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When the Negro was completely an underdog, he needed white spokesmen. Liberals played their parts in this period exceedingly well. . . . But now that the Negro has rejected his role as an underdog, he has become more assertive in his search for identity and group solidarity; he wants to speak for himself.


—Martin Luther King, Jr. ,
Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community?
























INTRODUCTION


If you opened the New York Times and read that there was a candidate running for president whose platform consisted of railing against gun control, single motherhood, and high taxes, who would this candidate look like in your political imagination?


Would you imagine the candidate to be young or old? Black or white? Liberal or conservative? Republican or Democrat? Would you consider him (or her) mainstream or out of touch with the majority of Americans? Would you consider the candidate someone likely to be buddies with the Hollywood liberal elite, or embraced by leaders of the religious right? If you had to name real-life political leaders and/or activists that this imaginary presidential candidate resembles, would it be former Speaker of the House and architect of the Contract with America, Newt Gingrich? Or controversial religious conservative Pat Robertson? Or maybe a composite of rocker turned conservative pundit Ted Nugent, with a bit of Vice President Dick Cheney and Rush Limbaugh thrown in for good measure?


What if I told you the candidate also railed against homophobia and expressed a liberal position on prostitution? Does that change the image in your mind at all?




What if I told you that the candidate is named Chris Rock?


Yes, that Chris Rock—edgy comedian extraordinaire.


As unlikely as this scenario sounds, remember that in an age in which “the Terminator” can be elected governor of California, a wrestler who costarred in a film called Predator can be elected governor of Minnesota, and a B movie actor who costarred with a chimp in a movie called Bedtime for Bonzo was elected not once, but twice, to the presidency, the scenario is not that far-fetched.


And would a Chris Rock presidency really be so bad?


At least the presidential debates (not to mention the State of the Union Address) would be far more entertaining and would probably attract more viewers. In an age in which the campaign of Dennis Kucinich is viewed as comic relief on the campaign trail, just imagine what a Chris Rock candidacy could do. After all, look at what he did for the Oscars.


Chris Rock has never expressed a desire to throw his hat into the political ring (unless you count his 2003 foray on film in Head of State), but his politics have been at the heart of some of his most compelling stand-up material. And yet his politics are not exactly what you may expect from a young black comedian known for edgy material and for using as many four-letter words in one hour as the rest of us use in one year—possibly a lifetime.


In his stand-up special Never Scared, Rock describes his politics as follows: “I got some shit I’m conservative about. I got some shit I’m liberal about. Crime—I’m conservative. Prostitution— I’m liberal.”1


In his 1999 comedy special Bigger and Blacker Rock covers a great deal of political ground, including taxes, President Clinton, and nontraditional families. Of Clinton, Rock says, “One thing Clinton did that I didn’t like is raise taxes. . . . You don’t even pay taxes they take taxes. . . . That ain’t a payment that’s a jack.” Of single mothers, Rock says he gets sick of hearing women say, “You don’t need a man to raise kids . . . yes, you can have a kid without a man. That doesn’t mean it is to be done. You could drive a car with your feet. That doesn’t make it a good idea.” He later adds that it is easy to tell which children will grow up to be troublemakers: “If the kid call his grandmamma mommy and his mamma Pam—he going to jail.”2


Rock’s comments on subjects as diverse as abortion rights rallies and the burgeoning class schism within the black community (highlighted by one of his more infamous routines on “niggas” versus black people) earned him the moniker “The William F-ing Buckley of Stand-up” in a piece in the online magazine Slate.3


Rock’s politics defy all convenient labels. That’s what makes them interesting and funny. Clearly, a pro-prostitution platform— even when described with a wink and a nod—is not going to endear him to traditional conservatives, yet challenging the choice to become a single mother is not likely to win him any points with hard-core liberals. Rock has publicly claimed to be a Democrat, but he has made a habit of challenging the relevance of traditional party labels.


In Never Scared he announces that “Republicans are fu**ing idiots. Democrats are fu**ing idiots. Conservatives are idiots and liberals are idiots,” and adds for good measure, “Anyone that makes up their mind before they hear the issue is a fu**ing fool. Be a fu**ing person. Listen. Let it swirl around your head. Then form your opinion. No normal, decent person is one thing.”4


What also makes Rock’s politics interesting is that they are not merely his own. Whether he knows it or not, through his social and political commentary Rock has emerged as the voice of a movement. As a young, successful black American who refuses to have his politics forced into a box, Rock is one of the faces of a seismic shift occurring in American politics. Young black Americans whose parents have comprised a substantial portion of the Democratic Party’s base for nearly half a century are asserting their political independence—literally.


According to a 2001 study from the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies, approximately 30 percent of black Americans ages eighteen to thirty-five identify themselves as political independents.5 It is tempting to dismiss such provocative findings as a fluke, so in 2007, in conjunction with the Political Research Center of Suffolk University, I conducted a follow-up study of four hundred randomly selected black Americans ages eighteen to forty-five (the age range of respondents was expanded to incorporate the responses of those who would have been thirty-five at the time of the initial Joint Center study). Our findings confirmed that a definite shift has occurred in how younger black Americans are defining themselves politically. Most significantly, more than a third of younger black Americans no longer feel the need to conform to traditional party labeling.6


The reasons for this shift are varied and complex. In some ways it is part of the natural progression of the American Dream: immigration, followed by integration, followed by assimilation, followed by I-want-my-taxes-lowered. But for black Americans, who came to this country not as immigrants but as cargo, the story is more complicated than that. Unlike other ethnic groups, the Irish for instance, who also struggled with discrimination upon their arrival, black Americans found that their skin color made full assimilation in the traditional sense impossible. Therefore, regardless of any other differences that may have divided them, including ethnic origin or class, black Americans remained united in a singular political struggle. This unity was firmly solidified by the civil rights movement as blacks from all walks of life, including a West Indian entertainment superstar named Harry Belafonte and domestic servants from the segregated South, marched side by side, each in pursuit of the rights denied them both. But it is hard to imagine that today the political issues that matter to a young black entertainment superstar, like Usher for instance, and a young black janitor would be the same. In the eyes of one, the most pressing political issue may be “I need a job that provides a living wage,” while for the other it may be “I want my taxes lowered.” (You can probably guess which issue would most likely matter to which individual.)


Unlike their parents and grandparents, young black Americans no longer view their political identity as black and white, so to speak. Today, the politics of race that were once the defining political issue for all black voters have become one political issue among many for younger blacks, causing them to reevaluate their political involvement, activism, and partisanship.


That black Americans are Democrats has been one of the most reliable truisms of American politics of the past forty years. But black Americans born after the civil rights movement are challenging the notion of a singular “black vote.” Instead, they are proving that black voters come in all shapes and sizes (politically speaking), and that the issues that matter to them are just as diverse as those that matter to white Americans from different ethnic, geographic, and socioeconomic backgrounds, and different generations.


Issues like racial profiling, not to mention the response to Hurricane Katrina, have proven that race remains an issue relevant to our political discourse, yet such issues are still a far cry from the days of legal segregation. In other words, most black Americans can draw a distinction between being pulled over under questionable circumstances by a police officer while at the wheel of their car, and being legally forced to sit in the back of someone else’s bus. As the role of race in American politics has changed, so have the political attitudes of those who have long been expected to allow race to define their politics—namely, black voters.


While our parents and grandparents grew up in a world in which the Emmett Till tragedy symbolized justice for black Americans in this country, the post–civil rights generation grew up in a world of O.J. Simpson, Michael Jackson, and Kobe Bryant—a world where race may matter, but money, fame, power, and who your defense attorney is may matter even more.


Not only has the post–civil rights generation grown up in an America in which segregation is a distant memory, but it has grown up in an America in which black people and black culture are the defining arbiters of America’s cultural landscape. While the civil rights generation grew up in an America in which Leave  It to Beaver represented the ideal American family (and black families were simply nonexistent in popular culture), the post–civil rights generation has grown up in an America in which the ideal American family is black and goes by the name Huxtable, as in The Cosby Show. Whereas the most influential woman during the civil rights era arguably was First Lady Jackie Kennedy, who could single-handedly spark a fashion trend with a public appearance, today the most influential woman is named Oprah Winfrey. Not only can she spark a trend by featuring something or someone on her show, but she has a Midas-like touch for doing so that has become legendary. Forty years ago the term “professional athlete” denoted white male, whether you were discussing professional basketball, football, or tennis. Today the idea of watching a basketball or football game without seeing any black faces (or watching a tennis tournament without seeing the Williams sisters) sounds unimaginable.


And then there’s hip-hop. No other form of popular music in history has become such a defining cultural force, influencing the language, fashion, music, and movies of Americans of all races.


All of these changes have had a profound impact on shaping the political attitudes of the post–civil rights generation. After all, when members of your race begin to define American culture, it becomes harder to believe that your politics should be defined by the suppression of your race, and yet that is just what has long defined black America’s decades-long relationship with the Democratic Party; a relationship that some younger black Americans have begun to question.


This is not to say that all younger black Americans have signed letters of intent with the GOP; in fact, in this election cycle they have emerged as a crucial force in the early success of Senator Barack Obama’s presidential campaign. But many of these Generation Obama voters are also emblematic of the generational shift occurring among black voters. Unlike their parents and grandparents, for many members of Generation Obama their political loyalty lies with Obama not necessarily because of the party he represents, but because he is one of them. There is a growing contingency of black voters who believe that a candidate’s party label matters a lot less than the candidate himself. Additionally, there is a growing contingency of younger black voters, fueled by the 2000 election recount and other factors, who have grown increasingly suspicious of the American political process in general. By extension they consider the major parties and the politicians at the helm of them suspect as well. This means that while they may not be moving into the GOP column, they are moving away from the political process in general, which ultimately harms Democrats by default.


One prominent Democratic political operative interviewed for this book faults the Democratic Party for essentially being asleep at the wheel for an entire generation and not noticing that there was a burgeoning swath of young black voters whom their message was not connecting with. He predicts that this new generation of voters presents a golden opportunity for Republicans, not because they will ever win a majority of them but because they don’t need to win a majority to do serious damage to Democrats, particularly considering how many high-profile, close races there have been in recent years.7 All they have to do is peel away enough votes and the tide of an entire campaign—or even an entire election cycle—can turn. Just think back to the 2006 midterm elections, in which control of the Senate was ultimately decided by less than 10,000 votes, or to the state of Ohio in 2004.


In covering the 2004 presidential election, the American  Prospect noted that Democratic strategist Donna Brazile, who in 2000 became the first black woman to manage the campaign of a Democratic presidential nominee, had chided the Kerry campaign for a lack of blacks in senior positions. Additionally the article noted that “the need for Kerry to personalize his relationship with the black community is a sentiment heard across a broad spectrum of black voters. He has yet to show any originality, for example, in reaching out to young blacks, who are by far the most politically independent group of black voters. Only 50 percent to 60 percent of African Americans aged 18 to 25 identify themselves as Democrats.” Ronald Walters, a political scientist at the University of Maryland, was quoted as saying, “This is a figure that should shock Kerry into action.”8


Apparently it didn’t. And we all know how that election turned out.


One young black voter interviewed for this book says that both of her parents were Democrats and that while she is a registered Democrat, she believes that “Democrats have been pimping the black vote for years.” According to her, the only way that will change is if her vote and that of others like hers become up for grabs. Many of them already have. Another young black voter, who interned for a prominent Democrat before switching her voter registration to independent, explains her political evolution this way: “We never had to sit at the back of the bus. I’ve never been bitten by attack dogs. I know that all of those things happened but that’s not my experience. You have to learn to customize your message for a different audience and they [Democrats] are just not doing that.”


General Colin Powell says that while he does not consider himself an expert on voting patterns, he does believe that “over time as more blacks enter the middle class; as more blacks become of means—and that is happening—they will vote their interests which may not be the same as blacks used to do in the past.” This, he believes, could present an opportunity for the GOP.9


However, Reverend Al Sharpton speculates that any burgeoning generational gaps that exist politically among black Americans will ultimately be dwarfed by the realities of what it still means to be black in America. “The one problem that I never worry about is at the end of the day reality sets in. As long as you’ve got bias in this country, they will start uniting these generational problems for blacks.”10


It remains to be seen which one of them is correct.






















Chapter 1
 



HIP-HOP MEETS THE HUXTABLES
 



 


The Politics of the Post–Civil Rights Generation


Every generation is defined by something. For Americans born at the turn of the twentieth century, it was World War I. For their children, it was the Great Depression and World War II. And for their children’s children—baby boomers—it was Vietnam, Watergate, and of course, the civil rights movement.


For black Americans, the civil rights movement was more than one defining moment among many. Regardless of wealth, social status, or geographic location, there is not a black American born anytime before 1960 whose life was not forever changed by it.


Now, nearly four decades after the right to vote became more than an impossible dream for many African Americans, we may see yet another impossible dream come true. A black man may actually be elected president. This reality (the very thought of which probably would have caused most southern politicians to laugh to the point of tears forty years ago) raises the question of what is the defining experience for the generation of black Americans who have come of age in post–civil rights America.


Unlike previous generations that were defined by one or two major cultural touchstones, the post–civil rights generation cannot point to a single unifying experience. Instead, it has been shaped by a variety of cultural landmarks, some triumphant, others tragic: the war on drugs, the war in Iraq, 9/11, the rise of hip-hop, the rise of Oprah, the deaths of Tupac and Biggie, and the presidential campaigns of Jesse Jackson and Barack Obama.


What it has not experienced is legal segregation. This single fact has had a profound impact on the way the post–civil rights generation views politics.


The success of the civil rights movement gained black Americans countless rights, big and small—from equality in access to education and housing to water fountains—and yet it stripped black Americans of one historic privilege: the ability to share an inherent social and political bond. As Bakari Kitwana notes in his landmark book The Hip Hop Generation, “The previous generation had the luxury (if you want to call it that) of a broad-based movement. In a climate that screamed for change, youth movements across race, class, gender, and ethnicity were part of the culture.”1


That isn’t so any more. Post–civil rights black Americans are not defined by a universal social or political cause or movement as their parents and grandparents once were. Despite the best efforts of political strategists and the media to pigeonhole them, younger black Americans are staking out their own social and political identities. For some, this means embracing specific labels. Others simply want to be recognized by a political label that has long eluded black Americans: voter.


Not black voter. Not young black voter. Just voter.


But labels are often irresistible, and Kitwana has helped name this generation for the music and culture that many believe most sets them apart: the Hip-Hop Generation. Born between 1965 and 1984, one could argue that this is a group for whom Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power” is as much an anthem as “We Shall Overcome” was for their parents.


Love it or hate it, hip-hop has been one of the defining cultural forces of the last two decades. Once a staple of the inner-city streets, today the music of 50 Cent or Yung Joc is just as likely to be heard blasting in the suburban homes of affluent white kids, in some cases even more so. For some, hip-hop music and culture embodies the essence of their American experience—in which to struggle is a fact of life and protest and rebellion are the only ways to be heard. Therefore hip-hop embodies the essence of their political identity. Others view it as merely one aspect of African American culture, not the most important aspect or the one that defines their American experience or political identity. The struggle of young black Americans to reconcile these two views is at the heart of the politics of the post–civil rights generation.


Like the blues before it, hip-hop is more than an art form. It is the soundtrack to the triumphs and tragedies of this generation’s experience; but unlike blues or rock, hip-hop transcends the boundaries of music. While some (like my mother) dismiss it as questionable words put to indistinguishable beats, it has left an indelible mark on American culture, from fashion and film to politics.


Hip-hop’s reach into mainstream popular culture, as well as the lack of a definitive, unifying political movement among younger black Americans, may explain why a name initially limited to a section in a CD store has come to be applied to a whole generation. Following the first ever hip-hop political convention, the Black Commentator wrote, “In the absence of a mass Black political movement, the generation born after 1965 has been named for the culture it created, rather than—as with the preceding generation—the political goals for which they fought.”2


This has turned out to be both a blessing and a curse. On the one hand, it has given a voice to a generation that might otherwise have been ignored by society altogether. On the other hand there are many who do not deem hip-hop’s contribution to be especially positive. As Kitwana notes, “It is not uncommon to hear some of these community leaders dismiss rap music—the most significant cultural achievement of our generation—as ghetto culture. Most of our parents, and especially civil rights leaders and community activists, would rather ignore rap’s impact—especially those lyrics that delve into the gritty street culture of the Black underworld—than explore its role in the lives of hip-hop generationers.”3 Today, however, the negative rap on hip-hop no longer falls strictly along generational lines.


The controversy surrounding radio personality Don Imus’s comments about the Rutgers women’s basketball team, in which he referred to them as “nappy headed hos,” cast a spotlight on how increasingly divisive the content of hip-hop music and the image its culture represents have become among black Americans. The argument lobbed by Imus defenders, sometimes with excessive enthusiasm, went something like this: if a twenty-something rapper can call a black woman “ho” in a song, why can’t a sixty-something white guy say it in good fun?


Yet long before the Imus controversy, a growing number of black Americans of the so-called Hip-Hop Generation had begun to question whether hip-hop was doing more harm than good. Students at historically black Spelman College have been among the most vocal critics of hip-hop’s often negative depiction of young black women, although their crusade was overlooked by most mainstream news outlets until Imus made the issue of interest to mainstream America.4 Following the Imus brouhaha, Oprah Winfrey devoted two episodes of her program to a town hall discussion among cultural critics of hip-hop, students at Spelman, and prominent figures within the hip-hop community such as Russell Simmons and Kevin Liles, one of the highest-ranking African Americans in the music industry.5


While critics like Stanley Crouch liken hard-core rap to a modern-day “minstrel show” in which white suburban teens go on “audio safari” to see “darkies in their element,” Simmons and Liles argue that hip-hop reflects the gritty reality of everyday life in impoverished communities. As is often the case with controversial subjects, the truth is likely somewhere in the middle.


As hip-hop struggles through growing pains, its audience has already begun to move on. The latest music industry sales figures suggest that hip-hop’s reign as a defining cultural arbiter may be coming to a close. According to Nielsen Soundscan, sales of rap music fell by 21 percent in 2006. 6 In our survey of four hundred randomly selected black Americans ages eighteen to forty-five, 19 percent identified themselves as not fans of hip-hop, while 47 percent said they listen to it but believe “most of it reflects negatively on black Americans.” 7 A discussion regarding the current state of hip-hop music is relevant to a larger discussion regarding the state of political activism among young black Americans.


While hip-hop’s emergence as a cultural force is indisputable, its success in the past ten years has been due in large part to a cult-like following among suburban white teens. Yet the political agenda that moves a nineteen-year-old white teen living in Beverly Hills is unlikely to be the same one that moves a nineteen-year-old black teen in the Bronx. Lumping the two under the same political umbrella simply because of similar CD collections is absurd.


Kitwana says he coined the term “Hip-Hop Generation” largely in reaction to media attempts to lump post–baby boomer black Americans under the label Generation X, a formula he considers inaccurate and irresponsible because the experiences and concerns of many young black Americans is so different from their white counterparts.8 But just as the Gen X label and what it came to represent (grunge music, the dot-com boom, the film Reality  Bites, and “finding yourself ”) cannot fully capture the diverse experiences of that generation, the term “Hip-Hop Generation” fails to capture the broad experiences of young black Americans, or the range of their political philosophies. How can the political ideology of an entire generation be defined by a music and a culture that many members of that generation believe does not represent them?


Alexis McGill is a political scientist and consultant who has worked extensively with “hip-hop voters,” first with Russell Simmons and his political group, the Hip-Hop Summit Action Network, and later with hip-hop mogul and rapper Sean “Diddy” Combs and his political group Citizen Change. McGill is not surprised by the media and political establishment’s efforts to paint all younger blacks with a broad brush. Historically, she says, “I don’t think we’ve made the argument that the black community is not monolithic, and so the media cuts to representations they have easiest access to.”9


While Kitwana recognizes that “there are many people within the quote unquote hip-hop generation who are not defined by that,” he asserts that the labeling reflects “what hip-hop has done [to] organize young people at a national and international level.” From Kitwana’s perspective, hip-hop has served as a mechanism for mobilizing an entire generation around issues that matter to them, inspiring people on a national and international level in a way that “is unprecedented.” Beyond providing a platform for artistic expression, hip-hop has “created a national political infrastructure.”10


This infrastructure grew largely out of grassroots activism among young, predominantly black Americans who were brought together by a shared love of hip-hop but were also united by their distrust of the traditional political process and politicians. A lot of these people, says Kitwana, “see electoral politics as bullshit, a waste of time, orchestrated, not going to bring about any tangible change, and you hear that from artists like Talib Kweli or the rapper Nas, and they represent a sentiment that is out there.”11


The sentiment is so widespread that it has sounded panic alarms among Democrats, not because they fear losing members of the Hip-Hop Generation to the GOP but losing them, period. “When you look at statistics among younger African American men, they are becoming a real hard target for turnout, because they are dropping out of [the] participation process at a higher rate than are young African American women. Part of that is their cynicism and frustration about politics is higher,” says Cornell Belcher, head pollster for the Democratic National Committee.12


Basil Smikle, Jr., a member of the post–civil rights generation and a political veteran, concurs. A political consultant whose career has included stints as a senior aide to Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton and an adviser to the presidential campaign of Senator Joseph Lieberman, Smikle says, “People are falling out of the political process because nobody actually thinks politics helps them.” While it is a problem for both major parties, he predicts that it will be an even greater problem for Democrats. Due to rising dropout rates, joblessness, and incarceration, young black men are becoming increasingly alienated from mainstream society as a whole, and thus their political involvement down the line becomes less and less likely. Smikle believes this combination of factors means that Democrats will end up “losing a significant part of the base.”13


Assemblyman Adam Clayton Powell IV is a second-generation black elected official. His father, Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., was one of the first black congressmen of the modern era. Powell explains that part of the problem is that older black leaders and other elected officials struggle to reach young black voters. “The Hip-Hop Generation,” Powell notes, “has practically dominated everything from culture, music, economics” but adds that “they dominate everything except politics, because they generally have not been participating.”14


Cornell Belcher, the DNC pollster, says that “the real issue is they’re not seeing politics first and foremost as the most viable avenue for bringing about change in the community, in their community; the change they desperately want to bring about.” He adds, “You have younger African Americans, particularly younger African American males, searching for viable vehicles to bring about change.”15


Kitwana observes that many members of the Hip-Hop Generation feel that the mainstream political establishment ignores the issues that most affect them, like police brutality and what he terms “hip-hop profiling”: young black men being targeted for the way they dress, a problem he says is even more prevalent than racial profiling. For many this sentiment has been reinforced by two recent high-profile cases.


The case of six teens from Louisiana, dubbed the Jena Six, galvanized young black Americans, as did the case of homecoming king turned inmate, Genarlow Wilson. While a far cry from the days of Emmett Till, both cases were steeped in racial overtones. In the case of the Jena Six, one black teenager initially faced nearly twenty years in prison after he and five others were accused of assaulting a white classmate. The incident followed a series of racially charged clashes that began when nooses were found hanging from a tree on their high school campus. In Georgia seventeen-year-old Genarlow Wilson, who is also African American, was sentenced to a mandatory minimum ten years in prison after being convicted of aggravated child molestation for engaging in consensual oral sex with a fifteen-year-old.


Both cases prompted a public outcry and accusations of racial bias. While debate continues regarding the details of the Jena Six case, critics have noted that the white students accused of the noose incident faced minimal punishment for what was deemed a prank. The black students, however, faced the possibility of serious prison time. The national attention both cases garnered (fueled in large part by the efforts of young black Americans) is credited with pressuring local authorities to revisit the cases, resulting in Wilson’s release in 2006 after more than two years behind bars. Mychal Bell, the only member of the Jena Six to have been tried at the time of this writing, had his initial conviction set aside on the grounds that he should have been tried as a juvenile, not an adult, for the reduced charges of aggravated battery and conspiracy. (Bell originally faced charges of attempted murder.) 


Genarlow Wilson’s attorney, B.J. Bernstein, who is white, discusses the role that “subtle racism” played in her client’s case. Drawing a distinction between “overt” racism, Bernstein notes that contrary to some media reports Wilson’s alleged victim is not white but African American. Despite this fact, Bernstein acknowledges that racial stereotypes ultimately played a role in her client’s prosecution. In an interview with CNN she recalls hearing various lawmakers refer to Wilson, an honor student, as a “thug,” a perception buoyed by video taken at the scene of the alleged crime. “They see the videotape. There is rap music. Genarlow had dreads at the time. He was a great student, but he looked like a thug on a music video. And, at the legislative session, you heard them say, oh, he is just a thug.”16 As Bernstein astutely observes, were it not for its amateurish quality, the video of Wilson really wouldn’t look that different from your typical rap video—just a couple of guys chillin’ with a couple of girls. The key difference of course is that the fantasy Wilson and the other young men appear to be living on camera turned into the ultimate nightmare. Wilson, in spite of his numerous non-thug-like accomplishments, became a victim of the “hip-hop profiling” Kitwana speaks of, because when many people viewed the video they didn’t see Genarlow Wilson homecoming king or honor student; they simply saw a “thug.”


In addition to being wary of law enforcement, Kitwana argues that many members of this generation are also inherently distrustful of traditional social institutions. Globalization, the increasing instability of the American workforce, and the war on terror have given them a sense of unease, as they have grown up in a much less stable world than the one baby boomers and the civil rights generation grew up in. “If you look at someone born in the mid- to late 1960s, if they are born to parents who are not college educated— and even some whose parents are—there are very few options. If they go to college they are already part of an elite group.” But those not fortunate enough to go to college (and given that in some major cities as many as half of young black males do not finish high school, there are many) end up with “McJobs” (as in low-wage service jobs at McDonald’s) or “working at Wal-Mart or something.” Or they hit what many view as the ultimate jackpot and “become a rapper or a basketball player.”17


But a more realistic possibility is that they will not end up in Wal-Mart or the NBA but in prison. According to a 2005 report by the National Urban League, “One in 20 black men are incarcerated, while one in 155 white men are, and for every three black men in college, four are incarcerated.”18


Even ten years ago, Kitwana adds, joining the military was considered a viable option. He wryly notes that he was fortunate to attend high school in the “be all you can be” era, in which commercials made the military look like a great way to pay for college, meet girls, and make Mom proud. “There weren’t any real major conflicts. You could go into the military and make it into a career and not have any real threat of war. Whereas for younger members of the Hip-Hop Generation, the threat of war is ever present.”19


These limited opportunities contrast greatly with those available to this generation’s parents, for whom the rules were relatively clear: work hard for the same employer for a lifetime and you will get a piece of the Americans Dream, maybe not a huge piece, but enough to buy a home and raise a family, and enough to retire on. “These things absolutely define our politics. If you grow up having a clear understanding of these limited options, it makes you feel very cynical. It makes you feel like the older generation of our country is not looking out for you.” He believes that this cynicism will continue to have a profound ripple effect on the traditional political process, most notably in driving members of the Hip-Hop Generation farther and farther away from traditional politics. “One of the things that comes with this generation is cynicism about the government’s ability to seriously intervene in the lives of everyday people. I think this generation has the idea that government is something that works for rich people; something that works for corporations because that’s how we’ve seen the government.”20


A study conducted by the University of Chicago entitled “The Black Youth Project” suggests that a majority of black youth share this perspective. This nationwide survey of 1,590 youth of different races, ages fifteen to twenty-five, found that a majority of young blacks and Hispanics agreed that government leaders care very little about people like them. 21 The end result, according to Kitwana, is that this generation has begun “moving away from parties altogether” and gravitating toward other forms of activism. These emerging forms of activism Kitwana refers to could be seen in the organized response to the Jena Six and Genarlow Wilson cases. In both instances, young people did not rely on traditional political and legal channels to precipitate change. Instead of simply contacting elected officials or relying on so-called black leaders (more on that in Chapter 5), they effectively leveraged their collective power as social networking activists.


Today, even more important than being able to get a group of people to show up for a rally is being able to get a major news outlet to cover it. Demonstrating a savvy understanding of the power of mass media as a tool for social change, young black Americans e-mailed, blogged, instant-messaged, and text-messaged the stories of the Jena Six and Genarlow Wilson into the national spotlight. Their efforts were bolstered by support from high-profile members of the hip-hop community, including rappers Mos Def and Ice Cube. Michael Baisden, a nationally syndicated radio host, who is also a member of the post–civil rights generation, has been credited with using his daily program and website to mobilize thousands of protesters who descended on Jena in fall 2007. 22


While the response to both the Jena Six and Wilson cases cause some to recall the civil rights protests of the 1960s, they are also potent reminders of just how much things have changed for the better. Had six black teens been accused of assaulting a white teen in the South fifty years ago, concerns about a noose being offensive for appearing on a tree would have been the least of their problems. A much more realistic possibility is that the teens themselves would have been hanging from them. But there’s another reason that both of these cases speak to the evolving political sensibilities of the post–civil rights generation. As Genarlow Wilson’s attorney observed, his case touched upon the “subtle” racism in American culture. As racism becomes more subtle, finding effective ways to combat it through political and legal channels becomes tougher and the line between so-called racists and everybody else becomes blurred.


In Wilson’s case, one of the key opponents to his release was not a tobacco-chewing white southern racist. It was Thurbert Baker, the Georgia state attorney general, who is black and a Democrat.23 Similarly, Donald Washington, the U.S. attorney for the western district of Louisiana, received harsh criticism from many African Americans for his early assertion that there was no proof of unfair prosecution in the Jena Six case.24 Washington, a Bush appointee, is also black. The unwillingness of either man to classify his respective case as a watershed moment for civil rights represents a telling shift in the ongoing quest for racial equality. Quite simply claims of racial injustice are no longer as black and white as they once were. Neither are the good guys and bad guys. The responses of Baker and Washington help explain why many members of the Hip-Hop Generation have grown distrustful of traditional political and legal infrastructures and the people who run them—regardless of political party or skin color.


Though the Jena Six and Wilson cases eventually garnered mainstream national coverage, Kitwana notes that much of the activism of the hip-hop community is largely ignored by the mainstream media and major political parties. According to Kitwana, organizations such as the Hip-Hop Congress, which began on college campuses and now has thirty-five chapters nationwide, the Hip-Hop Association, and the Hip-Hop Caucus have thousands of members and participants. But Kitwana feels their activism is often overlooked. “I think so much of what’s happening in terms of organizing among young people does not subscribe to traditional electoral politics. So much organizing at a grassroots level is under the radar.”


That much of hip-hop activism falls below the mainstream radar does not, in Kitwana’s view, lessen its relevance. He believes that if grassroots activists, those working in electoral politics, and prominent hip-hop artists join forces, they will be an unstoppable political force. “When those three forces align themselves properly at a national level I think there’s going to be a huge impact and I think that people in electoral politics don’t see that. They just see Russell Simmons.” 25


Simmons, who has been dubbed the godfather of hip-hop, has been at the forefront of efforts to mobilize post–civil rights generation black Americans in a hip-hop voter movement. Simmons himself did not register to vote until he was in his thirties, and explains that many in the Hip-Hop Generation feel, as he once did, that politics offers no real incentives for them to be involved. It’s a sentiment he is working to change. In his book, Do  You, Simmons writes, “Like many people in this country, I felt disconnected from the political process. I was aware that the civil rights movement had fought very hard to ensure my right to vote, but I still didn’t appreciate its value.” Simmons explains that many young people who feel similarly disconnected end up disengaged from the process, not through callousness or a lack of “caring” but because they lack “connectedness.” 26 He feels that empowering young people and letting them know they can have an impact is key to inspiring their involvement. Simmons himself was inspired by his desire to change what he saw as unfair laws targeting many of the same people he is aiming to inspire now, the notorious Rockefeller drug laws.


Named for former New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller, the laws, which were enacted in 1973, have been recognized as some of the harshest in the nation targeting drug offenders. The laws make the penalty for sale or possession of a range of narcotics (in varying quantities) a mandatory minimum fifteen years to life in prison— the same penalty one would receive for second-degree murder. With the advent of the crack epidemic in the 1980s, countless lives were destroyed by addiction as well as prison. Simmons’s brother was convicted under them and an activist was born. The same mentality, he says, that inspires a young person to buy a CD or new sneakers can also inspire political involvement. “Unfortunately, many of us are sheep. And many of us do what our community does and what dialogue is in our community inspires us to join in. You know, we don’t want to be misfits.” 27


Simmons credits the rise in social consciousness among other high-profile members of the hip-hop community as being crucial to attracting more hip-hop voters into the process. “Now there’s a climate that we could really push involvement with young people now. Every rapper has a foundation. If you name the rapper, I’ll tell you what they’re doing in their community.” 28


In his book, Simmons chides both political parties for underestimating the power of the hip-hop vote. Lack of voter participation (and political contributions) among younger black Americans is often cited to explain the lack of attention paid to the hip-hop voter by mainstream political parties and candidates. While these factors are partly responsible, they are not solely to blame. During the Imus soap opera, hip-hop came under siege as much as Imus did, and it appeared as though anyone who wasn’t a successful rapper or hip-hop producer had something critical to say. It became painfully clear that hip-hop has a serious image problem. What also became clear in the indignant and self-righteous tone affected by many of the networks and journalists covering the story is that while white kids may be huge fans of hip-hop, their parents are not.


When I asked Simmons if the criticism surrounding hip-hop music and culture has hurt its namesake generation’s ability to emerge as a serious political force, he said without equivocation, “No.” 29 But following the Imus debacle, two Democratic presidential candidates, Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton, were harangued about previously embracing support from hip-hop artists (Ludacris and Timbaland, respectively). 30 It is not uncommon for political candidates to draw criticism for accepting support from controversial sources; but usually if a candidate accepts money from a controversial source like Denise Rich, the wife of fugitive billionaire Marc Rich, no one attaches the controversy to an entire voting bloc. (Wealthy divorcées are as much in demand in fund-raising circles as ever.)


Kitwana argues that ultimately the labels become a moot point when it comes to accessing power. The Christian Coalition, he points out, was seen as a fringe group until it began to demonstrate its clout as a voting bloc. 31 But when an entire group of people is lumped under a political umbrella due to a cultural phenomenon, their political clout becomes tied to the strength of that cultural brand, and right now the hip-hop brand is battered. Naming a political movement for hip-hop is arguably no different than using the NASCAR label to identify white (primarily southern) male voters. But the term “NASCAR dads” is essentially a relabeling of a familiar demographic. “Reagan Democrats” were also primarily working-class white males who became valued swing voters. The main difference is that while Reagan Democrats were traditionally northern white males whom Republicans worked to lure across the political aisle, NASCAR dads are southern white males whom Democrats have worked to lure across the aisle in recent elections. But no one ever argued that NASCAR dads or Reagan Democrats account for all  white male voters. No one would suggest that real estate mogul Donald Trump and entertainer Barry Manilow are “NASCAR dads,” even though they are both white and male.


Shannon Reeves, a former NAACP staffer who now works for the Republican National Committee, says that while he grew up on Doug E. Fresh and Run DMC and considers their music integral to his formative years, hip-hop should not be what defines black Americans politically. “My parents and grandparents tore down barriers. They put their mark on the world. Through the civil rights bill [and] the voting rights act, they paved the way for equal opportunities. They got rid of the Jim Crow South. People in foreign countries are singing ‘We Shall Overcome’ in their own language. History will show their contribution to the world. I am just not going to accept that my generation’s contribution to this country will be hip-hop music.”32


Hip-hop is clearly a part of the story of the post–civil rights generation, but it is not the whole story. By allowing a cultural touchstone that originated among black Americans to become the defining voice for who we are politically, we have in a sense allowed the media and political leaders to segregate us once again, this time with our blessing. The result has been that for years the political relevance of younger black Americans—the so-called hip-hop vote—has been discounted.


While Simmons emphasizes that hip-hop activism is about organizing around specific issues in an ethnically and racially inclusive manner, in reality no one visualizes a white teenager (even a poor one) when they hear the term “hip-hop voter.” For most politicians and journalists, the phrase “hip-hop” conjures up thoughts of music they don’t understand and images of a black youth they would probably cross the street at night to avoid.


McGill, the political scientist who worked with Simmons on voter registration at the Hip-Hop Summit Action Network, stresses the importance of young black Americans mobilizing around specific issues as opposed to a specific race. “I don’t think it’s effective to organize around being black. I think it’s effective to organize around class, education, criminal justice—things that affect us disproportionately because we are black.” 33


But part of the political evolution of the post–civil rights generation involves a changing definition of what issues most matter to African Americans. When I talked with Simmons, he described the hip-hop voter movement as “led by poor people” but supported by people of many classes who care about the same issues, namely, poverty. 34 But as young black Americans increasingly assert their political independence and begin forging their own political identities, many issues have begun to matter to them, and there is no longer a consensus on which issues matter most. For instance, according to our survey, black Americans ages eighteen to forty-five consider the war in Iraq the most important issue facing America today, with more than twice as many respondents selecting it over economic equality (26 percent to 12 percent, respectively). 35


As Kitwana notes, the options available to a black man with a college degree are vastly different from those facing a black (or any) man without one. As a result, these two voters will likely lead vastly different lives, and their political identities and the issues that most matter to them are likely to differ as well. Generational differences within the post–civil rights generation have also begun to have a noticeable political impact.


Activist and onetime presidential candidate Al Sharpton says that instead of one unified post–civil rights generation, there are now two, with different political outlooks. “There’s a civil rights generation, which would be people sixty and up, because they were grown in the civil rights era. Then you have the immediate post–civil rights generation, which is my generation, between forty and sixty. . . . I was nine years old in the ’60s. Then you’ve got the generation behind us, who are twenty to forty.” 36 The politics of this youngest generation, he says, are the hardest to pin down and the least predictable.


Kitwana agrees, explaining that he would not label those born after 1984 as the Hip-Hop Generation. Just as members of the Hip-Hop Generation had different experiences than their parents and grandparents of the civil rights generation had, this younger generation has also had different experiences. 37 Alexis McGill explains that while she came of age at a time when hip-hop was antiestablishment, some of the college students she has taught have never known it as anything but a mainstream cultural norm, no different from pop or country music.38 They were not around (or were not culturally aware) when songs like Grandmaster Flash’s classic, “The Message,” were providing social commentary on issues like poverty and urban violence. The hip-hop they know is more about lyrics full of expletives and videos full of scantily clad women.


The cultural differences within the post–civil rights generation have resulted in the emergence of two primary categories of political thought among younger black Americans. One school of thought believes that the promise of the civil rights movement has not been fully realized and that the mainstream political establishment has essentially failed them. The other school believes that the civil rights movement opened doors and has afforded them countless opportunities that they can continue to build on through political involvement. The former idea, the one defined by the politics of disenfranchisement, has been fundamental to much of hip-hop’s most inspired work and has also been at the core of most hip-hop activism.


The other school, the politics of progress, has divided (some might say conquered) every major ethnic group that has come to the United States in the past two hundred years searching for that mythical Atlantis known as the American Dream. Whereas Irish Americans comprised a legendary voting bloc during the Tammany Hall era, today no one expects Pat Buchanan and Ted Kennedy to find much common ground politically despite their shared Irish Catholic heritage. While people love to pay lip service to ethnic pride, everyone knows that the ultimate American Dream is to become so American that you don’t stick out. You blend in, and in spite of where you come from or where your parents came from or what your accent may be, you want to be just like the Joneses. Part of this transformation means that along the way one changes from a hyphenated American to simply an American. This also means that one changes from a minority voter to simply a voter.


For most black Americans, such a transformation was never within reach. Skin color made it impossible for them to blend in. (Those who did pass for white had to completely forsake their ethnic identity.) And that made the idea of black Americans ever being seen as voters rather than minority voters seem out of reach as well. But that has begun to change. Younger black Americans no longer see black as the only political party that exists.


This is not to say that post–civil rights black Americans are oblivious to the reality that race still matters in America. But they have grown up in an America where it is not the only thing that matters. Cory Booker, the mayor of Newark, New Jersey, believes that race is still an important and vital aspect of America’s political dialogue, but in a more nuanced way. For instance, he says, “Why in this nation have there been perverse obsessions with little white girls—JonBenet Ramsey, Natalie Holloway—yet there are little black children dying in my city and others, unsolved crimes, heinous actions, and they’re not talked about years later. There are not CNN specials evaluating them. That speaks to the fact that we still do not live in the society of our dreams yet.” He continues, “We cannot avoid the reality that there are still racial challenges. But to me, ‘racial challenges’ is an intermediate description of what I view as overall challenges of justice, challenges for us to become the country of our highest ideals and our highest aspirations.” 39


In an interview for this book, former Secretary of State Colin Powell noted that his “sense among young blacks, including my own three adult children, is that increasingly, to a large extent [unlike] their parents’ generation, they don’t consider themselves just as black politically. They are increasingly looking at politics as to how it best reflects their interests and desires and goals; therefore they are making different choices.” 40


While racial profiling and police brutality exist in the post–civil rights generation’s America, so does O.J. Simpson. In this America, the greatest threat to black communities does not wear a Klan robe and have white skin but is more likely to be a neighbor, family member, or friend who sells the street poison that has destroyed the lives of countless black Americans. In this America, people’s failure to use condoms presents a far greater danger to the black community than water hoses or attack dogs ever did.


It is an America where racism still exists, but so does Oprah Winfrey.


It is an America where there are still black families living in public housing like the Evans family of the 1970s sitcom Good  Times but there are also black families whose experience mirrors the brownstone-dwelling power couple known as Dr. Heathcliff and Clair Huxtable on The Cosby Show.


In short, the experience of this generation is part hip-hop and part Huxtable and it is this combination of experiences that has defined this generation’s worldview and its politics. Much as feminism experienced its second- and third-wave movements, today’s young black Americans represent a generation in transition as hip-hop voters and Huxtable voters begin to share the political stage. The problem for Democrats is that hip-hop voters don’t trust them (or any other politicians), and Huxtable voters don’t feel beholden to them. Unless the party begins to alter its message to reach these groups, it will lose both, from the party and possibly from the political process altogether.


Assemblyman Powell cites icons like Russell Simmons as increasingly important to spurring the Hip-Hop Generation’s involvement. He predicts that so-called hip-hop voters have the potential to dominate politics—as long as they can conquer their distrust and register in large numbers. 41


Alexis McGill thinks there is nothing preventing Hip-Hop Generation voters from becoming just as powerful as the National Rifle Association. 42 Simmons confidently notes that young people and hip-hop artists alike are becoming inspired by “the idea of taking charge of their country, of their future, of having an opinion; it’s right on the tip. It’s right there. We’re right there where we can actually get them to make a lot of steps. Just the right statement by the right artist, the right movement and the ball starts picking up speed. . . . I think that [in] the last election, we did a pretty good job having them discuss the election and then vote.” 43 McGill points to the hundreds of thousands of new young black voters the Hip-Hop Summit Action Network registered for the 2004 election. She says that whether or not their registration translates into long-term political involvement remains to be seen, and notes that conservatives took nearly thirty years to emerge as a potent political force. 44 But there is one significant obstacle that may be standing in the way: forty-eight states have laws restricting the rights of convicted felons to vote. According to the Village Voice,  “Blacks make up 40 percent of the nation’s disenfranchised, even though they are only 12 percent of the general population. At least 1.4 million black men—13 percent of all black men—cannot vote because of state felon disenfranchisement laws.” 45 This means that even before Democrats worry about convincing younger black voters to vote for them, they must first contend with the fact that a number of them cannot vote at all.


Basil Smikle, Jr., the political consultant, has some simple advice for Democrats seeking to connect with this increasingly difficult to reach demographic: talk to young black voters with the same level of attentiveness and same emphasis on a broad range of issues that you display with other voters. Identify the issues that matter to them today—not the ones that mattered forty years ago—and make the case for why you are better on those issues than the other guy. Unless a distinct shift begins in how candidates and political leaders reach out to the post–civil rights generation, Smikle predicts that the ramifications could be far greater than the party losing members of its base. Smikle says that while he hopes he is wrong, he predicts that “you’ll start to see fewer blacks running for office and winning. You will start to see fewer blacks involved in the process” in general. He hopes the tide will turn but is not particularly confident that it will happen soon. “I think you will start to see things get worse before they get better.” 46
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