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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is a pleasure to present tonight the Robert B. Silvers annual lecture established by Max Palevsky a decade ago to honor Robert B. Silvers, a beloved Trustee of the New York Public Library, the editor of the New York Review for nearly fifty years, that is since he cofounded the review with Barbara Epstein in 1963. 

This year it is a pleasure to present the Robert B. Silvers lecture together with the Cullman Center for Scholars and Writers. I am pleased in particular to thank its Director, Jean Strouse, and the Deputy Director, Marie d'Origny for joining forces with LIVE from the New York Public Library to present this evening to you. Darryl Pinckney, our distinguished speaker tonight, was in 2011 and 2012 a Fellow of the Cullman Center for Scholars and Writers. The title of his talk tonight is On Blacks and American Democracy. 

Speaking of the Cullman Center, make sure you attend the next conversations from the Cullman Center. On December 11th, you will be able to hear Ian Frazier, Karen Russell, Danny Meyer, Molly O’Neill in an evening devoted to stories about lunch. Be sure also to visit our exhibition here at the New York Public Library on Lunchtime in New York. That very same evening, should you so wish, LIVE will be presenting Chris Ware in conversation with Zadie Smith. Zadie Smith a few years ago delivered a memorable Robert B. Silvers Lecture entitled Speaking in Tongues. Next week, on Wednesday December 5th, LIVE will present David Byrne with Chris Ruen. Though sold out, standby tickets may become available. 

For the past few years, I’ve asked my guests to provide me with a biography in seven words. A haiku of sorts, or if you’re very modern, a tweet. These are the seven words Darryl Pinckney submitted to me: “Books, memory, friends, music, Berlin, New York, and James.” Now to properly introduce Darryl Pinckney and the Max Palevsky annual lectures in honor of Robert B. Silvers it is my great pleasure to bring to the stage the man Jason Epstein qualified as the most brilliant editor of a magazine ever to have worked in this country and a revered Trustee of the New York Public Library, Robert B. Silvers.

(applause)

ROBERT SILVERS: Good evening. And thank you, Paul, for those excessive words. Before these lectures happened, I felt very strongly that editors like myself should on the whole work with writers, stay out of sight, somewhere in the middle distance, you might say, but when the late Max Palevksy, who was a great philanthropist, a scientist, an inventor, a collector, a builder of extraordinary works at the University of Chicago, where we both went. He made a truly startling suggestion to do something in my name because he liked the Review, and I was touched by his generosity but I also felt an editor’s impulse to do something to honor writers I’ve greatly admired, and to do so in a way that would involve two institutions that have meant a lot to me: the New York Review and the New York Public Library, which seems to me one of the most admirable institutions we have. It’s a truly democratic source of the mind of the city, and so I have to say thanks to Tony Marx, the president of the Library, and to Paul, and to the Library generally for making all this possible, and thanks, finally, to Max. 

Now, after our lectures by Joan Didion, John Coetzee, Ian Buruma, Nick Kristof, Daniel Mendelsohn, Michael Kimmelman, Zadie Smith, Oliver Sacks, Derek Walcott, I was particularly happy when Darryl said he would give this year’s lecture. He’s a long-standing comrade of the New York Review, where he worked in the nineties after studying with Elizabeth Hardwick, the writer who, from the very first, was an inspiration to us at the Review and a particular friend and a particular admirer of Darryl and his work, and he’s contributed over fifty articles and reviews for the Review over the years, not only about such writers as James Baldwin and Ralph Ellison and Zora Neale Hurston but also, for example, about the rhetoric of American politics and the conditions of its prisons. 

His article about the changes in American racial and cultural attitudes just before the recent election seemed to me and to many others one of the most prescient and incisive commentaries on current politics published anywhere. He’s the author of several books of historical and literary essays. He’s written theatrical works for Robert Wilson and the novel High Cotton, about a young man growing up in a relatively privileged black world and for this book and other writings he received a Whiting Award and an award of the American Academy of Arts and Letters. 

About High Cotton, the critic Michael Wood wrote something that I think continues to be true. “At its best,” he wrote, “Darryl Pinckney’s prose—observant, lyrical, funny, self-deprecating—is as good as any now being written in English.” Darryl Pinckney.

(applause)

DARRYL PINCKNEY: Thank you. I thank Robert Silvers for the invitation to give this talk. I’m grateful to Paul Holdengräber and his staff, Aisha, and everyone for the things they’ve done to help me keep my head before you. I thank also Nora Lyons and Amy Geduldig of the public relations department, hello hellos to Jean Strouse, Marie d'Origny, Paul Delaverdac, Caitlin Keane of the Cullman Center for their assistance in making this evening possible, and I thank you for coming. May I take a moment to acknowledge a debt to Tony Marx, for his leadership at a difficult time in this institution’s history, that the library retains its character as a place of contemplation open to all is in no small part due to his efforts. So.

Here we go, Milady. Oh dear. Maybe I won’t faint. 

“I was wrong,” I remember my father saying in 2004. Kerry’s exit polls had shown him ahead in Florida and Ohio, but by 10:30 everyone I knew had gone home. Bush won, which meant that the Republicans controlled the White House, both houses of Congress, the Supreme Court, and television news. “It’s their world,” my mother said. She said that the morning after the election, instead of the news, she had coffee in front of reruns of Little House on the Prairie (laughter) because at least in that world the bad were punished. (laughter) 

My father often lectured me on black history. Truman was the last to win the presidency without the South, the Dixiecrats of 1948 went to the Republican Party and said that it would be the party to halt the blacks, as he put it. Since 1968 the Republicans had gone into every election with the advantage of not needing to campaign in the South, of knowing that it had 136 electoral votes or thereabouts straight off the bat. There were few voting stations in downtown areas where blacks lived, meaning the lines to vote were long, it could take hours, and often people were given hell for missing work. In other words, they didn’t have to steal the election because it was nearly fixed to begin with. “Kerry did well, considering how rigged democracy is in the U.S.,” my father said. 

I had a folder of printed-out articles about the last election. How there had been more votes cast in Cuyahoga County, Ohio, than there were voters registered, for instance, but on that visit home to Indianapolis, I noticed that the DVD of Fahrenheit 9/11 that I’d given my parents had not been opened. I’d especially wanted them to see the scene of the congressional session after the 2000 election when black congresswoman after black congresswoman—only women and only black—came forward to appeal for one senator to sign so that Congress could investigate the Florida results. Even Ted Kennedy remained seated. 

I am glad that my father and mother lived long enough to fill out their absentee ballots and to see Barack Obama win. The 106-year-old black voter the president elect made special mention of was my grandmother’s best friend next door in Atlanta, and her daughter and my mother were roommates at Spelman. She was also the grandmother of noted Harvard scholar Lawrence Bobo, I said. My mother became her old self long enough to fix me that look. “You’re such a snob,” she said. (laughter) My parents watched the inauguration in matching wheelchairs in their Jewish nursing home. And then they went downhill further and died, side by side, as they had done most things through the six decades of their marriage. 

The compromise of 1877, by which Rutherford B. Hayes and his whiskers became president, ended Reconstruction. Hayes withdrew federal troops from the former states of the Confederacy, while white supremacists reclaimed their power, driving blacks from office and from the voting rolls, subjecting them to political persecution. In Promised Land, South Carolina, a community founded by freed men, among them my great-great grandfather, the men voted even after Reconstruction. It was a community of literate preachers, teachers, carpenters, and subsistence farmers who paid their poll tax regularly and kept their receipts. Promised Land survived because it was an overlooked Negro world. No whites lived there and after 1895 there was not much for blacks to vote for anyway. No parties or politicians thought to represent black interests. 

Black churches and black colleges were also self-contained communities that afforded some protection for blacks, especially in a large city like Atlanta, where there was a significant black middle class, in part because of the number of educational institutions in the city. But black people could not vote in the white-only primaries, only in the elections themselves. Blacks in the South did not get much of the New Deal, as Ira Katznelson shows in When Affirmative Action was White. For instance, the Social Security Act of 1935 represented an unheard-of opportunity for blacks, yet fully sixty-five percent of African Americans fell outside the reach of the new program, between 70 and 80 percent in different parts of the South because people who had been farmworkers and domestic help were ineligible to receive benefits. Without such occupational disabilities as part of the legislation, the program’s inclusive and national structure would have powerfully undermined the racialized low-wage economy on which Jim Crow stood. Roosevelt had had to make concessions to Southern congressmen in order to get his legislative program passed. Moreover, the federal government left the running of New Deal programs to the states, which in the south resulted in what Katznelson calls “policy apartheid.” 

Nevertheless because of limited gains under the New Deal, black voters began to move away from the party of Lincoln, but for blacks to vote Democratic in the North did not mean the same thing that it did in the South. Even when proposals were before Congress in 1943 concerning the reintegration of military veterans, southern politicians made sure that they were in control of the legislation and could guard the old order. In spite of to secure these rights, the 1947 report of Truman’s Committee on Civil Rights that recommended desegregation in public facilities, education, and the military, some of Atlanta’s blacks, among them Martin Luther King Sr., frustrated by the domination of segregationists within the Democratic Party in the south formed a group to take black voters back to the Republican Party. However, these black voters were in the big cities, like Condoleezza Rice’s parents in Birmingham, Alabama. To vote was not a part of small-town and rural life for blacks in the South. 

Civil rights may have been one of the planks at the 1948 Democratic convention but Strom Thurmond was aided by the Communist witch-hunt. Liberals became timid. Not until 1954 when Republicans controlled the White House, the Senate, and the House of Representatives, and southern Democrats finally lost their ability to mold legislation were the occupational exclusions that had kept the large majority of blacks out of the Social Security system eliminated, Katznelson observes. 

“Give us the ballot,” Martin Luther King Jr. said in a prayer pilgrimage march on Washington in 1957. The Civil Rights Act of 1957 contained a provision whereby the Justice Department could sue those who sought to intimidate or coerce voters, but it was not enforced. In France, everyone pretends to have been in the resistance and no one was a collaborator. So too in retrospect everyone participated in the Civil Rights Movement, but there was nothing widespread about it in the time of the Montgomery bus boycott. Black ministers and black educators protected their institutions by keeping away from trouble. To be a race leader or a head of a civil rights group had become a middle-class career. 

Ralph Bunche, who was undersecretary of the UN, shared the Nobel Peace Prize in 1950 for his part in negotiating an end to the first Arab-Israeli War, wrote four memoranda for Gunnar Myrdal in 1940 when Myrdal was at work on An American Dilemma. In the memorandum on black leadership, Bunche looked back to Frederick Douglass, who believed that the future of black people would be made secure by the exercise of the franchise. Black leaders split over what was more essential to black freedom. Du Bois and the NAACP, founded in New York in 1909, championed political rights, and Booker T. Washington, founder of the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, the best-known vocational school in the South, cautioned blacks to cast down their buckets where they were and live with segregation. Region and class did not necessarily dictate which side blacks took, a debate that shaped strategies for freedom well into the 1970s. Bunche accepted both Washington and Du Bois, praising Washington for getting black people through hard times after their political dreams had been destroyed and then praising Du Bois for vigorously redefining the importance of civil rights. But the mass of Negroes was remote from the black leaders of the professional class, and “because of the racial mores of the country,” Bunche said, “it is beyond the conception of both Negroes and whites, for instance, that there should ever be a Negro president in this country. Only a very emancipated few can think in terms of Negro leadership attaining the exalted heights of a position in the cabinet or on the Supreme Court or a general in the army or even a senator.” 

James Baldwin said that Martin Luther King Jr. was the first Negro leader to say to whites what he said to blacks. Before King the Negro leader had only been at the bargaining table to force from his adversary what he could get. He was invested with very little power because the Negro vote had so little power. What concessions the Negro leader carried away were won with the tacit understanding that blacks would not agitate for more. That was why both whites and blacks found King dangerous, because he genuinely believed in the mission to prepare blacks for first-class citizenship. “People seldom give their power away,” Baldwin noted. “Forces beyond their control take their power from them.” 

King understood that American officials couldn’t call for free elections in Europe when there weren’t free elections in Alabama or Georgia. The Civil Rights Movement was going to complete the process of democratization in the U.S. However, King warned in Stride toward Freedom, his account of the Montgomery bus boycott, that underhand methods by white officials were not the only barriers that kept blacks from voting. Blacks themselves were slow to exercise their voting privileges, even when the polls were open to them. Black leaders had to make a concerted effort to arouse their people. Apathy was not a moral failing. It was political suicide.

In 1961 the safest way for a civil rights worker to travel in Mississippi, Congressman John Lewis tells us in his memoir Walking with the Wind, was to take a car on the back roads at night at 100 miles an hour with no headlights on. Lewis, an Alabama college student, would go to jail that summer, along with James Farmer, the founder of CORE, the Congress of Racial Equality. Farmer recalls in Lay Bare the Heart: An Autobiography of the Civil Rights Movement, that he was afraid to go to Mississippi with the Freedom Riders he’d recruited. He came to see them off at the bus station with the many reasons he could not leave Chicago, but the terrified expression of one young woman shamed him into getting on the bus. They would barely escape with their lives. What comes across in these memoirs is how dangerous those days were. Back then, there was no guarantee about how things would turn out, no experience of American politics that could reassure black people justice would prevail. Police dogs, fire hoses, mass arrests, beatings, assassinations. 

Anne Moody’s stoic autobiography, Coming of Age in Mississippi, reminds us that the violence meted out to the civil rights demonstrators was not new. Violence had always been a condition of black life in the South. Moody remembers that after Emmett Till was murdered in Mississippi in 1954 for having supposedly whistled at a white woman, she was convinced that she too would be killed just because she was a black child. Moody tells how in the early 1960s her family all but hid from her, fearful as they were of reprisals because of the trouble she was stirring up as a volunteer registrar in a nearby county. 

King knew his Thoreau, for it matters not how small the beginning may be: less than 1 percent of Alabama’s eligible black voters were registered when a local group, the Dallas County Voters’ League first tried to add black names to the rolls in the late 1950s. In 1963, registrars from SNCC, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, joined the effort and were attacked by whites. The all-white school board in Dallas County, of which Selma is the county seat, fired thirty-two black teachers who’d applied to register. After the church bombing that killed four black girls in Birmingham, Alabama in the fall of 1963 black students began sit-in demonstrations at Selma lunch counters. Hundreds were arrested and hundreds more the following month when blacks converged on the voter registration office. Even after President Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act in the summer of 1964 that made segregation illegal, Selma’s sheriff continued to arrest blacks who tried to register. 

Malcolm X urged blacks to hold back their votes as if they were bullets and not to use them until their target was in sight, but Kennedy had called Coretta Scott King when her husband was jailed in 1960, and that began the move among blacks in large numbers toward the Democratic Party. In the election of 1964, not in small part because of Kennedy’s assassination, the Democrats won in a landslide. President Johnson hadn’t been greatly interested in a voting rights act when Dr. King visited the White House on his way home from receiving the Nobel Peace Prize. “Give us the ballot,” King said again in Selma to a packed chapel, violating a court injunction against more than three blacks congregating in public at any one time. 

In February of 1965, shortly after Malcolm X was gunned down in New York, a young man who’d been part of a march in Marion, Alabama, on behalf of a civil rights worker held in the town jail, was shot while trying to shield his grandmother from police violence. He died a week later. A grand jury refused to indict the state trooper who’d fired on him at close range. King’s Southern Christian Leadership Council, or SCLC, organized a march from Selma to the state capital in Montgomery in response. In early March some six hundred civil rights protestors tried to cross the Alabama River just outside Selma. They were met on the Edmund Pettus Bridge by state troopers, some on horseback, who attacked the protestors with tear gas, billy clubs, bullwhips. ABC interrupted its regular programming that night to show footage of the brutality to a shocked nation. Two days later, King led a second, largely symbolic march of 2,500 to the Edmund Pettus Bridge for prayer, but that evening three white ministers were attacked, one of whom died of his injuries. 

A judge upheld the First Amendment rights of the protestors and at the end of the month, several thousand set off from Selma behind Dr. King through Lowndes County, notorious as a place that was 81 percent black but where no blacks were registered to vote. Four days later, an estimated crowd of 25,000 gathered at the state house in Montgomery, former capital of the Confederacy, to hear King ask and answer, “How long? Not long.” But that night a white woman from Detroit who’d been moved to join the protests was murdered by the Klan. It is distressing to read how the FBI campaign to smear Viola Liuzzo’s reputation after her death wrecked the lives of her husband and five children. King was ever mindful that white allies shared the threat of retribution. 

President Johnson came out in favor of the Voting Rights Act and some blacks complained that he hadn’t done so until whites started getting killed. The bill was signed into law on August 6 and five days later a devastating race riot broke out in the Watts section of Los Angeles, much to Johnson’s confusion and hurt. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 is the most important piece of civil rights legislation since the Fifteenth Amendment, which guarantees the right to vote to all U.S. citizens, regardless of their race, color, or previous condition of servitude. “No voting qualifications or prerequisite to voting or standard practice or procedure shall be imposed or applied by any state or political subdivision to deny or abridge the right of any citizen of the United States to vote on account of race or color.” The law abolished poll taxes, literacy tests, and other devices previously used to keep blacks from voting, such as the Chinese Box, a puzzle that was impossible for anyone to solve. 

The Voting Rights Act recognized federal power to regulate voting over that of the states. The law originally applied to seven southern states and allowed a federal court to appoint federal examiners to guarantee enforcement of the Fifteenth Amendment. The most controversial provision of the Voting Rights Act obliges states to obtain pre-clearance from either the Justice Department or the U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia before a state may make changes to its electoral laws or practices, whether it be altering the shape of a voting district or designing a new ballot. In other words, the federal government has a way of finding out what the backroom boys are getting up to and anybody can act as a whistleblower. States’ rights advocates challenged the legislation on those grounds, but in South Carolina versus Katzenbach, the U.S. Supreme Court—the Warren Court—upheld the law as constitutional. 

The Southern Regional Council’s privately funded Voter Education Project with Vernon Jordan at its head sought to increase black participation in local elections throughout the south following passage of the Voting Rights Act. In 1966 the VEP financed thirty NAACP voter registration drives. Jordan said that enrollment of black voters was not enough because black people had been alienated from the political process for too long. They had to learn what local government was and how it operated. Although the Johnson administration declined to send federal protection for registrars and voters, the number of blacks registered to vote in 1966 in Mississippi had gone up from 6 percent of those eligible to 61 percent. 

Former congressman and UN ambassador Andrew Young remembers in his memoir An Easy Burden: The Civil Rights Movement and the Transformation of America that the provisions for enforcement of the voting rights act were so weak he wondered if Johnson hadn’t stopped the southern filibuster against it in Congress by promising federal restraint. White officials in the South continued to change polling places without notice, disqualify blacks running for office on spurious grounds, or randomly purge blacks from the rolls. Young stresses that over the years, local black leaders and private citizens, through the filing of lawsuits, have borne the responsibility for implementation of legislation, including alerting the Justice Department to monitor the redrawing of congressional and state legislative districts. It was the kind of responsibility that changed the way black people felt about themselves, because they were successfully taking on the system. “To really change the South,” Young said, “it was necessary for colored signs to come down, but it was also necessary to elect men and women of goodwill to public office. Justice had to be institutionalized into the body politic and not experienced just as a response to the massive pressure of demonstration, and boycotts. As we had learned from our study of the first Reconstruction, without real power the changes achieved with demonstrations could well be eroded over time. Blacks could not protect their newly won rights unless they shared in the decision-making process of the political system.” 

Stokely Carmichael, who became the new chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in 1966, intended Black Power as a repudiation of nonviolence but in the south it also meant black communities asserting themselves through the ballot. “We’re going to take over and get black sheriffs and black tax assessors,” Carmichael said. But an NAACP member in charge of a registration drive in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, was killed when his home was bombed. Away from the large towns and main roads, fear still ruled in the South. In the North, where the vote was thought not to have done much for black people, the call for blacks to seize power did not invoke the ballot. King endorsed Black Power as electoral influence but pleaded with Carmichael to abandon the phrase as inflammatory. However, as the white backlash against black voter registration gained ground, Carmichael seemed to young militants to have a more realistic assessment of the political situation than King. 

In my memory I’m passing through the living room and catching a black-and-white glimpse. A TV picture of a black teen hurled backward by a water cannon. I don’t know if I saw at the time news footage of police dogs tearing at the shirttails of demonstrators or if a documentary has since given me the image as the stand-in for what I could have seen. In the southern tradition, there was much my parents didn’t want us to know. I thought my father had gone downtown to hear Bobby Kennedy address an angry black crowd after King was assassinated. But he told me the night Obama was elected that no, that night in 1968 he’d sat in Red’s Tavern on Indiana Avenue, the preferred hangout of his crowd, too disgusted to say much. My mother made me go to school the next day. I was the only black kid to show up but I was most certainly not white. My white friends could hitchhike, whereas my parents insisted that I would end up dead if I tried the same. 

My older sister brought home the smiling white hippie whose bare feet under the Thanksgiving table amazed my mother. (laughter) My other sister introduced her Afro and a sullen Black Power advocate whose black leather jacket told my father he was a hoodlum. I was reading Antonia Fraser. (laughter) My parents and their friends went into a panic as they lost control of their children in a time of serious racial strife and they were sure their suburban children did not know what that meant. Perfectly nice girls were dropping out of college to have a baby for the revolution. Meanwhile, the sons of the poor back in town were coming home dead from Vietnam. Defense Secretary Robert McNamara had said that the war on poverty would be won if thirty thousand black men joined the army. One woman we knew refused the flag offered her at her son’s graveside. King had come out against the Vietnam War the year before his assassination. Roy Wilkins, executive director of the NAACP, said in his autobiography Standing Fast that he believed at the time King had taken a position that was contrary to the long-term interests of black people. 

For many of my father’s World War II generation, the military had been liberation from the South, a chance to go to a white graduate school on the GI Bill, and a trouble-free opportunity to vote by absentee ballot. The generational divide was profound, and increasingly expressed not as nonviolence versus violence, or even as integration versus black nationalism, but as working within the system versus tearing it down. My father said after a visit with his Morehouse classmate Floyd McKissick that he’d wanted to tell him to act his age. In 1966 McKissick had succeeded James Farmer as head of CORE but was resigning to found in North Carolina what he called the Republic of New Africa. McKissick endorsed Nixon in the 1972 election, in return for which he received federal aid for his utopian project that became known as Soul City, which was mostly black, though open to all. 

The 1970s were also the era of the new black politics, as realized in the election of the twelve house members of the newly formed Congressional Black Caucus as well as that of 1,860 state and local black officials nationwide. In 1966 Edward Brooke became the first black elected to the Senate since Reconstruction. He was a moderate republican and the black population of Massachusetts was less than 7 percent. In his memoir, Bridging the Divide, Brooke says that he decided that the Vietnam War, which he opposed escalating, not race, was the important issue of the campaign. He recalls that the day he was sworn in, embattled Harlem congressman Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. left office, making a dramatic exit down the Capitol steps. Brooke told Gwen Ifill that he received a book from President Obama inscribed, “thank you for paving the way.” Brooke was often at odds with the Congressional Black Caucus members in the House. 

In the 1970s the majority of the nation’s black population was concentrated in just fifteen cities, some the decayed northern cities crippled by dwindling tax bases where black candidates were winning contests for mayor. Young Turks such as Detroit’s John Conyers or Harlem’s Charles Rangel compared themselves to the old guard, such as Philadelphia’s then eight-term representative Robert N. C. Nix and declared that the days of the black ward politician loyal to the white machine were numbered. The new generation, the Vietnam generation, found its sharpest political expression in the national black political convention held in Gary, Indiana, in 1972. At the convention, organized by Gary’s mayor, Richard Hatcher, and Amiri Baraka, among others, Black Power played host to 8,000 delegates from several political affiliations and a number of elected black officials from across the country. However, whites were excluded from the meeting. The Black Power agenda called for proportional representation for blacks in Congress, the end of capital punishment, the establishment of national health care, solidarity with the Palestinians, and the use of busing as a means of desegregation. 

After Watergate and the defeat in Vietnam, the New Left pondered why the antiwar movement had not found permanent political expression. Yet blacks experienced the Carter administration as the second Reconstruction. It was this use of federal power in the interest of black advancement that Reagan believed he’d been given a mandate to reverse. Jesse Jackson’s presidential campaigns of 1984 and 1988 were important as a transition between Movement politics and electoral politics because both were necessary in a time of conservative reaction. Crucial though the black vote may have been to the successes of Clinton’s presidential campaigns, some analysts were pessimistic in their assessment of the Democrats’ future because polls showed that to the average white voter the party was too identified with the liberalism of social causes. But the future turned out to be with Ronald W. Walters when he said in Black Presidential Politics that he was confident that as a consequence of black voters having been mobilized by the Jackson campaigns they would develop as a bloc that could make or break presidential elections. Walters envisioned blacks holding the balance of power and practicing leverage politics on a national scale. 

After the Fairmont Conference in 1980, right-wing think tanks supported the careers of black academics who questioned the liberal assumptions of the civil rights era, though the chances for a leveraged politics seemed to have receded, black politicians won office in the wilderness of the Reagan/Bush years. Douglas Wilder was governor of Virginia from 1990 to 1994, the first black governor of a state since Reconstruction. A number of black officials were elected on state and local levels, but all the attention went to the conservative attack. Maybe the conservative critique forced some black politicians to claim to be color-blind, but the change that Obama represented, the black candidate who appealed to white voters, was not sudden and he was not an isolated figure. Deval Patrick, who became governor of Massachusetts in 2006 without having held any office previously, has had a career something like Obama’s. 

What surprised some black Americans was that Obama didn’t win by a greater margin in 2008 than he did. It took a near meltdown to put a black man in office, some said. In Kenya they paved the road to his grandmother’s house. “His election has raised an improbable hope not just for North Americans, but for the blacks of the planet no matter their race,” Édouard Glissant proclaimed in his ecstatic essay “The Method of the World.” Obama seemed somewhat embarrassed by the Nobel Peace Prize, but that he was given the award seemed the Nobel Committee’s way of reiterating how relieved the world was that Bush and his cronies were gone. 

Historians of the Civil Rights Movement note how young many of the participants were. When Obama first took office as a youthful president, he was eight years older than King was when he died. From the first campaign—Obama and the Clintons in Selma, Obama accepting the nomination on the anniversary of the March on Washington—the symbolism tells us that the Civil Rights Movement is the sixties generation’s heroic struggle, its substitute war of liberation. Not the Vietnam War and not the antiwar movement, either. People respond to Obama’s sense of history. How much his 2004 convention speech echoed Barbara Jordan’s of 1976, for instance. During the first campaign Obama showed humility as a Movement legatee, and he invited the nation as a whole to share in the inheritance. He was early 1960s interracial cool’s rebuke to late 1960s militant separatism. 

A black man was in the White House while conditions for the majority of black people compared to those of white people as measured by employment, income, education, housing, and infant mortality rates were as poor as they had been in 1960. But black people weren’t expecting the first black president to do anything for them as black people. They, like millions of everybody else, were looking for relief as citizens in a troubled economy. 

A different understanding of American history may explain why for some people, especially black people, race was a major issue in the 2008 campaign. It was hard to credit when a white person said that he or she did not see Obama as a black man. They meant that he did not fit their idea of what a black man was, which was too brutal an admission. The question of what a black man was supposed to be and who was asking explained the reservations the old guard in black politics had when it contemplated the next generation. Jesse Jackson criticized Obama in 2007 when he stayed away from a march in Jena, Louisiana, protesting the imprisonment of six black teenagers on false charges. What was the point of electing blacks to high office if they gave up their tie to the black community?, some asked. Moses laid hands on Joshua so that his people could avenge themselves on their enemies, but black America had changed psychologically because it had changed large sectors of white America. 

My mother did not hesitate in her support of Obama. She, who never had an interest in sports, simply moved her enthusiasm for Tiger Woods over to Obama, (laughter) but my father stood by the Clintons, even through furious battles with my sisters over three strikes and the policies of the Democratic Leadership Council. I remember that when my mother was refusing to have her cataracts removed my father read to her, not poetry or Thackeray, but Bill Clinton’s autobiography. He read aloud every word of My Life. (laughter) They had such a good time that even after she finally had the procedure he still read to her, going through Hillary Clinton’s memoir, Living History. (laughter) Comforter, I am thy comforter. They did not get around to Dreams from My Father. 

My father could perhaps understand the complexity of Jesse Jackson’s tears the night he watched Obama in victory in Grant Park in Chicago. His embarrassed ambivalence about our first black president was an expression of his anxiety that he and his generation were being pushed aside, that Obama’s optimism about the country’s long-term future meant that the truth of his generation’s experience in a segregated America could be forgotten. My father would have recognized the white people of the Tea Party and in some ways been reassured. Tea Party seem to me like the white people in the 1950s who were furious with Brown versus Board of Education, white people determined to obstruct implementation of desegregation orders. All Deliberate Speed by Charles Ogletree, Jr. shows that resistance to desegregation was not confined to mobs. Local and state officials as well as officials in the executive branch joined the defiance of court orders. When I was tempted to dismiss as the last gasp of a dying order the white people who screamed that because of Obama’s policies socialism was being imposed on them, I recalled that those angry officials and citizens’ councils in the 1950s succeeded in stopping meaningful school and neighborhood integration in many parts of the South not just for a long while but for good. 

The conspiratorial state attorney generals who resented Brown versus Board of Education, the recalcitrant federal judges, the apoplectic parents who loathed the Warren Court and loved the rhetoric of states’ rights can be linked to the secessionist mood that lingered in the South. One version of our political legacy from Reconstruction says that the federal authorities enforce unpopular remedial laws on race while the states, i.e., the South, fight to keep the status quo. Another version of this legacy says that the rights of the states shield Americans from the tyrannies of centralization. Perhaps they are in essence two different notions of constitutional guarantee, a matter of which political entity best protects the individual, the federal government or state governments. Traditionally, blacks have had only federal power to rely on. 

My father objected to Mississippi Burning, the film about the murder of the three civil rights workers in the state in 1964. The film credited the FBI with bringing the murderers to justice. The truth was that the FBI had to be harassed into sending agents down to investigate, and when they got there everybody knew who the murderers were. Mississippi Burning made the villains out to be freaks, extremists, not like us. Historically American film and literature have tended to portray racists as lower class. “Atticus is a gentleman,” Jem shouts happily about his father in To Kill a Mockingbird. People are sure that they’re not racists because they are not like that. These days it is easier to insult someone’s class than his race. 

President Carter was right when he said that racism was behind much of the hostility to Obama. But I also see why President Obama couldn’t agree with Carter. The dignity of the executive office was at stake. When Obama booked himself on Sunday morning talk shows to talk about health care reform, not race, that in itself was a lesson in race politics. We saw that when David Paterson claimed that there was a racist conspiracy to keep him from running for the governor’s office how out of control it made him seem. It sounded as though he couldn’t handle the pressures of dirty politics. Even if true the accusation gave a bad impression, like a poor alibi. Our Commander-in-Chief cannot allow himself to come across as a victim. The world is listening. 

Obama’s reelection has stimulated concern in some quarters about the price black Americans have paid for a black president. They charge that black elites are failing in their duty to challenge racial inequality. The prophetic tradition among black intellectuals of speaking truth to power has become enfeebled. Blacks debated social policy under Clinton while supporting Clinton, but they have fallen silent under Obama. Black poverty stands at 28 percent compared to 10 percent for whites. Black unemployment is 13 percent compared to 7 percent for whites. Yet Obama has had little to say about race and poverty. Fredrick C. Harris said he wasn’t asking what a black president was doing for blacks, but how was a Democratic president helping his most loyal constituency? In his recent The Price of the Ticket: Barack Obama and the Rise and Decline of Black Politics, Harris takes Obama to task for sticking to economic policies that are supposed to help the middle class rather than designing programs specifically for minorities and the hardest hit in the economic crisis. 

He also criticizes Obama’s administration for doing little in the way of criminal justice reform. Obama’s race-neutral governing style is a false kind of universalism, Harris goes on to say, and black voters are no more than cheerleaders. Harris contends that Malcolm X’s and Stokely Carmichael’s vision of an independent black politics has lost out to activist Bayard Rustin’s idea of coalition politics that he first articulated in 1966. Rustin saw black voters not as a swing bloc but as part of an alliance with trade unionists, religious groups, and liberals. The problems of blacks remain urgent, and Harris’s views offer the purity of the oppositional, but it is as nostalgic in its way as the Tea Party feeling. Harris doesn’t explain why in the context of a new political coalition the kinds of programs for blacks that he calls for can’t be pursued. Ideas from the interracial phase of the Movement may be more traceable in the present political culture than those from the Black Power phase. However, these same nationalist ideas helped to make black voters a bloc and, to have them perceived as such, and being a strong bloc is what blacks bring to coalition politics.

Meanwhile, definitions of blackness are changing, expanding, along with our politics. I look at my young African American Jewish Italian cousins and recall that ever since the 1960s young people have been making up for themselves what it means to be black. In some ways Harris’s defense of Malcolm X’s and Stokely Carmichael’s political vision is an expression of a deep reluctance to let black culture go mainstream, as if, as in music, something authentic is lost when black life is taken up by the larger society, even if integration into the mainstream has been the goal. Anthony Painter in Barack Obama: The Movement for Change, written in the glow of Obama’s first victory, saw his election in 2008 as a culmination of the dream of black, white, brown political action that Martin Luther King and Jesse Jackson brought to Chicago and that Harold Washington revived in 1983 as his winning strategy in the contest to be the city’s mayor. Painter interprets American politics as a succession of coalitions, with the New Deal coalition collapsing in the social turmoil of 1968 and the juggernaut of organized populist conservatism emerging from the backlash. In 2008 it was the turn of the conservative coalition to fall apart. “One of the tests of his presidency will be his ability to morph Obama ’08 into a self-sustaining movement for change based upon a new civic activism,” Painter says. “Where the right-wing conservative movement seized upon fear and division, Obama has the opportunity to create a political force based on justice that will go beyond his own period of office in the White House.” The 2008 election had been about race, while the 2012 election, though a referendum on Obama’s administration, was more about the new force in electoral politics, the Hyde Park coalition, coming into its own, proving its durability. 

In a documentary made in 1963, Baldwin can be seen talking to unemployed black youth in San Francisco. In answer to their hopelessness, he insists that they can be anything they set their minds to. “There will be a Negro president of this country, but it will not be the country we are sitting in now,” Baldwin assures them. He was right. “Dear White America, You are not alone. Yours sincerely, the dreadful sundry of the world.” A week after the election the New York Times published graphs charting blocs of voters Obama had won. Women, the under-thirties, blacks, Asians, Hispanics, gay people, the unmarried, working mothers of young children, people with graduate degrees as well as people without high school diplomas. Jews. Catholics. “People in big city” and “poor people.”

We complained all summer about the amount of e-mail from Obama but the electronic barrage turns out to have been a manifestation of a sophisticated, secretly confident campaign. The advantage that the Republican Party had when awash with the mailing lists of the Christian right, all those Lee Atwater and Karl Rove years ago, has gone with the changes in the technology of mass communication. As a consequence, Obama’s campaign had something of the insurgent atmosphere of going over the heads of politicians to speak directly to the people. 

However, as Debo P. Adegbile notes in The Most Fundamental Right: Contrasting Perspectives on the Voting Rights Act, Obama’s election should not be regarded as a culmination. It should be seen as a new chapter in an evolving story. If Obama does anything for people, then it should be to strengthen his Hyde Park coalition by defending the Voting Rights Act. In 2009, Adegbile, associate director of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, successfully argued before the Supreme Court in the case Northwest Austin Municipal Utility District Number 1 versus Holder against a challenge to the federal pre-clearance provision of the Voting Rights Act. Section 5 now calls for federal court approval of changes in voting in sixteen states covered under the statute. The enforcement provisions of the Voting Rights Act, temporary measures that must be renewed or reauthorized by Congress periodically, have been extended four times, most recently in 2006. The extension received bipartisan support in the end. While conservatives are willing to flatter the voting rights act as historically important legislation, they do so in order to get rid of pre-clearance, that need to seek federal approval for changes in voting. They argue that the measure is insulting to the states under its jurisdiction because these states have changed and therefore the measure is out of date, but Adegbile counters that jurisdictions such as Louisiana or Texas are under federal obligations precisely because in those states patterns of voting right violations persist. Adegbile also points out that because minority voting rights have been protected in Florida, Louisiana, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia, these states, though covered nevertheless elected blacks to Congress in the 1990s for the first time since Reconstruction. 

In 2011 discriminatory redistricting plans in Texas, Louisiana, and Alabama were halted, if only temporarily, because of Section 5. The evidence before the courts and Congress illustrates that federal supervision is still necessary. The constitutional attacks have not succeeded since 1965, Adegbile says, but neither have they ceased. The Supreme Court has already said that it will review again the constitutionality of the Section 5 provision. The Roberts court could significantly narrow the effectiveness of the Voting Rights Act, Adegbile warns. 

The solid South of the Republicans is no more because of the changed demographics of the region, including the fact that black people have been moving back down to the old country for the first time since World War II. They are leaving northern cities and towns. The West speaks Spanish. Openly gay men and lesbians are now 5 percent of the electorate. In response, the right wing reverts to the custom of voter suppression and attempts to redraw districts and succeeds in passing legislation that makes photo IDs mandatory for voting. Thirty-one states have some kind of photo ID requirement for voters. Seven have less strict laws, five states have such laws under judicial review, and four have tough measures in place. It is not easy for some segments of the population to get the ID, something middle-class lawmakers seem to have a hard time believing. 

Photo ID requirements are not only a factor down south. The Supreme Court upheld Indiana’s voter ID law in 2008. But when not long ago Pennsylvania’s Republican legislature and governor enacted a strict new ID law, a judge granted a temporary injunction against its implementation on the grounds that to try to put it into effect so soon before the election would most likely result in the disqualification of eligible voters. The law could very well be in place by the next election. A federal court in Texas struck down its voter ID law last summer because it would impose unforgiving burdens on the poor. Someone said in Wisconsin that if the state had had a voter ID law the Republicans would have won. Word leaks out of Florida that the Republicans tried to stop early voting because the indications were that it was going in Obama’s favor. Ta-Nehisi Coates maintained in his Atlantic Monthly blog shortly after the election that voter suppression backfired in Ohio, that trying to confine early voting to weekdays only made people more determined to cast their votes. 

“What is good for minorities is good for the nation as a whole,” as Alexander Keyssar said. Ours is a contested democracy. It is altogether striking that Twitter kept up morale among people who resolved not to be moved no matter the line or the hour. In a story on Obama’s technopower U.S. News & World Report listed Flickr, Digg, LinkedIn, MySpace, and several other sites. U.S. News & World Report to have to get with the times must be painful. (laughter) We have been waiting since 1972 for the youth vote to show up. Facebook tells us that the young finally have and that social media such as Facebook probably did as much if not more to get out this vote than did knocking on doors. Facebook was studying the effects of its campaign applications and believes that it may have delivered as many as 320,000 new young voters to the polls. Facebook predicts that because of its apps, these young voters will become habitual voters and sympathetic to the Democratic Party. The friend list seems beyond Republican reach. 

In the Audacity of Hope Obama likes the traditions of Congress and how it is supposed to legislate. He almost sounds like a good old boy thrilled to walk the corridors of power. Then came his legislative battles as president. As Obama deploys Twitter for the upcoming budget fight, similar instant message pressure from constituents swayed the congressional vote on health care. The digital age is bringing the direct democracy that the Founding Fathers mistrusted, which is why we have the strangeness of the Electoral College in the first place. But to have won 70 percent of the youth vote translates into political capital that Obama could use for criminal justice reform. It may be an issue that affects minorities more than anyone else in the U.S., but an end to stop-and-search and severe or unfair sentencing for minor drug offenses would appeal to all youth, almost as much as would student loan forgiveness or job corps programs, because minority youth are the primary targets of these policies. If Obama can get the U.S. out of wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, then he can get us out of the ill-conceived war on drugs that has done so much to criminalize the black population. 

Social questions do not advance uniformly. For instance, few heroes of the civil rights era had sexual politics that today would be considered progressive. In 1964 Stokely Carmichael made his notorious remark that the only position of women in SNCC was “prone,” and we’re not surprised by his black macho, however we are surprised that it was Bayard Rustin who blocked having a woman speaker at the March on Washington in 1963. According to Dorothy Height’s memoir Open Wide the Freedom Gates, Rustin argued that black women would be represented because they were already active in the organizations sponsoring the march. We might think that because Rustin was gay and other civil rights figures conspired to sideline him, he should have had Baldwin’s sensitivity to black women’s history. 

The Republicans will hurl themselves after the Latino vote like seals slamming into a bright big school of fish. Immigration is an issue they can get their right wing to compromise on, whereas women’s issues are, for reasons of prejudice, past discussion on the right. Yet women too are now even more of a voting bloc as a result of 2012. Women were openly voting in women’s interests and therefore voting against the Republican platform. Stop, children, what’s that sound? Everybody look what’s going down. It’s Hillary. The hardworking secretary makes her exit. The 45th president is on her way. Coming round the mountain. (laughter) Thank you.

(applause)
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