a black man at a computer, when the question should have been, what kind of equipment do ­these ­children have at the sorts of schools they attend.

			Moral imperatives fell over us like tuna nets. The language about black religion and black pride was similar to that of twelve-­step programs: we have surrendered to a power greater than ourselves. It is easy to abstain on Monday, and backsliding usually follows rebirth, but the speechmakers ­were preaching to the converted. Gang leaders stepped up to pledge themselves to a truce, but how different the day would have been had they been made to say, “We are not criminals,” rather than, “We ­will be good from now on,” ­because no one is more self-­righteous than a drug dealer, white or black.

			Most of the speechmakers offered lofty theology and therapy, but Al Sharpton’s hope was explicit: if the po­liti­cal story of 1994 was that of the angry white man, then get ready for the story of 1996, when the enlightened black man votes in a new Congress. No one was more eloquent in his concreteness than Jesse Jackson, who perhaps has been set ­free by Colin Powell’s visibility. Jails ­were the number-­one growth industry in America, Jackson claimed. The annual bud­get for them had risen from $4 billion to $32 billion. For possession of five grams of crack an offender could get five years. Young black men comprised 94 ­percent of that category. For possession of five grams of cocaine powder an offender usually received probation. Eighty ­percent of such offenders ­were white males. To get five years for possession of marijuana, one had to have been caught with forty-­five thousand dollars’ worth; to get five years for possession of cocaine in powder form, eight thousand dollars’ worth; to get five years for possession of crack, twenty-­nine dollars’ worth. ­There are eight hundred thousand black men in jail and five hundred thousand in college, Jackson reminded us. Prison ­labor produces nine billion dollars a year in goods. “If it’s wrong in China, it’s wrong in Alabama.” He said that among the investors in new jails ­were American Express and General Electric, and that maybe the next march should be about them. “Clarence Thomas and Gingrich or­ga­nized this march,” he finished to a storm of applause.

			“Jesse turned it out,” the men around me ­were saying. Think of the number of black men who insisted when Clarence Thomas was nominated that we had to support him ­because he was black. Before Jackson spoke, the sentiment around me was that he was past his sell-by date. By the time he walked off, he’d come back a ways in Mall credibility. His short lesson had resonance with the crowd, as Stevie Wonder’s voice had moved them ­earlier in the day, but they ­were ­really just opening acts for the main event. By four ­o’clock ­people chanting “Farrakhan, Farrakhan” ­were being praised for their patience. His son, a militaristic figure, Assistant Supreme Captain of the Fruit of Islam, was drowned out by the tumult when he finally introduced his ­father a few speechmakers ­later.

			Three years ago Farrakhan drew a larger crowd in Atlanta than the World Series, but that same year Wallace Deen Muhammad spoke at the Pentagon and then addressed the U.S. Senate. In 1993 Farrakhan tried very hard to get on the roster of speechmakers for the thirtieth-­anniversary observances of the March on Washington, attended by more than had gone to the original march, but he was refused. The Million Man March was his one-­upmanship for having been excluded, as well as the fulfillment of his dream. ­After all, the Mall is where the coronation is held, even if King had been down at the Lincoln Memorial end. Audiences segregated by gender used to be common at Nation of Islam happenings. But the former calypso singer, the narcissist who launched a line of skin-­care products in 1986, has been selling wolf tickets for so long that he was ill-­prepared to play the benevolent patriarch. His debut in the sun was an anticlimax, like a tedious riverboat ­ride tourists regret ­after ­they’ve made such an effort to get to a place ­they’ve heard was so spectacular.

			Farrakhan struck the pose of a history decoder and decipherer, the one who would break it all down for us. He added up 16 and 3, ­because this had to do with the date slaves landed at Jamestown, the height of the Lincoln Memorial, and the fact that Jefferson was the third president. It added up to the height of the Washington Monument, that obelisk shape, he interrupted pedagogically, lifted from black Egypt. Washington, a ­grand master of the Masonic order, and Jefferson both owned slaves; Lincoln had been ambivalent about emancipation. Hardly Masonic secrets. “What is so deep about number 19? When you have a 9 you have a ­woman that is pregnant. One means something secret that has to be unfolded.” That we ­were looking where he told us to look and listening to what he was telling us revealed only that we ­were less confident as citizens than he was as a self-­promoter.

			Elijah Muhammad’s Message to the Blackman in America has been retired to the cultural vaults, rather like certain founding Mormon texts that have become an incon­ve­nience, and we ­don’t hear much ­these days about Yacub, the mad scientist back in time who was expelled from Mecca and then invented white ­people. Farrakhan’s address contained ­little straight Nation of Islam doctrine and not much orthodox Muslim belief ­either, apart from some liturgical phrases suitably provocative ­because they came from him. His knowing smile as he went on about Nebuchadnezzar and Josephus, and master builders getting hit on the head, reminded me of a story a friend told me about Farrakhan showing up at The Washington Post, where he talked a ­great deal about spaceships. The spaceships ­were left out of the published interview. Thomas Jefferson believed in the existence of extraterrestrials, but that’s not what concerns us about him, not what he’s famous for. We tend to listen to Farrakhan from a predisposition, ­either a determination or a refusal to find the lunatic riches, ready to engage in a war of contexts. But Farrakhan was convinced by the sheer presence of so many that he was adored, and this provided all the context for his words that anyone needed to understand him.

			Farrakhan’s scarcely unusual rhetorical strategy is to declare himself the outsider persecuted for his outspoken truthfulness. Believing in him proves the bravery of his audience. In the end, only what works to his advantage reflects credit on his audience. This may come from habit, from the experience of having navigated the higher echelons of the Nation of Islam. Much is made of his shrewdness as a publicist, but what he has most clearly demonstrated is an ability to wait, to outlast everyone in the field. The reason he is ­under threat, his strategy goes, is that he has something important to tell his audience, something his enemies ­don’t want them to hear.

			Farrakhan pretended to quote from a letter written in 1612 by one Willie Lynch, a slave master. “In my bag I have a foolproof method for controlling the slaves.” The words Farrakhan attributed to Lynch ­were not in the style of the seventeenth ­century. No doubt he assumed that everyone understood the letter was apocryphal, a parable about fear, envy, and distrust, the means by which blacks are kept disunited. Lynch was made to say that he pitted older males against younger males, men against ­women, and so on. “I take ­these differences and I make them bigger. . . . The black slave ­after receiving this indoctrination ­shall carry it on.” That, Farrakhan explained, is why black pastors and educators remained ­under the “control mechanism of former slave masters and their ­children.” In other words, the black leaders most likely to oppose him have a heritage of being brainwashed. However, in spite of all the divisiveness, he said, black ­people had survived, as if the sacred purpose of the sons of Garvey had been to endure and one day make a pilgrimage to Washington, where he, Farrakhan, would expose his light.

			­There is often just enough historical truth in Farrakhan’s uses of history. Slaves ­were separated from other slaves who spoke the same language; educated blacks ­were trained up to bourgeois ways. But the import of the history lesson was in its application to himself. The Lynch letter served Farrakhan by dignifying his warnings about division. By locating disunity in the historical conspiracy of whites against blacks, he showed that acclaiming him was not a personal but a collective triumph over ­those who did not want to see blacks united. “We are a wounded ­people, but we are being healed.”

			The elaborate pro­cess by which blacks could heal themselves involved coming into “a state of recognition that you are in the wrong.” The aim of confession, forgiveness, and atonement was a more perfect ­union with God. But his prophecy, his healing, turned out to be a rehash of personal reform—­black pride as inner peace, black pride as the foundation of domestic order—­mixed with black capitalism, as if he ­were addressing a population of small retailers rather than low-­wage earners. Once again, everything referred immediately back to him. “When ­you’re sick, you want the doctor to make the correct diagnosis. You ­don’t smack the doctor.” However, the person who points out what is wrong with us as social beings is hated and misunderstood, especially by ­those who have become “entrenched in evil” and been made arrogant by power. He has been mistreated for our sake. The difference between his message and the same message from ­others in the past was that he was not a false prophet.

			The atmosphere was like that of ­those concerts where nostalgic fans, waiting to embrace the electrified Greatest Hits, concede the new, wobbly, acoustical tunes. The crowd relished the showmanship in Farrakhan asking each of us to take out a dollar bill, to hold it up, to wave it in the air, a display of our potential economic power, and to keep it ­there ­until his officials arrived with slit cartons for us to jam the money into. But some two hours ­later, when he was searching for yet another way to tell us why we ­were afflicted and why we ­were ready to come out of the furnace, I noticed men packing up their coolers and walking away.

			Farrakhan directed to the appropriate sign-up booth ­those who ­were willing to adopt some of the thousands of black ­children in the United States who needed homes. He announced his voter registration drive, as if such drives had not been the main activity of black groups for the past thirty years. But he was the seer who could also get ­things done. He promised to get an outside accounting firm to scrutinize ­every dollar he’d collected, saying that he wanted to “open the coat” to show he did not have a hidden agenda. In the distance I saw ­people leaving in droves, rather like the rush for the parking lot at a sports event when the outcome is assured before the end of play. Farrakhan’s voice followed us down to the sidewalk. It ambushed us from car radios, from ­hotel tele­vi­sions.

			3

			On a day supposedly devoted to self-­criticism Farrakhan did not offer much of an apology for his uses of anti-­Semitism. He claimed that he pointed out the evil in black ­people as no other black leader did and that black ­people ­didn’t call him anti-­black or “a purveyor of malice” for it. “They know I must love them.” He left out that he tends to paint ­those blacks who ­don’t acknowledge his leadership as anti-­black. He was trying to imply that he was no harder on Jews than he was on blacks. He expressed gratitude for Moses and the Torah among “the servants of Allah” and said he did not want to “squabble” with Jewish leaders anymore. Farrakhan’s olive branch was so tentative ­because, having set up a refusal to back down as the litmus test, he ­couldn’t be seen to be ­doing so.

			A key to unity ­these days is a group’s perception of itself as being disliked and surrounded. Fear is a part of fund-­raising for Jewish groups and Jewish charities. Exploiting that fear has been a part of Farrakhan’s ­career. It was clear, for instance, that the Anti-­Defamation League would not let his baiting remarks over the years go unchallenged, but had Farrakhan gone on about white ­people in general all this time, he would not have gotten half the attention. He wanted a way to inject himself into public consciousness. He could then advertise the reactions as evidence of his dynamism.

			Most white men find it hard to imagine that a black man could think of himself as using them, just as few black ­people can admit that a black man who comes on as so rebellious could be using them. ­Because of historical pieties and griefs, many ­people assume that a black man is telling the truth if he sounds harsh enough, just as many assume that someone willing to express anti-­Semitism in public is being honest. ­There are, of course, black anti-­Semites, Jewish anti-­Semites, and white anti-­Semites, just as ­there are blacks, Jews, and whites who ­don’t like blacks. Some familiar anti-­Semitic conspiracy theories have been circulated by whites prominent in the Christian Right, which has put Jewish neoconservatives in an awkward position.

			But the liberal co­ali­tion of blacks and Jews in electoral politics has suffered most. Maybe the co­ali­tion was falling apart anyway, but Farrakhan has never wrecked a Jewish pol­itician. He has caused problems for a few black ones. James Forman, the executive director of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in the 1960s and now president of the Unemployment and Poverty Action Committee in Washington, pointed out that three days before the last mayoral election in New York City, Farrakhan applied for a permit to hold a rally that he ­later called off. David Dinkins was thus embroiled in a dispute over Farrakhan’s right to the permit. If it ­didn’t cost him votes, Forman said, it diverted some of his energies. Farrakhan has touched several bases and tainted them all in the pro­cess.

			Farrakhan’s leadership seems fresh ­because it is untried. He seems like a truth teller ­because he can pretend to candor. As Murray Kempton once said, ­there must be a ­little of Malcolm X in ­every black, and that is what Farrakhan finds and goads. He can appear to let go and to let loose in a manner that many who come to hear him ­can’t when on the job or in the street. Other black figures seem ineffectual ­because they are circumspect in public or bogged down in consensus politics while not much changes for the majority of blacks. Farrakhan can remain as unapologetic as Jesse Helms. But the troops ­toward whom Farrakhan behaved as though he ­were pacifying them may find him no different as a spokesman in the wider world than other blacks already ­there. In a way Farrakhan is in a position similar to that of Malcolm X when he left the Nation of Islam and complained that his followers ­wouldn’t let him turn a corner.

			James Baldwin once said that the protest novel, far from being upsetting, was a comfort to U.S. society, and something of the same applies to Farrakhan: adversarial, menacing in tone, as if in telepathic communication with a black rage that he can harness or unleash as easily as turning on a faucet. Whites like to think ­there is someone in control of the taps of emotion, but Farrakhan also confirms the image of the black as separate, not a part of ­things, not to be trusted. The moment when a civil rights figure could be elected to high office has perhaps passed. Colin Powell’s military ­career would have solved a problem almost without bringing it up. His institutional background was reassuring, a promise that he represented something larger than the special interests of blacks, as if civil rights or economic aid ­were not concerns for whites.

			Malcolm X told Coretta Scott King that he was so militant ­because he wanted the government to think that the only alternative to him was dealing with a moderate-­seeming man like King. But Farrakhan has no intention of sacrificing himself so that someone ­else can be influential. He was quick to put President Clinton’s speech on race relations ­earlier that afternoon in Texas into his Million Man March address. He treated Clinton’s remarks as an attempt to negotiate with him in some way, a sign of the weakness of the civil rights movement that he is able to exploit. When Ben Chavis was executive director of the NAACP, having defeated Jackson for the post, he was criticized when he invited Farrakhan to a symposium of black leaders. Perhaps Chavis included Farrakhan ­because of his popularity among the young. When a sex scandal ­later forced Chavis to resign, he landed in Farrakhan’s camp. James Forman doubted that Farrakhan could have or­ga­nized the Million Man March without Chavis’s connections. The logistics would have been beyond his expertise. Now Farrakhan can do himself what the big civil rights groups used to do.

			The most disturbing ­thing Farrakhan said all day came at the end of his speech, disguised as a benevolent idea. He said the mainstream groups ­hadn’t supported him. “So what?” He said he ­didn’t need to be in any mainstream. The mainstream was sitting in boardrooms, out of touch with reality, he said, even though most black groups are grassroots in structure. “I ­don’t need you to validate me. My ­people have validated me.” He proposed setting up an economic development fund with the money raised from the March and from ­future marches. Maybe its board, he said, would be composed of the leadership onstage with him. One of the ­things the fund could do would be to “­free” the Urban League and the NAACP. He could imagine, he said, ­going to Myrlie Evers-­Williams, the executive director of the NAACP, and asking what was the NAACP’s bud­get for that year. “Thirteen million? Fifteen million? Write her a check.” Then, he said, the NAACP would be accountable to the board of his economic development fund.

			Farrakhan was suggesting that he buy out and buy off the black or­ga­ni­za­tion that has been most prominent in the history of desegregation, an or­ga­ni­za­tion that, ­because of its prestige, however battered lately, has blocked his way by remaining critical, opposed, unconvinced. Blocked his way to what? So much of what Farrakhan has to say is not only about black America’s plight but about his status in the mainstream he affects to despise and to find so irrelevant. He comes from that old-­fashioned world where race politics represented one of the few ­career opportunities open to blacks. But his is also a generation that still thinks ­there can be only one hand at the faucets of emotion. Blacks used to have a nickname for Booker T. Washington, who very much saw himself, and was seen by whites, as the mediator between North and South, black and white, the one who went to the White House and reported back: HNIC, Head Nigger in Charge. Perhaps that was why when Farrakhan repeated that he—­and God—­deserved credit for the March, he was expressing an insecurity as much as he was gloating.

			In ­every issue Farrakhan sees a Farrakhan-­shaped hole. He said he ­hadn’t come to Washington to tear the country down. The country was tearing itself down. Derrick Bell, who attended the March but was not among the speechmakers, said he disagreed with ­those who objected to the March ­because it seemed like ­little more than an imitation of the conservative ideology called ­family values. He said he hoped that the Christian Right did not have a monopoly on such ­things. Blacks are not neces­sarily society’s natural liberals, contrary to stubborn fears and even more per­sis­tent expectations, but Farrakhan’s ambition to create yet another religious po­liti­cal force also draws attention away from the secular civil rights movement. Farrakhan and black conservatives agree on what they see as the corruption to black souls in looking to government for solutions to their problems. That the atonement Farrakhan offered turned out to be along the guidelines of moral choice and community responsibility is very agreeable to whites in a po­liti­cal climate hostile to affirmative action and the like. Thurgood Marshall as a litigator was more of a threat to the status quo than Farrakhan ­will ever be, ­because Marshall could win in the courts. Perhaps that was why Marshall dismissed one of Clarence Thomas’s heroes, Malcolm X, as ­little more than talk.

			The morning ­after the March I went back to the Capitol. ­There ­were a few men ­here and ­there taking last photographs of themselves at the monuments that had been coated with ­people the day before. Traces of straws, gum wrappers, cigarette butts, and plastic rings from ­bottles glinted in the grass. ­People had collected the garbage into heaps, but the wind had blown it around during the night. A fifty-­nine-­year-­old black groundskeeper said he thought the March was uplifting, but he was reluctant to say too much ­because he worked for ­those ­people “up on the Hill.” He went back to his rake. All through the thirteen-­hour shower of sweeping phrases about self-­reliance I’d kept thinking that ­there has never been a time in U.S. history when blacks did not depend on self-­help. As Du Bois once said to Booker T., blacks have had self-­help for ages, and what he wanted to know was, what had it done for them so far. Between the Natural History Museum and the Smithsonian ­Castle seagulls scavenged where all ­those men had stood.

			1995

			­These days, Message to the Blackman in America is available through ­Amazon.
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