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Praise for THE VIRTUE OF COLOR-BLINDNESS





“A stirring defense of the principle that you should not gain or lose by the color of your skin. In Professor Archie’s book readers will find critical finesse, serious argument, wide-ranging classical elegance, courage, and intelligence.”


—Harvey C. Mansfield, research professor of government, Harvard University, and author of Machiavelli’s Virtue


“Andre Archie defends the tradition of Frederick Douglass and Martin Luther King and dissects the poisonous justifications for Balkanizing the United States along racial lines.”


—Rich Lowry, editor in chief, National Review


“Archie’s powerful defense of the once ‘liberal’ and now ‘conservative’ ideal of color-blindness is at the same time a warning to liberals and conservatives alike of the profound dangers of identity politics and identitarian ideologies.”


—Robert P. George, McCormick Professor of Jurisprudence, Princeton University, and author of In Defense of Natural Law


“An erudite and compelling demolition of today’s racialist Left from Derrick Bell to Robin DiAngelo.”


—Yoram Hazony, author of Conservatism: A Rediscovery


“Andre Archie is a Thomas Sowell for our generation—a daring scholar whose defense of color-blind principle can’t be dismissed as white privilege by even the most race-obsessed critic.”


—Daniel McCarthy, editor, Modern Age, and editor-at-large, American Conservative


“Andre Archie expertly blends classical philosophy with social and literary analysis in this clarion call for a return to the distinctly American beliefs that inspired such champions of freedom as Frederick Douglass and Martin Luther King Jr.”


—Matthew Continetti, author, The Right: The Hundred Year War for American Conservatism


“Andre Archie shows why that clear principle [the Constitution is colorblind] is more than rhetoric: it is an essential truth of American society and its political order.”


—John Yoo, Emanuel S. Heller Professor of Law, University of California at Berkeley, visiting fellow, Hoover Institution


“Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. looked forward to the day when all Americans would be judged by the content of their character and not the color of their skin…. Now Dr. Andre Archie comes to acquaint another generation of Americans with this tradition, and with its betrayal by some who argue for race-conscious policies….”


—Michael Barone, senior political analyst, Washington Examiner, and longtime co-author of The Almanac of American Politics


“The Virtue of Color-Blindness is the answer to the terrible confusions over race relations in America’s schools, universities, boardrooms, and government. Archie brilliantly demolishes the racial hucksters and conflict promoters who are trying to turn back the clock on real American diversity and inclusion.”


—Christopher DeMuth, distinguished fellow, Hudson Institute


“Professor Archie points to a path that was not taken, which is black pride in being American felt by members of an intact ethnic and national community. His richly documented arguments provide food for thought on why American blacks did not choose this path.”


—Paul Gottfried, Raffensperger Professor Emeritus of Humanities at Elizabethtown College and editor-in-chief of Chronicles, author of The Search for Historical Meaning: Hegel and the Postwar American Right


“A black man growing up in today’s America, Archie combines a rootedness in the Greek and Roman classics with an acute appreciation of the continuing strength of the ‘color-blindness’ he rightly ascribes to the Constitution, in the spirit of Frederick Douglass’s repudiation of the views of the radical abolitionists—views now echoed in the historically illiterate ‘woke’ invocations of our ‘systemic’ racism.”


—Carnes Lord, Professor of Strategic Leadership at the Naval War College, director, Naval War College Press, and author of Education and Culture in the Political Thought of Aristotle
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Preface


I truly believe that the United States of America is at a crossroads when it comes to race relations. As a country nearly 245 years old, we have, through fits and starts, navigated issues of race and identity as well as could be expected given the tension brought about by our Founding documents and their principles and the institution of slavery on our shores. Through it all, we’ve stayed true to the spirit of 1776 and 1863 by recognizing individual rights, not group rights. The American project extols the individual, not the group. This belief was reaffirmed in the Supreme Court’s ruling against affirmative action in Students for Fair Admissions, Inc. v. President and Fellows of Harvard College. Americans intuitively know it’s morally right to judge individuals based on their character and not their race. In other words, Americans know it’s morally right to be color-blind.


Recently, however, there has been a weariness when it comes to the issue of race. Due to guilt, Americans seem to have been lulled and intimidated into equating the color-blind approach to race relations to a type of color-blind racism. This is an unfortunate occurrence and portends a dim future for the United States if left unchecked.


Here I sound a call to arms for those conservatives and like-minded Americans who aren’t afraid to join me in reclaiming a noble racial tradition: color-blindness! The virtue of this approach lies in the fact that virtue, as Aristotle reminds us, comes through practice and habit. Just as we learn certain skills by performing them—crafts, dance routines, sports, for example—we become morally good by performing actions that embody moral qualities.


Color-blind principles and actions engender natural, sympathetic relations among Americans because they embody the presupposition of a shared American identity that transcends the relatively small differences between us. The conservative case for reclaiming a noble racial tradition of color-blindness, on the other hand, lies in the fact that Americans must “conserve” that which is best, that which is noble, in our history. We must hold firmly to the hard-won gains achieved on the racial front by reminding ourselves of the spirit of 1776 and 1863. And that remembrance begins for me with my family.


Like many other Americans, I was raised in a working-class family that believed in hard work, strong religious values, and a good education. I was taught that middle-class values, as well as an openness towards others, would ultimately pave the way to success. I come from many generations of strivers that believed in perseverance and practiced personal responsibility. Like many other African Americans with a strong, curious mother as the de facto head of the family, I was encouraged to appreciate new and different experiences and meet new and different people. My family wasn’t naïve about racial discrimination and its insidious effects, but we put discrimination in perspective. Our assumption was that the racist was too conscious of race, not color-blind enough. Worrying about acts of racism wasn’t an all-consuming concern for us as it is for many of today’s African Americans. Although I mostly grew up among African Americans during my formative years, the positive and open attitude of my family’s color-blind outlook carried me to college, graduate school, and to another country to study abroad.


I strongly believe that the moral force of the color-blind approach to race relations must prevail in order for American society to continue to flourish.


To date, no extended attempt makes the conservative case for the virtue of American color-blind principles in a manner that addresses our present turmoil. In fact, I cannot think of any contemporary author on the Left or Right who doesn’t think the color-blind approach is at least outdated and probably naïve. So I’d like to offer a much-needed perspective on issues of race, race relations, and ideologies of race.1


In light of George Floyd’s death, and the subsequent “woke” forces that have swept through American society, such an account is needed now more than ever. These forces have convinced the elites in education and industry to accept uncritically the claim that systemic racism against African Americans infects nearly all aspects of America and its institutions. The false accusation of systemic racism has now been embraced by titans of the tech and financial industries. Establishment political figures on the Right have also endorsed the systemic racism claim espoused by Black Lives Matter. In this caustic environment, it’s ironic that color-blindness, a once commonplace approach to race relations, is now considered heresy.


My academic background in ancient Greek philosophy, ethics, and political theory puts me in the unique position to discuss the pernicious racial pedagogies spreading throughout American society in the guise of multiculturalism, the Black Lives Matter movement, and Critical Race Theory (CRT). All of these pedagogies have found fertile ground in the classrooms of our universities, and as an educator on campus, I have a front row seat to their insidious effects. The proponents of these racial pedagogies disdain the ultimate goals of the color-blind approach and wrongly ignore hundreds of years of ethical and religious traditions that reject assigning moral worth to an individual’s ascriptive qualities.


Color-blind principles are based on a rich, historical struggle to rise above the natural but base human tendency to be selfish, parochial, and tribal. Humans naturally sort themselves into groups by excluding and marginalizing others. The perverse and obscene instances in history, such as American slavery and the Holocaust, show that such exclusion never leads to anything good. Humans have the intellectual and moral ability to progress beyond tribalism unless we choose to promote perverse institutional and societal incentives. Anti-color-blind pedagogy (and the race consciousness that it cultivates) caters to our base natural tendencies, and it does so in the same manner as all racialist ideologies.


The powerful ideal of color-blindness is more relevant than ever. The virtue of this approach gets at the foundations of many of the arguments about race taking place today in the public square. But it’s not simply about race and how Americans discuss it. No, the virtue of color-blindness is at the heart of the American identity. We cannot remain a country without it.










PART I GIVING ACCOUNTS: RECLAIMING A NOBLE RACIAL TRADITION











CHAPTER 1 Introduction



When it comes to American race relations, the virtues of the color-blind approach shouldn’t be up for debate in the public square.1 To be color-blind is to understand that an individual’s or a group’s racial membership should be irrelevant when choices are made or attitudes formed.2 This approach helps define what it means to be an American in both creed and culture. U.S. Supreme Court Chief Justice John Roberts was giving voice to the American creed about race and racial diversity in his 2007 opinion in Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District when he argued that “The way to stop discrimination on the basis of race is to stop discriminating on the basis of race.”3 Not judging individuals based on their skin color should be as uncontroversial and intuitive as the statement that “All Men Are Created Equal.” Instead, racial color-blindness is controversial, counterintuitive, and considered naïve by the cultural arbiters in the Left-leaning academy, Big Tech, and corporate America.


My intention here is to rehabilitate the noble racial tradition of color-blindness, and to offer a much-needed response to the peddlers of odd, anti-American racial ideas and theories that go against the American identity. These anti-American ideas and theories are variously known as multiculturalism, “antiracist” pedagogy, diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), and Critical Race Theory (CRT). Although my hope is that the arguments I make in defense of color-blindness appeal to the widest possible readership, conservative Americans, due to temperament and justified grievance, are my intended audience.


Some may wonder why I would direct my argument for the color-blind approach at conservative Americans, considering the fact that for nearly half a century they have been unable to neutralize an ascendant, corrosive liberalism. It’s no secret that the majority of American institutions that bestow coveted credentials, or grant access to those who have them, have been mostly captured by the Left. Despite conservatism’s apparent cultural defeat, I have faith that the right arguments coupled with righteous indignation will position conservative Americans to make up for lost ground in the cultural wars. My book provides both the right arguments and emotional appeal in its defense of color-blind principles.


To defend color-blind principles in these culturally turbulent times, conservatives must first reject an intellectual assumption popularized in the nineteenth century, and now the reigning assumption on most college campuses today. In his book On Liberty, British thinker John Stuart Mill argues that truth will emerge if competing ideas are equally entertained in the public square. Otherwise, according to Mill, we would be robbing the human race, if these ideas are right, of the chance to exchange error for truth, and, if they are wrong, of the chance to see more clearly because of the “collision with error.”4 Mill was committed to the belief that human progress is inevitable with the right elites in positions of power.5


As a matter of fact, the inevitable triumph of good ideas or truth is not guaranteed, and certain ideas should not be allowed to gain a foothold in the public square at all. Among those who understand that ideas have consequences, conservatives in particular should be aware of the moral hazard of legitimizing certain ideas by thinking they can be defeated solely by open and rational discussion. One such idea that conservatives failed to challenge and debunk before it took root (in the early 2000s) in influential sectors and institutions of American society is the idea of anti–color blindness. Proponents of anti-color-blind pedagogy believe that the best way to navigate cultural differences in the United States is to openly discuss and highlight racial and ethnic differences. Highlighting differences of race, they argue, makes explicit the structural nature of white economic and social power, and how it is perpetuated at the expense of black Americans and other people of color. Any attempt to downplay ethnic and racial differences, or “homogenize” communities of color by offering platitudes about a supposed “American identity,” is seen as a pernicious form of color-blind racism. Contemporary American conservatives failed to see just how corrosive and revolutionary the anti-color-blind pedagogy is. They took it for granted that the idea of color-blindness was a bedrock notion that stood very little chance of being displaced. Given the historical trajectory, legal precedent seemed to affirm conservatives’ complacency.





The legal fight against those who opposed the idea that all people are equal before the law was difficult and bloody, but the fight was believed to be just and on the right side of history.


In the 1850s, the Frederick Douglass wing of the abolitionist movement made the case for a color-blind reading of America’s Founding documents. That reading led to a split with Garrisonian abolitionists, who agreed with Chief Justice Roger Taney’s pro-slavery interpretation of the Constitution. Most important, it was Lincoln’s “new birth of freedom” and its attendant Civil War amendments that laid the conceptual groundwork for a color-blind interpretation of America’s Founding documents. In 1896, Justice Harlan’s dissenting opinion in Plessy v. Ferguson eloquently explained the relationship between color-blind principles and the Constitution of the United States:




But in view of the Constitution, in the eye of the law, there is in this country no superior, dominant, ruling class of citizens. There is no caste here. Our Constitution is color-blind, and neither knows nor tolerates classes among citizens. In respect of civil rights, all citizens are equal before the law. The humblest is the peer of the most powerful. The law regards man as man, and takes no account of his surroundings or of his color when his civil rights as guaranteed by the supreme law of the land are involved.6





Nearly five decades later, the civil rights movement was pivotal in laying the groundwork for equal, color-blind protection before the law, ensuring that black Americans not be judged by the color of their skin but rather by the content of their character. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” and “I Have a Dream” speech are powerful indictments of segregation and its anti-color-blind position precisely because they appeal to the same Founding American documents and Western philosophical texts that were also used erroneously to support segregation.


This history accounts for conservatives’ initial complacency in confronting anti-color-blind pedagogy. In other words, as color-blind principles became enshrined in law, the thinking went, history’s movement was believed to be on the side of conservatism.





Due to the historical effort in getting America to live up to its color-blind principles, one would think that any attempt to divide Americans along racial and ethnic lines for the sake of fomenting racial grievances would face stiff resistance from most sectors of American society, especially its elites in the academy and corporate America. Unfortunately, this has not been the case. Instead, racial segregation has returned in full, ugly force.


The industry that undermines the idea of color-blindness the most today is the diversity training industry and the many experts it employs to further its goals—usually from within its base located in the academy and corporate boardrooms. Diversity training has become the Trojan horse for far more insidious racial doctrines like Critical Race Theory and “Antiracism.” The ease with which diversity training has gained wide institutional support, both on campus and off, has been mind-boggling. The sad fact is, diversity experts have been very successful at promoting racial and ethnic consciousness among their clients.


Diversity training is an outgrowth of anti-color-blind pedagogy. It is intended to make white people aware of their unconscious racism towards people of color and lead them to accept that structural racism against blacks, specifically, is what accounts for the social disparities that afflict these communities. The training makes an emotional appeal to whites to encourage them to think sympathetically about the hard life experiences that communities of color face on a daily basis. The true intention of current diversity training in academic and corporate settings is not to offer a genuine understanding of the “lived experiences” of minorities, and blacks in particular. It is designed to promote intimidation and psychological control over concerned, but racially passive, white Americans.


There is a self-reflective component to diversity training as well. It requires that white Americans see how the lives they live actually work against all people of color in every way possible. For example, if a white person goes to college, gets a degree and a job, and then buys a home in an up-and-coming, affordable neighborhood, he is unwittingly contributing to systemic racism by pushing out people of color who rent in the neighborhood. As this thinking goes, the white person is racist for contributing to gentrification. When the focus on racism is as allusive as “systemic racism” is, it is doubtful that the mandate of the diversity-training experts will ever be achieved. This lack of achievement is good for the experts because it keeps them employed, but bad for society because it stokes racial consciousness and, thus, resentment.


The virtue of color-blindness is that it complements individual responsibility. Martin Luther King Jr. understood the transformative power of personal responsibility and that color-blind principles complement individual responsibility. His successful efforts in fighting racism during the civil rights movement led to changes in the American political system by extending equal access to all Americans, but especially to black Americans and those who had been marginalized historically.


For far too long, American conservatives have been too willing to give a fair hearing to points of view and ideas that are contrary to core American beliefs. In a heterogenous society such as America, very few ideas or points of view have been as destructive as the anti-color-blind pedagogy. However, to highlight the racial and ethnic differences among Americans is to devalue the unifying elements that have traditionally defined the American identity. From coast to coast, civil society has acquiesced to racial practices and policies to such an extent that we now have celebrated authors writing about how babies can be racist. At the elite private school Fieldston in New York City, the lower school principal recently devised a racial equity curriculum that encouraged children to sort themselves by race so that the white children could become painfully aware of the racism that permeates historically white environments.7


The dated social policy of affirmative action is another case in point. Despite the Supreme Court’s recent ruling that the policy is unconstitutional, the racial mindset it fostered will take time to uproot. For nearly five-decades, affirmative action has encouraged racial balkanization on the part of blacks and whites. Initially, affirmative action policies were designed to redress the effects of slavery and the subsequent historical injustices against black Americans. The justification for the policies was succinctly stated in President Lyndon B. Johnson’s commencement address at Howard University in 1965 prior to his approval later that year of the 1965 Voting Rights Act:




You do not wipe away the scars of centuries by saying: Now you are free to go were you want, and do as you desire, and choose the leaders you please. You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by chains and liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and then say, “you are free to compete with all the others,” and still justly believe that you have been completely fair. Thus it is not enough just to open the gates of opportunity. All citizens must have the ability to walk through those gates.8





Specifically, affirmative action was justified on the grounds that African American slavery was unique in American history and, thus, should be acknowledged and atoned for through specific policies that benefit African Americans. All the while, issues of identity continued to grow more fraught. Subsequent to the slavery justification, affirmative action was justified on diversity grounds, which meant all people of color were incentivized to balkanize along racial lines to gain preferential treatment in school admissions and in employment. It was Justice Lewis F. Powell Jr.’s 1978 ruling in Regents v. Bakke that reorientated affirmative action policies away from redressing the specific plight of African Americans to the valorization of “diversity” as an unalloyed social good.9 Thankfully, the days of affirmative action have come to an end, which is the reason why the color-blind approach must prevail. As a country, we can finally do things right. The most important reason for the need of color-blindness is that it is more integrative than identities based on the diversity offered by race, gender, or sexual orientation, and more effective at promoting a sense of American identity. The color-blind approach must become the reigning modus vivendi in America’s approach to race relations.





Conservatives should promote, encourage, believe in, and be willing to go the distance for a color-blind America. Rather than acquiesce in the face of practices and social policies that balkanize Americans along racial lines, conservatives should promote the homogenizing role that faith, family, and tradition have played and continue to play in the evolution of the country, both politically and culturally. This can only be done by first recognizing that Americans should be blind to racial distinctions. African Americans would especially benefit from this homogenizing effort. As one of the oldest minority groups in America, the black community has already debated the merits of color-blind principles versus anti-color-blind pedagogy in the fight for racial equality. The winners of the debate were the advocates of the color-blind approach to social policy and the application of law. The culmination of the approach was the social science brought to bear in the 1954 Supreme Court decision striking down racial segregation in Brown v. Board of Education. It is perhaps understandably difficult for some in the black community to see that real racial advancement has steadily come through color-blind policies, not through intimidating white people. But difficult or not, that is the simple truth.


In a perverse turn of fate, a vocal segment of the African American community and its allies recently have sought to undermine the racial tradition of color-blindness. My goal in The Virtue of Color-Blindness is to reacquaint Americans with this tradition and to fight against modern-day segregationists. To turn away from the color-blind approach is to undermine the integrity of individual choices and personal agency. This is replaced by judging others on the basis of their skin color. No good can come from the rejection of color-blindness when it comes to race relations in the United States of America.










CHAPTER 2 Potatoes



Coming of age in Denver during the ’70s and ’80s in a working-class African American family was an opportune time for me, a restless young boy with aspirations beyond his immediate family and community. Not only was my family encouraging of my ever-changing interests, they also didn’t hobble me with a sense of racial grievance when reminding me that African Americans weren’t universally popular. Still, American society in general, I believed, was open and welcoming to those, like me, who were willing to explore and contribute something positive to the whole.


The time was optimistic and hopeful. The default position of the leaders in the nation was to accord a degree of respect to different cultures and religions while remaining confident in America’s core culture and its traditional values. A sizable number of people were open to genuine interracial interactions and relationships, not the forced multicultural gatherings, affinity groups, and celebrations today that come across as stilted and politically correct. My generation, the X generation, seemed to be the very embodiment of the promise brought about by the sweat and tears of the civil rights movement. Perhaps the openness I sensed and experienced had something to do with the pioneering spirit of the Mountain West, but whatever it was, I was encouraged to embrace the wider world and its opportunities.


I mainly had a traditional, working class African American experience growing up. We attended church on Sundays, and despite my best efforts to convince anyone who would listen that I was sick and couldn’t attend church that day, I ended up like everyone else—in my Sunday best heading off to church to hear Reverend Walker preach way too long. I was a dozer. I often got a nudge from one of my sisters, at the request of my mom, for nodding off while the preacher delivered what seemed like a three-hour sermon. Who could blame me? Three hours on a hard pew listening to parables! We lived mostly around African Americans. My parents divorced shortly after I was born, but my father lived and worked locally. He was a chef at the Denver Press Club. Sadly, it was clear to me at a very young age that my father had priorities other than parenthood. Aside from inconsistent alimony payments, he was not a presence in my life growing up. Lacking a consistent biological father in my home, but positively influenced by my grandfather and sisters, we experienced episodic hardship. Once, we had potatoes for dinner for an entire week because we had very little of anything else edible in our cupboards or fridge. For us it was the opposite of the Irish potato famine. Each night’s dinner was a variation on the potato: mashed, boiled, baked, fried, or scalloped. Each of my siblings remembers our potato period slightly differently: one says it was just a few days, the other says it was a day. We all agree, though, that those were trying times. Overall, my mother raised us with a strong sense of personal agency, a cultural trait that was once common in the African American community. For me, my success sequence began with a strong mother, faith and church, respect for elders, and, above all, an appreciation of being born an American. These are the attitudes and values that informed my upbringing, and they are not unique. These are American attitudes and values, values without color or caste. These values are color-blind.





Beyond my family, I was keenly aware of the influence others could have on the development of my sense of self. The African American writer Ralph Ellison refers to this process of influence as “a mysterious enrichment of personality.”1 Despite my loving and supportive family and the heroic efforts of my mom, she couldn’t be both a good mother and a good male role model. No matter why my mother found herself in that situation, it was unfortunate. Although I didn’t realize it at the time, during high school and college, I sought out those male figures who I recognized could enrich my life in well rounded, intellectually positive ways. I’m not speaking of the type of influence having only to do with the life of the mind, of readings books and discussing ideas. Sure, there was a lot of those sorts of activities. But these male figures seemed to embody what Aristotle refers to in the Nichomachean Ethics as the moral and intellectual virtues of practical wisdom, courage, perseverance, and honesty.2 Two African American men during this period were pivotal in the subsequent direction my life would take: Ken Hamblin and Bill Hervey. I use pivotal deliberately here because, although I didn’t know much about either man’s personal life, their influence on me within the settings I encountered them, on radio and university respectively, helped guide and hone my budding ambitions.


During my junior year of high school and early college years, Ken Hamblin was a conservative local radio personality and a newspaper columnist in the Denver area. Eventually Ken would achieve national recognition in the 1990s with the syndication of his show, The Ken Hamblin Show, and the publication of several books that consisted of collections of his columns and an autobiography. I don’t remember how I discovered Ken’s radio show in high school, but I remember listening to him for the first time and thinking, This guy is articulate, smart, black, and very proud to be an American. What a combination!


I didn’t know it at the time, but Ken’s parents were first generation Americans from the Caribbean island of Barbados. He was the eldest of five children and raised without a father. Although Ken was of Caribbean descent, he intuitively understood America’s color-blind principles and its moral potential, and he understood the African American community. He cared deeply about the community, but was critical of the segment of African Americans that celebrated the culture of poverty through entertainment, especially rap music. As a young listener to Ken’s radio program, I remember two themes in particular that resonated with me then, and continue to do so today. The first theme is that Ken thought it was important that African Americans help America better distinguish the minority within the minority in the African American community. The minority within the minority essentially holds African American communities and neighborhoods hostage due to its violent behavior, lack of respect for authority, and high rates of illegitimacy. The burden of making the distinction, Ken argued, should be eagerly assumed by the silent majority of hard-working, decent African Americas who most often feel the effects of crime as well as white backlash. But all too often, hard-working African Americans are shamed into silence by a minority of African Americans when attempting to make the distinction. This minority of African Americans usually benefits from the disfunction it causes and is helped by elite, white liberals who maintain that this “vibrant” minority within the minority is more racially authentic.


The second theme Ken emphasized, often comically, was a variation on the first theme. It was the ham-handed relationship between the disadvantaged segment of the African American community and elite, white liberals. Ken equated this group of white liberals to a fat, lazy dog that sneaks around the henhouse “sucking all the substance out of the freshly laid chicken eggs.” His descriptive language was meant to show the debilitating dynamic implied in a type of help offered to disadvantaged African Americans. Help that, at the same time, depletes the motivation and spirit of the disadvantaged by condoning and exploiting its pathologies and fears. The refrain of the white liberal directed at disadvantaged African Americans, Ken would always say, is “blacks are hobbled because America is racist.”3 This is not to say that Ken downplayed the important role white liberals played during the civil rights movement. He did not. His argument is that although African Americans profited greatly from the likes of white liberals such as Michael Schwerner, Andrew Goodman, and Viola Liuzzo during the fight for civil rights in the 1960s, it is now time for African Americans to assume control, as competitive equals, of their own destiny in America.


With a few exceptions, the ideas Ken expressed on his talk radio show about racial matters are, sadly, just as relevant today as they were in the early 1990s. A large segment of African Americans feel like they are hobbled by racism more so today than at any other time in our history. Along with this racial grievance, African Americans have become conscious of race in a way that is completely out of proportion to their actual social status in the real world of the twenty-first century. Ken’s honesty and color-blind principles, his show’s raison d’être, celebrated America, its complexity, and the personal initiative it demands. Race is just one part of that complexity, a tributary within the larger American identity. These are the lessons Ken taught me, and what my family raised me to embrace as I made my way into the wider world.


Bill Hervey was another influential figure in my life. I was introduced to the classics of Western political thought in Bill’s Political Theory Seminar at Colorado State University. He was African American and a Cornell Straussian who had been a student of Werner Dannhauser and Allan Bloom. Political science was Bill’s field of study, and he took an interest in my academic development due to my solid grades as an undergraduate in his Western Political Theory course and in his graduate seminar on political theory. Bill loved all things ancient Greek, especially Aristotle and Plato. The sheer mania with which he taught Aristotle’s Politics and Plato’s Republic was always accompanied by an equal amount of sophrosyne. His teaching and his love of the ancient Greeks were sights to behold. Most important, he taught me that the classical knowledge found mainly in the works of ancient Greek political theory was the very embodiment of a liberal arts education. Such knowledge makes us free, he would say, by separating us from particulars of race, of class, of gender, of time and place, and of necessity. Real freedom is intellectual freedom.


Bill imparted to me an appreciation of the beauty and profundity of Western civilization, and the classical world in particular. The 2,500-year-old institution of interlocking ideas, concepts, and procedures was my inheritance just as much it was for any other American citizen. Bill’s teaching emphasized the point that we, the citizens of the United States of America, are heirs to the immense intellectual and cultural treasures of ancient Greece and Rome, which creates a prima facie case that these two ancient civilizations deserve their privileged position in the West. From the codified curricula of the trivium and quadrivium, to the rigors of philosophy and philosophical expression, to Beethoven, Dave Brubeck, and Miles Davis, to the rule of law, democracy, the city, abolitionism, and property rights, the legacy of the classical world never ceases to amaze.


The testament of those who, like Bill and me, have been seduced by Western culture’s siren song, speaks volumes about the power of that legacy, and might be the best way to counter the racially tinged arguments of those who can’t see, or refuse to see, that the West’s offerings are not intended for a particular racial group, but rather intended for those who are intellectually curious human beings.





Once Bill pointed the way and my own philosophical and cultural explorations started gaining momentum, my admiration for the classical world grew by leaps and bounds, and attests to the powerful appeal of the tradition. My engagement with classical antiquity continues to affirm its civilizing values, rather than the corrosive barbarism of identity politics. As an African American, I am not an immigrant. I can trace my lineage back to slaves (and a few indentured servants) who lived in the early eighteenth century. I am thus living proof that the Classical tradition has just as much to offer the descendant of slaves as it does those who are to the manor born. It goes without saying that these sorts of arguments are not unique to me nor to Bill. African American scholars Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, W. E .B. Du Bois, Zora Neale Hurston, and Ralph Ellison all speak to the West’s intellectual tradition as promising a degree of cultural competence and uplift, if one can master it. The veneration of the tradition runs deep and wide. W. E. B. Du Bois confidently says in The Souls of Black Folk, “I sit with Shakespeare and he winces not. Across the color line I move arm in arm with Balzac and Dumas, where smiling men and welcoming women glide in gilded halls…. I summon Aristotle and Aurelius and what soul I will, and they come all graciously with no scorn nor condescension. So, wed with truth, I dwell above the veil.”4 Ralph Ellison, too, half a century later venerates the literary tradition, all white, that liberated him from a segregated mindset in terms of his potential as a writer. “In Macon County, Alabama, I read Marx, Freud, T. S. Eliot, Pound, Gertrude Stein, and Hemingway. Books which seldom, if ever, mentioned Negroes were to release me from whatever ‘segregated’ idea I might have had of my human possibilities.”5 Notice that for both Ellison and Du Bois, contrary to a lot of African Americans in classrooms today, their teachers did not have to “look like them” in order for these two black writers to learn and grow.


Historically, there is no justification for claiming the West’s Classical tradition is racist towards people of color. The African American scholar Frank M. Snowden Jr. convincingly argues that classical antiquity was familiar with black people through black-skinned Ethiopians and Nubians, and that neither the Greeks nor the Romans expressed racial animosity toward either. Based on the ancient evidence—literary, epigraphical, papyrological, numismatic, and archaeological—when the Greeks and Romans contrasted the physical characteristics of Ethiopians with whites, the description implied neither physical, mental, nor moral superiority or inferiority on the part of the Ethiopians. According to Snowden, the Greco-Roman world fundamentally rejected color as a criterion for evaluating men, even in the case of slavery:




Ancient slavery was color-blind. Both whites and blacks were slaves, and the ancient world never developed a concept of the equivalence of slave and black; nor did it create theories to prove that blacks were more suited to slavery than others. Blacks were in a no more disadvantageous position than anyone else unfortunate enough to be captured as a prisoner of war or to be enslaved for whatever reason.6





These racialist claims originated with academics at elite institutions in the 1960s and gained momentum in the 1980s with the emergence of multiculturalism. This mindset seeks to highlight the Afroasiatic roots of the Classics, and, as Victor Davis Hanson and John Heath discuss in their book, Who Killed Homer?, sees the West and its classical past as irredeemably racist, imperialistic, and sexist. Reinforced by senior classics professors who, at a minimum, view the ancient Greeks and Romans as merely two ancient cultures among many, the anti-classics mindset has gained enough ground to cause the tradition’s defenders to feel as if they’re fighting a rear-guard battle. And that’s a shame, because whatever a student’s skin color or ethnic background, the Classical tradition itself still has a power to challenge and change minds that the Afroasiatic alternatives can’t match. This, along with many other enduring lessons, is what Bill taught me.










CHAPTER 3 What Is the Color-Blind Approach to Race Relations?



When Martin Luther King Jr. spoke in 1963 during his March on Washington, he famously said in his “I Have a Dream Speech” that he dreamed that his “four children [would] one day live in a nation where they would not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.”1 Earlier that same year, and in a radically different context, King’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” spoke searingly about the collateral damage of racial prejudice done to black Americans and white Americans and done to “those great wells of democracy which were dug deep by the founding fathers in their formulation of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence.”2 No other public figure in modern times has expressed sentiments so resonant with the color-blind tradition in the Western intellectual tradition. Given King’s moral and practical advocacy, he seems to have understood that he was a mere vessel of many strands of ethical thought that privilege individual character (êthos), and its concomitant choices and actions, over conventional and arbitrary markers of distinction such as a person’s sex or race. Many of those strands of ethical thought inform my own approach to relations between all Americans, especially the relations between America’s two oldest groups, the white and black communities.3


My approach to race relations, the color-blind approach, is grounded on the moral belief that the mere possession of hereditary qualities, like race, should not confer moral merit by their possession or nonpossession. Instead, moral merit can be, and should be, conferred upon an individual’s actions, because actions reveal one’s character. When I speak about character, I should be understood as speaking about the right desires, feelings, pleasures, and pains that make up the states of the virtuous character. The belief in character, as opposed to ascriptive qualities, as the locus of moral agency has a rich and comprehensive history in the West, and it continues to animate our own Founding documents and way of life. In order to see just how significant prioritizing character over ascriptive qualities has been in the West, we must begin with the some of the first recorded reflections on the moral importance of character, which begin with the ancient Greek ethical tradition knowns as eudaimonism. As an ethical framework, initiated by Plato and Aristotle, eudaimonism assumes that the ultimate human good is happiness, and the task of ethics is to figure out what exactly happiness is and what contributes to happiness.4 Unlike modern ethics, like Utilitarianism or versions of deontology, which require criteria for selecting the best action, ethics for the ancient Greeks is concerned with the best way to live; it is person-centered rather than act-centered. The best way to understand the differences between ancient and modern ethics is to see how modern ethic’s emphasis on “criteria” for action can be justified in ascribing moral status to ascriptive qualities. As a moral theory, Utilitarianism can be complex, but for the sake of showing the difference between ancient Greek ethics and modern ethics, I’ll briefly focus on the most basic aspects of Utilitarianism.5





The most salient Utilitarian criterion is the one that is applied to actions to determine whether or not those actions are morally permissible. The criterion is the utility principle. Utilitarians must ask the question, “Will this particular action produce greater overall human well-being?” The question seeks to assess the morality of an action by whether the action itself produces the most utility, or at least as much utility, as any other action. Utility, defined as pleasure or happiness, resides either in actions pertaining to intellectual pursuits or the satisfaction of bodily desires. The utility question is successfully answered, according to Utilitarians, once additional criteria are satisfied. These additional criteria include the requirement that actions be guided by the quantity of utility of the audience of one’s intended actions or actions being assessed. It is with this criterion that Utilitarianism and, by extension, the modern approach to ethics, is susceptible to attributing moral status to ascriptive qualities like race. The vulnerability of Utilitarianism to this kind of interpretation, and the modern, rule-based approach to ethics in general, resides in its lack of a comprehensive criteria-standard for determining the nature and limits of the criterion that go into evaluating actions. What’s to prevent race or racial characteristics from being used as a criterion in deciding whether or not an action produces the greatest amount of utility, happiness, or well-being? Real-world examples of race or racial characteristics being used in the service of promoting utility through public policy are the various percent plans that are designed to admit to selective state universities the top ten percent of graduating students from high schools within a state. The Texas Top Ten Percent Plan is probably the most well-known among the percent plans. The assumption of the percent plans is that because most high schools, especially in urban areas, are segregated along the lines of class and race, the top performing graduating high school students guarantee that at least a percentage of a flagship university’s incoming cohort of students will be of color and/or economically disadvantaged. It’s mostly issues of race, and the underrepresentation of African Americans at flagship universities, that have fueled the popularity of these race conscious programs. But these programs are very blunt and crude instruments of utilitarian social policy that end up “type casting” schools based mostly on the ascriptive quality of race.6
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