CHAPTER 5 .

Beyond Affirmative Action:
Equality and Identity




Institutionalized rejection of difference is an absolute necessity in a
profit economy which needs outsiders as surplus people. As members
of such an economy, we have all been programmed to respond to the

human differences between us with fear and loathing and to handle

that difference in one of three ways: ignore it, and if that is not
possible, copy it if we think it is dominant, or destroy it if we think it
is subordinate. But we have no patterns for relating across our human
differences as equals. As a result, those differences have been
misnamed and misused in the service of separation and confusion.

AUDRE LORDE, Sister Quisider (1984)

Hmm fundamental crisis in black America is twofold: too
much poverty and too little self-love. The urgent prob-
lem of black poverty is primarily due to the distribution of wealth,
power, and income—a distribution influenced by the racial caste
system that denied opportunities to most “qualified” black people
until two decades ago.

The historic role of American progressives is to promote redis-
tributive measures that enhance the standard of living and quality
of life for the have-nots and have-too-littles. Affirmative action was
one such redistributive measure that surfaced in the heat of battle
in the 1960s among those fighting for racial equality. Like earlier
de facto affirmative action measures in the American past—con-
tracts, jobs, and loans to select immigrants granted by political

_machines; subsidies to certain farmers; FHA mortgage loans to
specific home buyers; or GI Bill benefits to particular courageous
Americans—recent efforts to broaden access to America’s prosper-
ity have been based upon preferential policies. Unfortunately, these
policies always benefit’fmiddle-class Americans disproportionately.

The political power of big business in big government circum-

scribes redistributive measures and thereby tilis these measures
away from the have-nots and have-too-littles.

Every redistributive measure is a compromise with and conces-
sion from the caretakers of American prosperity—that is, big busi-
ness and big government. Affirmative action was one such compro-
mise and concession achieved after the protracted struggle of
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American progressives and liberals in the courts and in the streets.
Visionary progressives always push for substantive redistributive
measures that make opportunities available to the have-nots and
have-too-littles, such as more federal support to small farmers, or
more FHA mortgage loans to urban dwellers as well as suburban
home buyers. Yet in the American political system, where the
powers that be turn a skeptical eye toward any program aimed at
economic redistribution, progressives must secure whatever redis-
tributive measures they can, ensure their enforcement, then extend
their benefits if possible.

K I had been old enough to join the fight for racial equality in
the courts, the legislatures, and the board rooms in the 1960s (I

was old enough o be in the streets), I would have favored—as I

1:&@ Yet in the
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heat of battle in American politics, a redistributive measure in
principle with no power and pressure behind it means no redis-
tributive measure at all. The prevailing discriminatory practices
during the sixties, whose targets were working people, women, and
people of color, were atrocious. Thus, an enforceable race-based—
and later gender-based—affirmative action policy was the best
possible compromise and concession.

Progressives should view affirmative action as neither a major
solution to poverty nor a sufficient means to equality. We should
see it as primarily playing a negative role—namely, to ensure that

_discriminatory practices against women and people of color are

abated. Given the history of this country, it is a virtual certainty

Jthat without affirmative action racial and sexual discrimination

e, et e

would return with a_vengeance. Even if affirmative action fails
significantly to reduce black poverty or contributes to the persis-
tence of racist perceptions in the workplace, without affirmative
action black access to America’s prosperity would be even more
méﬁ: and racism in the workplace
i S AN acis I The workplace

~This claim is not based on any cynicism toward my white fellow
citizens; rather, it rests upon America’s historically weak will to-
ward racial justice and substantive redistributive measures. This is

why an attack on affirmative action is an attack on redistributive
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efforts by progressives unless there is a real possibility &., enacting |
and enforcing a more wide-reaching class-based affirmative action |
voHH_MvNVEmioms politics, progressives must not o:_vw cling to redis- |
tributive ideals, but must also fight for those policies Emﬁlwo—: of
compromise and concession—imperfectly .oo:moH.B to those &wm._m.
Liberals who give only lip service to these ideals, trash the w&._oumm
in the name of realpolitik, or teject the policies as they perceive a W
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such issues as

Affirmative action s nol the most important issue for black

progress in America, but it 1s part of a redistributive chain that

poverty. I there were social democratic Hm&mﬁmwﬁim.ammmﬁmm_
that wiped out black poverty, and if racial and mox:m.H mwmon:m::m-
tion could be abated through the good will and meritorious judg-
ments of those in power, affirmative moﬁo:. &B:E v.m unnecessary.
Although many liberal and progressive citizens view mmmn:m:.,\m
action as a redistributive measure whose time is over or whose life
is no longer worth preserving, 1 question ﬁrm_.a view because of ?M
persistence of discriminatory practices that increase Emo_.n m.oAMm
misery, and the warranted suspicion that good will and fair ju mﬁw
ment among the powerful does not loom as large toward women an L

people of color.

TF the elimination of black poverty is a necessary condition 4;
of substantive black progress, then the &?Emmo.: of Emo_n. human- i
ity, especially among black people themselves, is a mEh.moqu oo.:.~ :
dition of such progress. Such affirmation mwmmw.m to the existentia
issues of what it means to be a degraded African (man, Soams_m
gay, lesbian, child) in a racist society. How does one affirm oneself
without reenacting negative black stereotypes or overreacting to

i remacist ideals? .

Sr.%m@mﬂwm._ocz and delicate quest for black identity is mﬁ.m.mnm_ to
any talk about racial equality. Yet it is not solely a political or
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economic matter. The quest for black identity involves self-respect
and self-regard, realms inseparable from, yet not identical to,
political power and economic status. The flagrant self-loathing
among black middle-class professionals bears witness to this pain-
ful process. Unfortunately, black conservatives focus on the issue
of self-respect as if it were the one key that would open all doors
to black progress. They illustrate the fallacy of trying to open all
doors with one key: they wind up closing their eyes to all doors
except the one the key fits.

Progressives, for our part, must take seriously the quest for
self-respect, even as we train our eye on the institutional causes of
black social misery. The issues of black identity—both black self-
love and self-contempt—sit alongside black poverty as realities to
confront and transform. The uncritical acceptance of self-degrading
ideals, that call into question black intelligence, possibility, and
beauty not only compounds black social misery but also paralyzes

# black middle-class efforts to defend broad redistributive measures.

This paralysis takes two forms: black bourgeois preoccupation
with white peer approval and black nationalist obsession with white
racism.

The first form of paralysis tends to yield a navel-gazing posture
that conflates the identity crisis of the black middle class with the
state of siege raging in black working-poor and very poor commu-
nities. That unidimensional view obscures the need for redistribu-
tive measures that significantly affect the majority of blacks, who
are working people on the edge of poverty.

The second form of paralysis precludes any meaningful coalition
with white progressives because of an undeniable white racist
legacy of the modern Western world. The anger this truth engen-
ders impedes any effective way of responding to the crisis in black
America. Broad redistributive measures require principled coali-
tions, including multiracial alliances. Without such measures,
black America’s sufferings deepen. White racism indeed contrib-
utes to this suffering. Yet an obsession with white racism often
comes at the expense of more broadly based alliances to affect
social change and borders on a tribal mentality. The more xeno-
phobic versions of this viewpoint simply mirror the white suprem-
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acist ideals we are opposing and preclude any movement toward
redistributive goals.

How one defines oneself influences what analytical weight one
gives to black poverty. Any progressive discussion about the ?:.Ew
of racial equality must speak to black poverty and Emo_.a E.@E_J\.
My views on the necessity and limits of affirmative action in .mro
present moment are informed by how substantive redistributive
measures and human affirmative efforts can be best defended and

expanded.
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CHAPTER 7

Black Sexuality:
The Taboo Subject




“Here,” she said, “in this here place, we flesh; flesh that weeps, S
laughs; flesh that dances on bare feet in grass. Love it. Love it hard. C
Yonder they do not love your flesh. They despise it. They don’t love
your eyes; they'd just as soon pick em out. No more do they love the
skin on your back. Yonder they flay it. And O my people they do not
love your hands. Those they only use, tie, bind, chop off and leave
empty. Love your hands! Love them. Raise them up and kiss them.
Touch others with them, pat them together, stroke them on your face
*cause they don’t love that either. You got to love it, You! . . . This is
flesh 'm talking about here. Flesh that needs to be loved.”

TONI MORRISON, Beloved (1987)

>meHo>2m are ovmmmw@mp with sex and fearful of black ¥
sexuality. The obsession has to do with a search for -
stimulation and meaning in a fast-paced, market-driven culture;
the fear is rooted in visceral feelings about bla ies fueled b
sexual myths of black women and men. The dominant myths draw
black women and men either as threatening creatures who have the
potential for sexual power over whites, or as harmless, desexed
underlings of a white culture. There is @ (the seductive
temptress), Sapphire (the evil, manipulative bitch), or wﬁ%
(the sexless, long-suffering nurturer). There is Bigger Thomas (the
'mad and mean predatory craver of white women), u&rmwl .I—@\U
the super performer—be it in athletics, entertainment, or sex—who
excels others naturally and prefers women of a lighter hue), or
Aﬁso_olﬁg (the spineless, sexless—or is 1t impotent?—sidekick of
whites). The myths offer distorted, dehumanized creatures whose
bodies—color of skin, shape of nose and lips, type of hair, size of
~ hips—are already distinguished from the white norm of beauty and
whose | feared sexual activities are deemed disgusting, dirty, or

funky and considered less acceptable.

Yet the paradox of the sexual politics of race in America is that,

behind closed doors, the dirty, disgusting, and funky sex associated _

. with black people is often perceived to be more intriguin, _and /e 7 &
interesting, while in public spaces talk about black sexuality is .
virtually taboo. Everyone knows it is virtually impossible to talk =
candidly about race without talking about sex. Yet most social !
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mcmm:amﬁms\romxmam:oHmo@S_mmozmmomoi?:img _%Pnomﬂ?
ence to how sexual perceptions influence racial matters.

thesis
,S\AL‘\« is that black sexuality is a taboo subject in white myow

. >E@d.om msm that a oms&m &&om:o mvo_.: black mmxsmmq _uQSmm:

in America,
The major cultural impact 6f the 1960s was not to demystify
black sexuality but rather to make black bodies more accessible to

,o\ﬂ\ white bodies on an equal basis. The history of such access up to

et Tt st e B g o e

o that time was primarily o€ of brutal white rape and ugly white
& abuse. The Afro-Americanization of Sr:m e youth—given the dispro-
" ghs  portionate black role in popular chmolwsm\ thletics>-has_put

e arepsee

@@Mw.vn.w ' _white kids in closer contact with their own bodies and facilitated

RO,
e more humane interaction with black people. Listening to Motown

records in the sixties or dancing to hip hop music in the nineties
may not lead one to question the sexual myths of black women and
men, but when white and black kids buy the same billboard hits
and laud the same athletic heroes the result is often a shared
cultural space where some humane interaction takes place.

This subterranean cultural current of interracial interaction in-
creased during the 1970s and 1980s even as racial polarization
deepened on the political front. We miss much of what goes on in
the complex development of race relations in America if we focus

solely on the racial card played by the Republican Party and
1_ w, 7 overlook the profoun: :EHE.& mix of popular culture that has
Ju?v? &R‘s\ occurred in the past two decades. In fact, one of the reasons Nixon,
W 4 .\&Wommm:, and Bush had to play a racial card, that is, had to code
.%19 1+ their language about race, rather than simply call a spade a spade,
m \ﬁ? , is due to the changed cultural climate of race and sex in America.
.wee?aﬂro classic scene of Senator Strom Thurmond—staunch segrega-
tionist and longtime opponent of interracial sex and marriage—
strongly defending Judge Clarence Thomas—married to a white
woman and an alleged avid consumer of white pornography—
shows how this change in climate affects even reactionary politi-
cians in America.
Needless to say, many white Americans still view black sexual-
ity with disgust. And some continue to view their own sexuality

\
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with disgust. Victorian morality and racist perceptions die hard.
w:.ﬁ more and more white Americans are - willing to interact sexually

ans an. 3:& basis—even if the myths still

vonm_mﬁ { view this as neither cause for celebration nor reason for

lament. Anytime two human beings find genuine pleasure, joy, and ), -

love, the stars smile and the universe is enriched. Yet as long as fTuhizive,
that pleasure, joy, and love is still predicated on myths of black

v e,

sexuality, the more fundamental challenge of humane interaction
remains unmet. Instead, what we have is white access to w_m\mr

bodies on an equal basis—but not yet the(demyt o_om_ssm of Emow

ox:m_zm T— .f?ix..r;f
This demythologizing of black sexualit

is crucial for black o
d self-contempt has .M&&m\ - W
to do with the refusal of many black Americans to _.mvuo their own | >/, e ,
black bodies—especially their(black Hosesihips; L,mgmnwmzm it} i
Just as many white Americans view black sexuality with disgust, ¢
so do many black Americans—but for very different reasons and

with very different results. White supremacist ideology is based

first and foremgst on the degradation of black bodies in order to

concern than that of other peoples. m{o hundred and forty-four

J\x\

Mo

TiC mﬁ precise x Hr_m
wmo:mm_mw This white supremacist venture was, in the end, a relative
failure—thanks to the courage and creativity of millions of black
people and hundreds of exceptional white folk like John Brown,
Elijah Lovejoy, Myles Horton, Russell Banks, Anne Braden, and
others. Yet this white dehumanizing endeavor has left its toll in the ,
psychic scars and personal wounds now inscribed in the souls of ,
black folk. These scars and wounds are clearly etched on the |
canvass of black sexuality. T N

How does one come to accept and affirm a body so despised by "

one’s fellow citizens? What are the ways in which one can rejoice
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in the intimate moments of black sexuality in a culture that ques-
tions the aesthetic beauty of one’s body? Can genuine human
relationships flourish for black people in a society that assaults
black intelligence, black moral character, and black possibility?
These crucial questions were addressed in those black social
spaces that affirmed black humanity and warded off white con-

Jtempt—especially in_black families, churches, mosques, schodls,

o ! RRAC R Al nes, LINEHES, osques, S

fraternities, and sororities. These precious black institutions forged

e ot

a mighty struggle against the white supremacist bombardment of
black people. They empowered black children to learn against the
odds and supported damaged black egos so they could keep fight-
ing; they preserved black sanity in an absurd society in which
racism ruled unabated; and they provided opportunities for black
love to stay alive. But these grand yet flawed black institutions

s

refused to engage one fundamental issue: black sexuality. Instead,

they ran from it like the plagne. And they obsessively condemned

%\W&? I those places where black sexuality was flaunted: the-streets;-the -

clubs, and the dance-halls.

Why was this so? Primarily because these black institutions put
a premium on black survival in America. And black survival
required accommodation with and acceptance from white America.
Accommodation avoids any sustained association with the subver-
sive and transgressive—be it communism or miscegenation. Did
not the courageous yet tragic lives of Paul Robeson and Jack

Johnson bear witness to this truth? %@E@Pﬁgﬁwﬁw

‘good” negroes would thrive—especially those who left black sex-

ality at the door when they “entered” and “arrived.” In short,

trugeling black institutions made a (Faustian pact with_white
merica: avoid any substantive engagement with black sexuality

e i g e o

nd your survival on the margins of American society is, at least,
e D7 8 aiplls O Amehean SO

"White fear of black sexuality is a basic ingredient of white
racism. And for whites to admit this deep fear even as they try to
instill and sustain fear in blacks is to acknowledge a weakness—a
weakness that goes down to the bone. Social scientists have long
acknowledged that interracial sex and marriage is the most per-
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castrations of lynched black men cries out for serious psychocultu-
ral explanation. :

Black sexuality is a taboo subject in America principally be-
cause it is a form of black power over which whites have litile
control—yet its visible manifestations evoke the most imooﬂ“@ of
white responses, be it one of seductive obsession or mos:.ﬁm?
disgust. On the one hand, black sexuality among blacks simply
does not include whites, nor does it make them a central point of
reference. It proceeds as if whites do not exist, as if whites are
invisible and simply don’t matter. This form of black sexuality puts
black agency center stage with no white presence at all. This can
be uncomfortable for white people accustomed to being the custo-
dians of power.

On the other hand, black sexuality between blacks and whites
proceeds based on underground mom#mmanmm,.b\Ba@Hwn@,m,m}&@a or
ignore in public and over which laws have no effective control. In
fact, the dominant sexual myths of black women and men portray
whites -as_being_“out_of_control”—seduced, tempted, o
‘m\,\.\IM\‘mﬁmgm\ y black bodies. This form of black sexuality makes

o
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White passivity)the norm—hardly an acceptable self-image-for-a
white-run society. o
Of course, neither scenario fully accounts for the complex ele-
ments that determine how any particular relationship involving
black sexuality actually takes place. Yet they do accent the crucial
link between black sexuality and black power in America. In this
way, to make black sexuality a taboo subject is to silence talk about
ived to have over
whites. On the surface, this “golden” side is one in Srmo%la
people simply have an upper hand sexually oggms%%

dominant myths in our society.

AT

Yet there is a “brazen” side—a side perceived long ago by black
people. If black sexuality is a form of black power in which
black agency and white passivity are interlinked, then are not
black people simply acting out the very roles to which the racist

myths of black sexuality confine them? For example, most black

e

churches shunned the streets, clubs, and dance-halls in part be-

cause these black spaces seemed to confirm the very racist myths
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bl

. ity to be rejected. Only by being “respectable”
black folk, they re

asoned, would white America see their good
works and’s i e blackehurch fotk; black
agency and white insexual affairs was neither desirable
nor tolerable. It simply permitted black people to play the role of

the _exotic-“other”—closer to nature (removed from intelligence

and control) and Eo%@avm,m:ﬁmm UEEQ
hiological impulses. - -

Is there a way out of Hrmm@mxcmﬁmos in which black
sexuality either liberates black people from white control in order
to imprison them in racist myths or confines blacks to white
“respectability” while they make their own sexuality a taboo sub-
ject? There indeed are ways out, but there is no one way out for
all meow %oowﬂm. Or, to put it another way, the ways out for black

men_differ vastly from those for blac

k .\:f,oﬁwwvwwﬁzowroﬂzmow
men Tor black women can make it out unless both get out since
the degradation of both are inseparable though not identical.
Black male sexuality differs from black female sexuality be-
cause black men have different self-images and strategies of ac-
quiring power in the patriarchal structures of white America and
black communities. Similarly, black male heterosexuality differs
from black male homosexuality owing to the self-perceptions and
means of gaining power in the homophobic institutions of white

America and black communities. The dominant myth ofblack male
sexual prowess makes hlack men_desirable sexual partners in a

culture obsessed with sex. In addition, the Afro-Americanization of
white youth has been more a male than a female affair given the
prominence of male athletes and the cultural weight of male pop
artists. This process results inQvhite youth>-male and female—im-
itating and emulating black male styles of walking, talking, dress-
rmcm“ and gesticulating in relation to others. One irony of our present
moment is that just as young black men are murdered, maimed,
and imprisoned in record numbers, their styles have become dis-
proportionately influential in shaping popular o:#E.m.Eww
young black men, power is acquired by stylizing their bodies over
space and time in such a way that their bodies reflect their unique-

.
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bacause it subverts the language of the dominant white culture bu

also because it imposes a unique kind of order for young blackl| 4,

men on their own distinctive chaos and mo:oﬁ,m an _attention thatl
makes others pull back with some ﬁo@ﬁmb.bz..vﬂrmm young Emww BV«/\
male style is aform of self-identification and resistance in a r.OmE
culture; \it also is an instance of machismo identity Howm% mﬁ.va ﬁ&mﬁ
encounters. Yet in a patriarchal society, machismo identity is ex- -
pected and even exalted—as with Rambo and Reagan. M..oﬁ a black W,Uo\:«\(
machismo style solicits primarily sexual encounters s:..nr women o
and violent encounters with other black men or aggressive police. MHogrt
In this way, the black male search € .N\
myth of black male sexual prowess—a myth that tends ancboﬁmm- "
naie black and white women as objects of sexual Eommcwo. ._H./r_\m \P\.vﬂ/
search for power also usually results in a direct oo:mqwﬁm:o: S.:r QWW
the order-imposing authorities of the status quo, that H.m,.ﬁro police” “27_
or criminal justice system. The prevailing cultural crisis of many .\\
black men is th€ limited stylistic options™f self-image and resis- Pﬁ\\ﬁn
tance in a culture obsessed with sex yet fearful of black m@é&.&m
This situation is even bleaker for Eoﬂ@ﬁoz who reject
the major stylistic option of black Emorm.mao Wmo:a? yet Sro are
marginalized in white America and penalized in black America for
doing so. In their efforts to be themselves, &.6% are told they are
‘not really “black men,” not machismo-identified. w_mﬁ.w gay men
are often the brunt of talented black comics like Arsenio Hall and
Damon Wayans. Yet behind the laughs lurks a black ﬁ.ummom% of
major wuovo:wosﬂfrw refusal of white and black America to en-

new stylistic options for black men caught in the Mnewl -

ness and provoke fear in others. To be “bad” is good not simpl r\klM\
7

rtain seriousl , 3

Moom&% d \..% rejecting black machismo identities) .
The case of black women is quite different, partly because the p, A

dynamics of white and black patriarchy affect them &mmuoszv.\ mjm

partly because the degradation of black female rnﬁoﬁmmxﬁmb@ in

America makes black female lesbian sexuality a less frightful jump

to make. This does not mean that black lesbians w:mww. less %m.:

black gays—in fact, they suffer more, principally owing to their

lower economic status. But this does mean that the subculture of
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- black lesbians is fluid and the boundaries are less policed pre-
cisely because black female sexuality in general is more devalued,
hence more marginal in white and black America.

e _dominant myth of black female sexual prowess constitutes

being the most sought after “ob-

jects of sexual pleasure”—as in the case of mﬁﬂw\aoslwzﬁﬁ

Pttt —_—

women tend to occupy this “upgraded,” that is, degraded, position

e e RN

eration is not simply more racist to black women than that at work
in relation to black men; it also is more devaluing of women in
general than that at work in relation to men in general. This means
that black women are subject to more multilayered bombardments
of racist assaults than black men in addition to the sexist assaults
they receive from black men. Needless to say, most black men—

“hlong the axis of {ighter huesdthat results izr' darker black wome

bearing more of the brunt than their already devalued lighter

mmmﬁoam.q, rowmwormnvoﬁmi% mm:.oo:wamaﬂmo“ Hrm@xmmﬁbmm_
“agony over genuine desirability, and the social burden of bearing
and usually nurturing black children under these circumstances
breeds a spiritual strength of black women unbeknownst to most
black men and nearly all other Americans.)

As long as black sexuality remains a taboo subject, we cannot
acknowledge, examine, or engage these tragic psychocultural facts
of American life. Furthermore, our refusal to do so limits our ability
to confront the overwhelming realities of the AIDS epidemic in
America in general and in black America in particular. Although
the dynamics of black male sexuality differ from those of black
female sexuality, new stylistic options of self-image and resistance
can be forged only when black women and men do so together. This
is so not because all black people should be heterosexual or with
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black partners, but rather because all black people—including
" black children of so-called “mixed” couples—are affected deeply
by the prevailing myths of black m@E.EEn These myths are part of
a wider network of white supremacist lies whose authority and
legitimacy must be undermined. In the long run, there1s simply
fio way out for attof us-other tharrliving out the truths we proclaim
. about genuine humane interaction in our psychic and sexual lives.
" Only by living against the grain can we keep alive the possibility
that the visceral feelings about black bodies fed by racist myths
and promoted by market-driven quests for stimulation do not for-
ever render us obsessed with sexuality and fearful of each other’s

humanity.
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