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The study of black politics as an academic enterprise evolved within the terms of the segregation era regime, which was congealing around a principle of elite-brokerage as the common sense form of black political activity roughly by the 1920s. (Alain Locke's 1925 anthology, The New Negro, reflected the sensibility of this evolving politics and trumpeted it, and its ideological underpinnings, as a new consensus within the black opinion-leading strata.) I argue here that the academic subfield's formation in the context of that political common sense has been consequential because the discourses shaping academic inquiry have naturalized the premises and worldview of the Jim Crow era black political regime. To that extent, the study of black politics has been an agent in legitimizing and reproducing the regime's presumptions and the politics flowing from them, even into the present, when whatever efficacy it may have had, as explanation or as practice, is exhausted.


Making this argument requires, first of all, establishing the contours of the form of black politics that emerged as hegemonic with the consolidation of white supremacy in the South. I argue that that politics was in part an artifact of the white supremacist regime as well as an adaptation to it. That politics was not the only form of political action that enjoyed a significant constituency among black people during the three decades or so after Hayes-Tilden. Its undergirding political rationality did not necessarily delimit the only form of political activity that could plausibly have become dominant or efficacious. From this perspective, the segregation era black regime appears as the historically contingent product of the dynamic interaction of institutional and ideological forces operating within and upon the black population.


I then propose an admittedly schematic account of the genesis of the academic study of black politics, chiefly within political science, that traces the field's embeddedness within the common sense of black political discourse and practice in the segregation era -- most crucially the presumption that black political activity reduces to a generic politics of racial advancement that dissolves or transcends more particularistic interests and programs. This account focuses first on the pioneering work of Harold Gosnell and the prewar Ralph Bunche. I then discuss the field's central concern with leadership studies during the two decades after World War II and the shift to studies of urban politics and group empowerment in the 1970s and 1980s. I conclude this account with an examination of three contemporary studies that proceed explicitly from a concern to thematize the issue of interest differentiation in the post-segregation era: Catherine Tate's From Protest to Politics, Carol Swain's Black Faces and Black Interests and Michael Dawson's Behind the Mule.    


Black enfranchisement after the Civil War opened an exhilarating period of popular black political and civic participation in the South. Contrary to proslavery ideologues’ characterizations and subsequent white supremacist mythology, freed slaves approached their new opportunities for exercise of citizenship rights with a zest. And this flood of participation was truly popular; the extent of political engagement among the freedpeople during the two decades after Emancipation may rank as one of the most exciting periods of popular political participation in American history, certainly in the history of the South.
 By the 1880s a clearly articulated node that presumed elite priority in racial agenda-setting was visible, though by no means hegemonic, in black political debate. This node's prominence grew as the national Republican party's retreat from support of black interests and the ascension of white Redeemers to political power in the South after the mid-1870s altered the context of black political strategizing and threatened to curtail or nullify the gains made since Emancipation. This tendency, which converged around an ideology of racial uplift and noblesse oblige, also was steeped in views -- commonly articulated among upper status people on both sides of the color line -- that the better classes should lead the society. The black variant was propelled in particular by theories that the race's genteel and cultivated strata were best equipped to organize and guide the development of the remainder of the population.
 


This tendency was never uncontested in black politics.
 However, the black population's disfranchisement and expulsion from civic life in the South, and the concomitant consolidation of a white supremacist order, in the two decades bracketing the turn of the twentieth century altered the context of black public debate in four ways that distorted the scope and participatory foundations of black political discourse sharply to favor the custodial and tutorial pretensions emanating from the race's elite strata. First, disfranchisement raised the cost of popular participation by eliminating the most accessible forms of political speech -- voting and other aspects of electoral action. The effect, as in any polity, was to inflect black political discourse toward the perspectives and programs of those elements of the population with access to resources that could enable other kinds of expression -- for example, newspaper publishing, business or other property ownership, and affiliation with institutions that provided visibility. Second, the danger that any public expression of opposition to the white supremacist regime would provoke state sanctioned retaliatory violence imposed a yet greater potential cost and reinforced the voices of those who counseled accommodation to white supremacy, at least by silencing some of those who might have disagreed. 


Third, the nature of the challenge posed by disfranchisement and the consolidation of the Jim Crow order in general exerted an understandable pressure toward a defensive and group conscious orientation that also buttressed elite interpretations and programs. In a civic discourse otherwise biased toward elite views, the imperative of articulating a general group interest necessarily would reproduce that bias in defining collective objectives and shaping political strategies. Post-Emancipation black political activity had always tended strongly to be group conscious. The terms of discourse routinely focused, reasonably, on pursuing the good of the race, with debate -- shaped most significantly through public forums such as Union Leagues, local Republican party organizations, Colored Farmers Alliance locals, school boards and other government bodies, lodge or church groups, as well as the ballot box --  centering precisely on the programmatic content of that good for specific communities and the individuals constituting them in specific circumstances. The totalistic nature of the white supremacist threat, which in principle affected all black people equally, buttressed the impetus to craft singular racial agendas. 


Civic exclusion and the centripetal reaction to the tidal wave of white supremacist counterrevolution combined to install as unreflected upon common sense a political rhetoric that accepted synecdochic projection of the outlooks of the race's articulate elite strata as the collective mentality of the whole. The result was a default mode of politics in which individual "leaders" could determine and pursue agendas purportedly on the race's behalf without constraint by either prior processes of popular deliberation or subsequent accountability. 

Its impact on issues of accountability and constituency is central to the segregation era's fourth significant effect on the character of black political life. Not only did the segregationist regime disrupt  normal -- i. e., electoral and similarly public -- mechanisms of accountability; to the extent that a strategic vision stressing the elite's custodial and tutorial mission became dominant in black politics, concern with accountability to a popular constituency easily was rendered a nonissue. A leadership of the best men need not trouble itself with deliberatively based ratification and input from a population in need of tutelage and custodianship. This disposition, in fact, was one of the reasons that advocates of accommodationism frequently were willing almost blithely to accept disfranchisement. Many of them shared the view that the uncultivated should not vote and were willing to endorse disfranchisement on class grounds so long as it applied to whites as well. White Democrats often exploited black elites' belief in the possibility of interracial elite collaboration to gain acquiescence in disfranchisement schemes, disingenuously encouraging the blacks' hopes that electoral restriction was not simply a ruse for a principally racist agenda.                             

  
Although those blacks who argued for acceptance of disfranchisement were duped, it would be a mistake to dismiss them  as Uncle Toms, notwithstanding that characterization's rhetorical appeal; nor should they be seen simply as sell-outs. Their expectations regarding alliance with upper status whites stemmed most significantly not so much from self-hatred or moral deficiency as from class-based, race conscious conviction of their class's mission for racial stewardship and uplift. In so far as it had philosophical underpinnings, this conviction was rooted in strains of the nineteenth century's theories of racial and cultural evolution. The discourse around which they and their strategic thinking converged was anchored on a teleology of racial destiny according to which a group's rank on the scale of civilization is measured by the level of cultivation attained by the best of its members, and the group's development is propelled by the leavening and tutelage of that elevated stratum. Far from denying racial consciousness, this view elevated racial responsibility to the grandest principle. Thus subsequent scholars occasionally have characterized this strain's prominent adherents -- for example, Alexander Crummell or Booker T. Washington -- as nationalist or protonationalist, though that characterization is problematic on historicist grounds.


Whether accommodationists' acquiescence in supporting the white supremacist juggernaut stemmed from an honest, if miscalculated, desire to make the best of a bad situation for blacks or from pursuit of narrower self interest are the axes on which debate about black accommodationism characteristically has pivoted in both popular and scholarly discussion of black politics. These issues are crucial for judgment in a discourse that seeks to establish the place of particular leaders because they inform assessment of the quality of individuals' leadership. However, concern with the quality of black leadership as the basis for primary interpretation and judgment is the artifact of precisely the elite-centered way of thinking about black politics that became hegemonic as a result of disfranchisement and the white supremacist consolidation. 


If we imagine black political agents in the past as people much like ourselves, people who lived contingently and ambiguously within their history as it unfolded, concern with sincerity is both simpler and more complicated an issue than it might appear at first blush. From that perspective we might simply assume sincerity. Few people actually admit venal or malevolent motives even to themselves. And ideology, as a partial consciousness that imagines itself to be more general, exists to preserve sincerity by harmonizing potential tension between self-interest and other commitments. Under close scrutiny, at one extreme the rare individual may appear as heroically selfless; at the other some will seem transparently and unambiguously impelled by pursuit of personal gain above all else. Most, however, will fall in a vast gray area between those extremes. In such cases, debate about motives -- however tempting intellectually and inescapable rhetorically -- cannot be resolved conclusively.


Thinking of past political figures as operating within contingent history like ourselves also muddies the issue of the accuracy of their views regarding the limits of possibility. They were no better able to foretell which historical and political tendencies would triumph or exactly how the dominant tendencies would take shape in their time than we are in ours. Fin-de-siècle accommodationists' notions of what was politically possible and feasible derived from a particular sense of how the world worked. Prevailing beliefs that social development -- in general and among black Americans in particular -- is properly and most effectively steered by the ministrations of enlightened upper classes disposed black accommodationists toward strategic goals and a politics that emphasized the importance of alliances with white elites as both desirable and necessary. This disposition biased perceptions of the horizon of possibility. Maintaining access to the goodwill and philanthropy of the "best" whites no doubt figured centrally into the calculus of feasibility. Similarly, and relatedly, concern not to jeopardize their own relatively well-off material circumstances and the small privileges that depended upon white largess certainly played a role in shaping elite accommodationists' understanding of the boundaries of rational political strategy and action. 


Accommodationism, therefore, appeared to be inevitable in the context of specific assumptions regarding proper social organization, appropriate goals and the locus of effective political agency -- assumptions that screened from view or preempted other possibilities. Because disfranchisement undercut processes of democratic political debate within black communities, we cannot really know how broadly that class-inflected common sense was shared among other strata of the black population. That it was challenged forcefully even within the black elite, however, certainly supports skepticism about its proponents' claims that the accommodationist course was the only one available. 


The contention that accommodationism was the only realistic option also may underestimate the contingency of the actual political circumstances by naïvely reading the exact forms of white supremacist politics that became dominant as evidence that no other form of politics could have existed. The range of options in black political life as white supremacy consolidated was very narrowly limited, without question, and I do not wish to exaggerate the extent to which there was space to maneuver. Nevertheless, recognizing how tightly constrained black options were and how powerful the white supremacist tide was does not justify a conclusion that nothing could have been at all different. Such a conclusion denies the fundamentally dynamic, processual nature of politics. More significantly for critical understanding of black politics, it also overlooks the active role of black political agency in shaping even the character of the white supremacist triumph. 


The claim, frequently advanced to defend their integrity or historical reputations, that blacks' accommodationist participation was purely a response to a fait accompli and played no active role in the white supremacist consolidation trivializes black political agency by assuming that blacks' actions had no capacity to affect their institutional and ideological environment. The fact that white supremacists found conspicuous support from prestigious blacks helpful to their cause implies that not having that support might have made their task that much more difficult, and that additional increment of difficulty could have produced, at a minimum, a differently enacted, perhaps less totalistic or superficially somewhat more restrained, regime of white supremacy in the South. It does not require resort to fantastic counterfactuals to envision a white supremacist victory that was less thorough in expelling blacks from civic life and which, therefore, would have had to craft different ways of coming to terms with even a moderately more significant black presence in southern politics. A slight alteration in the balance of political forces can produce incremental differences in governing arrangements that, even if only of degree rather than kind, can have substantial consequences for subsequent political opportunities.


The fact that disfranchisement's evisceration and class distortion of the black public forum makes it impossible for us to determine how widely the accommodationist perspective was shared among black Americans is significant not because that uncertainty prevents us from establishing accommodationism's racial authenticity. Not only, as I have argued elsewhere, is the idea of racial authenticity a hopeless mystification; even if it were possible to demonstrate majority, or even consensual, support for accommodationist politics in the equivalent of black public opinion, that by itself would not indicate its accuracy as a reading of political options at the time. The real significance of the narrowing of the black public political forum is that, in undercutting mechanisms of democratic accountability, it absolved accommodationist elites of the need to subject their strategies to popular discussion and debate.
 That discussion would have included the voices of those whose social positions quite likely would lead them to different calculations of the stakes involved in opting for any course. Because political reality is always contingent and fluid, all estimations of political feasibility are inseparable from such differing calculations of the risks and opportunities attendant to any given course of action at a given point in time. It is likely, therefore, that more open debate would have yielded substantially, if not radically, different assessments of the limits of black political possibility.


In addition to the elite-brokerage model characteristic of accommodationism, other black people pursued very different kinds of strategy during the period between Hayes-Tilden and white supremacist consolidation. The Colored Farmers Alliance, linked with the Populist movement, claimed at its crest over 1,250,000 members.
 The Knights of Labor had 3,000 members in the late 1880s even in Mississippi, where white supremacist victory came earliest and was most thorough, and a majority of those Mississippi Knights were black, even with some locals organized and operated on a racially integrated basis.
 The Knights were active and had significant black membership through much of the South during the entirety of the organization's active existence, and Sterling D. Spero and Abram L. Harris consider an estimate that the Knights' black membership at one point totalled approximately 60,000 as reasonable.
 In addition to the Knights, black people were involved during that period in labor and trade union activism all through the South.
 


Elite figures such as Frederick Douglass, prominent journalist and publisher T. Thomas Fortune and former Mississippi Congressman and Republican official John R. Lynch endorsed this sort of political activity during the 1880s, even as the distinct node of conservative, self-help uplift ideology -- the strain from which accommodationism emerged -- was forming in the black political discourse of the elite strata. However, this support was tempered by their other, pragmatic and material commitments to Republican party politics.
 Douglass counseled against independent political action; even as he acknowledged the importance of organizing and agitating on a class and economic basis, as early as the 1870s he discouraged the National Negro Labor Union from supporting an independent Labor Party.
 


For Douglass and others reluctance to deviate from a politics based in the Republican party rested on a pragmatic argument that the GOP was the only dependable ally of black interests in national politics; they expressed fear that desertion of the party would lead to unmitigated Democratic power in the South and perhaps nationally, an outcome that could only be dangerous for blacks. Yet their interpretation of the paramountcy of Republican partisanship also coincided with the articulation of a petit bourgeois racial politics that reflected the diminished expectations of the post-Reconstruction era. What came to be known as Black and Tan Republicanism pivoted on delivering a shrinking black vote to support the national ticket every four years in exchange for control of a limited set of patronage appointments.
 


Particularly in the context of the narrowed black public forum, it is impossible to disentangle honestly pragmatic assessment and dependence on patronage politics as causes of elite aversion to independent political action. Either way, the ideology of racial uplift reinforced the group custodianship that was Black and Tan Republicanism's foundation. Uplift, after all, presumed a mass population that was by definition not capable of steering its own programmatic course or mobilizing on its own behalf. Because its main resource was claim of connection to a bloc of black voters, patronage politics was most compatible with goals and organizational strategies that emphasized racial collectivity. Uplift ideology's foundations in the era's theories of racial development reinforced that practical, material bias by giving it an ontological rationality. Securing patronage appointments for elite blacks appeared as generic gains for the race partly because of the premise that elevating the best men advanced the group as a whole. The power of scientific racism in broader American political rhetoric raised the significance of any black achievement, by any individual, as a challenge to the ideological foundations of white supremacy. The potential for pursuit of a politics that felicitously took class interest as synecdochic for race interest was overwhelming.  


Advocates of accommodationism, which was uplift ideology's most conservative expression, opposed trade unionism or labor based political action for blacks almost by definition.
 However, the class-inflected notions of race development on which uplift vision rested also undergirded similar views among many of the elite opponents of the conciliationist program of those like Washington.
 Anna Julia Cooper, now heralded as an early black feminist, illustrates strikingly the connection between the black elite's racial theories, uplift ideology and opposition to working class political organization for blacks. Cooper interpreted the basis of American race conflict through the lens of prevailing historical, or neo-Lamarckian, race theories that emphasized racial differences in character or "ideals".
 


She then argued that blacks' contribution to America derived from such racial traits, including "inborn respect for authority... inaptitude for rioting and anarchy...gentleness and cheerfulness as a laborer...which will prove indispensable and invaluable elements in a nation menaced as America is by anarchy, socialism, communism, and skepticism poured in with all the jailbirds from...Europe and Asia".
 Later in the same text she confessed lack of sympathy for the Homestead strikers, the eight-hour day movement or labor unions in general; she contended that her feelings arose from labor's ill treatment of blacks, marshalling anecdotes and apocrypha to buttress her assertions, but at the same time she expressed strong nativist and anti-immigrant sentiments. Cooper was also clear that philanthropy was to be the uplift enterprise's main source of material support.


Du Bois, even as symbolic primus inter pares among militant foes of accommodationism, during this period unequivocally embraced the elite's uplift vision. Indeed, under his "Talented Tenth" rubric he theorized it more elaborately than most. Much of the trenchantness of Du Bois's early criticism of Washington, moreover, centered on the Tuskegeean's attempt to establish a personal monopoly within the stratum of elite race spokesmen. Similarly, the anti-Washington Niagara Movement proceeded from this class vision. The opening lines of its founding Declaration praised black accomplishments in "the increase of intelligence, the buying of property, the checking of crime, and uplift in home life, the advance in literature and art, and the demonstration of constructive and executive ability in the conduct of great religious, economic and educational institutions." The statement went on to note the propriety of discrimination on the basis of "ignorance, disease or immorality" as distinct from that based on race.
     


I have taken this excursion to the dawn of the segregation era to underscore the extent to which black political activity was differentiated prior to the white supremacist consolidation. Black people engaged, as individuals and groups, in many different kinds of political action. While black Americans' racial status always at least partly shaped the character of their political involvements, the goals of those involvements were by no means always exclusively, or even primarily, racial. Nor was their politics always enacted on behalf of a generically racial population. In addition to pursuit of more broadly racial objectives, black farmers organized and acted as black farmers; planters acted on their interests as planters; dockworkers acted as dockworkers -- even as they linked those activities to the larger goal of improving the race's condition. 


The victory of the custodial approach to politics warranted by the ideology of racial uplift narrowed the scope of what was understood to be appropriate black political action to endeavors undertaken on behalf, or in the name, of the race as an undifferentiated, corporate entity. This focus is exemplified in the common reference to "the Negro" as a collective subject.
 Uplift ideology became hegemonic in black politics because its adherents' social position enabled them to establish that outlook's interpretive and strategic imperatives as the boundaries of legitimacy under prevailing political conditions, not because of inevitable historical forces or popular racial consensus. An intellectual consequence of that hegemony was a forgetting: as the premises and practices of uplift ideology came to monopolize the effective substance of publicly visible black political discourse and action, they became naturalized as exhaustive of black American politics as a thinkable category. 


The emergence of the study of black politics as an academic subfield reinforced this process of naturalization by formalizing its outcomes through a discourse that presumes black Americans to be a corporate racial body politically. This presumption requires anchoring conceptions of the black political universe to a strategic least common denominator of pursuit of racial advancement in general, thus rendering observable political differences as tactical or superficial (e.g., owing to quirks of personality and individual character), or -- if differences are too great to be minimized in that way credibly -- as reflecting deviant or inauthentic political commitments. 


To be sure, a scholarly focus on activities consistent with the norm of advancing collective interests of the racial group has seemed appropriate in part because institutionalized discrimination and explicitly racial exclusion have been such major factors in black American life, particularly during the field's formative period. Concern with countering racism and its effects obviously has figured centrally in black political practice and rhetoric; that it should be a central element in scholarly accounts of that practice and rhetoric is in one sense, therefore, only the expression of faithful representation of empirical realities. However, the field's foundation in a scholarly discourse that takes the racial least common denominator unreflectively as the conceptual orienting point for inquiry both artificially limits the content of black politics and distorts examination of its internal dynamics. Reduction of black political differences to disagreements about tactics, for instance, supports construction of Procrustean, ahistorical typologies such as the variations on the theme of a dichotomy of tendencies advocating protest and accommodation (or Harold Cruse's recasting of the dichotomy as between nationalism and integrationism) as the animating tension in black politics. As Judith Stein argues, with specific reference to August Meier's typology of black political thought as an oscillation between self-help and protest or accommodation and militance, this presents an impoverished view of black political activity "by excluding actions which encompassed but transcended racial goals, and at the same time misrepresents the racial movements themselves because of the abstractions which lie at the base of the theory." Reliance on such an abstract and formalistic construction of black politics washes out significant substantive distinctions among kinds of political action. Again referring to Meier, Stein points out the conceptual inadequacy and potentially distorting effects of treating "legislators' attempts to pass civil rights bills, black laborers' entrance into unions, and social workers' negotiations to find jobs [as] equivalent acts."


Early studies of black politics, such as Gosnell's Negro Politicians and Ralph Bunche's more engaged critical analyses during the 1930s and 1940s, demonstrate both the reasonableness of the field's thematization of the corporate racial subject and its ultimate inadequacy.
 Gosnell provided a subtle and textured account of the intricacies of black political development in Chicago during the first three decades of the twentieth century. To Gosnell's left, Bunche laid out a comparably sophisticated view

of the tendencies operating within black politics at the time. Both described the variety of organizational forms and patterns of alliance that shaped black politics. 


Gosnell examined the relations between the structures of black electoral mobilization -- chiefly churches, press, economic and professional groups and fraternal and uplift/racial interest groups -- and specific interest configurations in the larger local political system, arguing that those relations were partly constitutive of black politics insofar as they defined the substantive payoffs, material and symbolic, of political action and shaped issue positions among black elites and opinion leaders.
 He indicated, for instance, that the general prevalence of antiblack racism in the local polity created a very narrow context of options from which an instrumental logic drew black politicians toward commitment to the dominant machine and business interests. He also noted the potentially contradictory implications of that logical alliance, as when Oscar DePriest, the first black person elected to Congress in the twentieth century, was forced by his black constituents' extensive need for aid to retreat in the second year of the Great Depression from his initial opposition to federal relief provision.
 In Gosnell's view, mainstream black politicians "felt that it was necessary to go along with the white leaders in power in order that they might protect their own people against attacks on the Civil Rights Act and against intolerant movements."
 


Gosnell recognized that a politics largely centered on obtaining the kinds of employment and appointments he described could not begin to be adequate as a material inducement for popular participation. He observed, though, that 



The governmental jobs...have not only meant a liveli-



hood for an important fraction but they have also 



brought prestige to the entire group. The presence in 



the city of a Negro ward superintendent, Negro prin-



cipal clerks, Negroes in charge of branch libraries,



Negro police lieutenants and sergeants, a Negro fire



captain, a Negro school principal, Negro high-school



teachers, and Negro postal foremen meant that the group



was getting on. The occupation of these offices meant



that the group was bearing some of the responsibilities



of the government.


This assessment was no doubt accurate. Even black people who did not themselves gain materially from the regime's distributive arrangements certainly viewed its partial and incremental benefits as symbolic accomplishments for the race at large. Such sentiments had a rational foundation in the objective limitations imposed on black aspiration by the environment of racial subordination. In a context defined by limited possibility for generalized material benefits, advances by individuals understandably came to represent successes for the group as a whole, and could be regarded as steps along the way to more general benefits. Moreover, to the extent that racial subordination rested on ideological justifications alleging black incapacity, examples of black accomplishment took on significance as points of empirical refutation. 


Nevertheless, the fact remains that the material benefits realized through the regime of racial politics Gosnell describes were sharply skewed toward the stratum of upper status blacks who also propagated the outlook that imbued their material advances with broader symbolic meaning. Gosnell did not recognize that circumstance's potentially complicating effect on his account of black politics because his a priori acceptance of the premise of a corporate racial subject provided no conceptual space for him to perceive fundamental distinctions between individual and group impacts. Seeing black politics as reducible to the least common denominator of racial advancement, the generic "struggle of the Negro to get ahead", encourages a naïve view of the relation between the differential benefits of the prevailing regime of racial politics and black elites' arguments for its optimality.


The hegemonic power of the presumption of the collective racial subject appears even more strikingly in Bunche's critical analysis of black politics. Bunche grounded his analysis of black politics during the 1930s and early 1940s on a rather doctrinaire Marxism. He was not blind to, or sanguine about, class stratification among blacks in general, and he was incisively critical in his estimation of the petit bourgeois class character of the programs of racial advocacy organizations. He also recognized the narrowness and inadequacy of a politics focused solely on eliminating discrimination and argued that its limitations reflected a petit bourgeois acquiescence to ruling class interests.
 Yet Bunche's analysis proceeded no less than Gosnell's from an undergirding conception of a corporate racial  standpoint in politics. Indeed, the acuity of his judgment of racial advocacy organizations derived largely from his perception that their strategies poorly served the general group interest.


 Bunche's Marxism, reflecting a common strain, accommodated this notion in an argument that the caste aspect of blacks' social position warranted a political strategy that would "defend and represent the basic interests of the Negro workers, of the Negro peasants, and of the Negro petty bourgeoisie, to the degree that the latter constitutes a progressive historical force."
 His notion of the collective racial interest was purposively linked to a specific teleology, the march to socialist revolution, without which, he contended, the struggle for racial equality could not ultimately succeed. By the lights of that teleology, in principle (though not yet in fact) "the Negro proletariat constitutes historically the natural leadership of the Negro people in its social struggle in American society."
 Therefore, even when Bunche characterized black Americans as a corporate entity -- e.g., the Negro people as a singular possessive -- he did not construe that entity as an organic unit devoid of problematic differentiation or intrinsic tensions. His "Negro people" more closely approximated a coherent, but internally stratified population made up of different strata with different interests and agendas. Certain of those interests and agendas were consonant with the direction of the overarching teleology, and the strata identified with those interests constituted the "natural" or correct interests of the group. 


For instance, a decade after his especially doctrinaire formulations in "Marxism and the 'Negro Question'", Bunche expressed frustration with the National Negro Congress for operating on a "united front" principle. He objected that "the Congress has proceeded on the assumption that the common denominator of race is enough to weld together, in thought and action, such divergent segments of the Negro society as preachers and labor organizers, lodge officials and black workers, Negro businessmen, Negro radicals, professional politicians, professional men, domestic servants, black butchers, bakers and candlestick makers." Judging that approach to be immobilizing, he argued instead that a "Negro Congress with a strong labor bias and with its representation less diffuse and more homogeneous in its thinking could conceivably work out a clearer, more consistent and realistic program."


 Bunche was almost apologetic in his support of a politics of racial identity, noting



The white voter ballots according to his individual,



sectional, and group interests. The Negro votes on the



basis of identical interests, but the social system of



America dictates that he must give prior consideration



to his racial group interests. So long as the dual social 

system persists in the United States, just so long must 

the Negro justifiably expect that political parties desiring 

his political support will devote specific attention to ways 

and means of Negro betterment in framing their platforms. 

The Negro finds himself in the uncomfortable position of 

decrying racial differentiation, while being compelled to

 demand it when important political policies are being 

formulated, in order to hold his ground in an uncongenial 

social milieu.


Bunche considered black racial solidarity to be entirely a function of the "dual social system" and was emphatic and rigorous in his rejection of race-based social theory as well as of what we now would call racial essentialism.
 Nevertheless, he constructed his critiques of black politics around the conventional notion of a collective racial subject. As his own statement indicates, his doing so was an expression of the reality of black life at the time, the centrality of explicitly and generically racial subordination as a fetter on black Americans across the board. 


 Bunche's attempt to articulate a popular, class-based critique within the political discourse oriented around the idea of a corporate black interest throws into relief its interpretive shortcomings, most consequentially its reliance on a naturalistic rhetoric of racial authenticity as the standard of political legitimacy. His invocations of the collective subject sometimes hovered ambiguously between a formulation resting on the teleological assertion that the interests of the mass of Negro toilers, to borrow the parlance of the day, represented the true interests of the group and a formulation that seemed less mediated, and thus more akin to the naturalized notion of corporate racial interest inherited from uplift ideology. However, even Bunche's more complex construction of group interest also fit uncontroversially within the discourse that cohered around the latter notion, which -- in treating the racial interest as given and not the result of contestation or other contingent processes  -- inscribes elite race spokesmen as arbiters of group strategy.  


Bunche surely would have objected to such a characterization. He certainly wanted no part of the belief on which the standard of racial authenticity ultimately rests -- that racial identity confers a single, common sensibility. His notion of authenticity was concretely grounded and based on an analysis of black American social structure. Unlike others, his was tied strategically to a long-term goal of broad social reorganization along very specific lines and did not claim to represent a universal racial consensus, and his notion of proper race leadership insisted on a major role for labor organizations.
 Bunche was astute in identifying and challenging the limited class character of the main racial advocacy organizations' interpretations and programs; he drew attention to the programmatic and ideological significance of social differentiation and hierarchy among black Americans, which  was an important intervention both analytically and politically. However, in positing a general racial interest that can be determined a priori -- apart from processes of popular deliberation -- his critique engaged strategic debate on terms that reproduced, most likely without intention, the prevailing rhetoric of racial authenticity and thus the fundamentally custodial political discourse within which that rhetoric was, and remains, embedded. 


Bunche's reading of the practical entailments of the "caste" system that he described combined with his particular teleological commitments to lead him to accept, without hesitation, a frame for critical inquiry and debate that pivoted on determining authentic spokesmanship for the racial group. The working class articulated the group's true interests because it was the segment of the population whose social position and perspective advanced the larger struggle for social transformation that was necessary to win racial equality. That interpretation was consistent with the exigencies of racially solidaristic politics at the time. Systematic racial exclusion and discrimination required broadly based responses that united as much of the black population as possible, and crafting such responses was understandably the default mode for black political debate. However, in unskeptically proposing the black proletariat as agent of the entire group's true interests, Bunche tacitly accepted the most insidious foundations of the class-skewed ideology that he criticized. 


As a result of his acquiescence in the rhetoric of authenticity, Bunche's critique did not confront the custodial model of political action that derived from and rationalized commitment to elite primacy for steering the affairs of the race. Nor was he attentive to the antidemocratic entailments of the presumption of corporate racial interest, which evaded potentially complicating questions concerning participation, legitimacy and accountability by positing an organic unity as black Americans' natural state. And, of course, by operating within it he could not address the rhetoric of authenticity of race spokesmanship as a mechanism facilitating those evasions. To that extent, Bunche's radicalism left intact the core of the ideology of racial uplift on which the black elite rested its claims to political and cultural authority. Bunche did not explicitly ratify this discourse, but his historically reasonable acceptance of it at least instantiated, and arguably helped to establish, a pattern of radical social science discourse about black politics that strained against but did not fully transcend the petit bourgeois ideological hegemony.


During the post-World War II period, largely as an expression of the changing political climate, the study of black politics began to congeal as a conventional academic specialty area. Robert E. Martin stands out for having provided an early institutional account of the sources and effects of increased black electoral participation and office-holding. He described how the decades of black migration from the disfranchised South had culminated in growth of black influence in national politics that buttressed the challenge to civic exclusion in Dixie.
 Thereafter, however, reflecting heightened awareness of black presence in national and big city politics, and the explosion of activist protest in the South, the subfield clustered initially around questions concerning the nature, dynamics and composition of black political leadership.
 Instructively, despite often careful and nuanced case descriptions of leadership styles and much attention to constsruction of empirically based typologies, this scholarship generally bypassed or touched only superficially on questions of accountability and actual processes of leadership selection.
 


In part this lacuna resulted from the fact that the intensifying struggle against Jim Crow had strengthened programmatic solidarity within black politics, as was attested by the  antisegregationist unanimity expressed in the 1944 anthology, What the Negro Wants. In that context, unless scholars were predisposed to pursue questions of accountability and legitimacy, there would be little reason for them to arise. The reputational method through which the case studies typically ascertained leadership was useful for identifying characteristics of those recognized as leaders, and thus for describing how the politics of race advancement was enacted pragmatically at the level of local polities. This method by itself, however, did not prompt inquiry into issues bearing on the shaping of strategic consensus and the processes of legitimation within black politics because its focus was on describing the settled outcomes of those processes; nor did it facilitate critical examination of how different interests were weighted in defining the concrete substance of the racial agenda in particular circumstances. In effect this approach detached the idea of political leadership from participation and other group processes, and it presumed a simplistic identity of elite and nonelite interests and objectives.  


These limitations on intellectual perception derived more from ideology than methodology, however. As Ladd's reduction of black leadership to the promotion of generic, unproblematized group interests indicates, the scholarly discourse that formed around inquiry into black political leadership reproduced without question the presumption of the black corporate political entity. It is telling that none of the main characterizations of black leadership considered either the possible existence -- much less significance -- of interest differentiation among black Americans or tension and ambiguity in the relation between leaders and led as factors shaping the dynamics of black leadership.
 Perhaps most revealingly, this was true even of Oliver C. Cox, whose work and outlook were at least sympathetic to Marxism. 



Cox's typology of black leadership began with postulation of unitary racial interest: "Negroes, probably more than any other group of Americans, have an abiding common cause." He then defined black leadership as "those who, through their energy and insight, have become advocates of means and methods of dealing with this common cause and whose advocacy has been significantly accepted by the group."
 Like Bunche, Cox viewed that cause as partly transcending race; he saw it instead as "an aspect of the wider phenomenon of political-class antagonism inseparably associated with capitalist culture. A principle involved in the process of democratic development is at the basis of the Negro's cause."
 Again like Bunche, this larger purpose provided Cox's foundation for making judgments regarding the efficacy of types of black leadership. He proposed that the truest leadership was that which in charting a course for black people also advanced the historic "march toward democracy".
 This led him to characterize protest leadership as "genuine", though "negative" in that its focus stopped short of challenging the basic social system, and radical leadership as both genuine and positive because "it is not only conscious of the source of the limitation of [blacks'] citizenship rights but also recognizes that the limitation itself is a function of the social system."
 


Like Bunche and others before and since, Cox was motivated in part by a concern to theorize a coherent relation between black Americans' struggle against racial oppression and a marxian strategy for more general social transformation. But his perception of class as a source of political tension did not extend to his analysis of black leadership. His account presumed the black population to be an inert entity, a singular mass to be mobilized by one or another strain of leaders. 


At the risk of repetitiveness, the bias in Cox's critique toward presumption of corporate racial identity, as in the leadership studies generally, was a rational expression of the manifest realities of black politics at the time. On the one hand, regular mechanisms for popular selection of leadership were rare, and, on the other, the primacy and immediacy of the struggle against segregation imposed a practical coherence and commonality of purpose. The latter circumstance no doubt made the former all the less likely to arise as a matter for concern. A need for formalized systems of participation is only likely to be perceived where substantial differences are apparent.
 The hegemonic status of the outlook that defined the sphere of black political action narrowly, as the elite-driven politics of racial advancement, also conduced to inattentiveness toward issues of participation, accountability and legitimation. Social science reinforced this overdetermination because, in establishing the terms of inquiry around an unquestioning acceptance of the prevailing model as the quintessential facts of black political life, scholarly discourse inscribed it as the natural truth of black American politics. To that extent, the study of black politics has been a moment in the reproduction of hegemony in black politics.


With the rise of black officialdom in the 1970s, Afro-Americanist scholarship in political science focused centrally on  assessing the significance of the new, institutionally based black politics. This scholarship primarily examined such issues as the ways in which black public officials represent black political interests, the pressures operating on them to balance advancement of black concerns with other imperatives flowing from their formal positions and the alliances outside the race on which they depend, and the impact of systemic incorporation on black political styles.
 In particular, Robert Smith provided an institutional account of the development of the new black officialdom from protest politics in the 1960s. Matthew Holden and Michael Preston very early explored the contraints that the autonomous imperatives of political institutions and entrenched patterns of political behavior in local polities placed on the capacities of the newly elected black mayors. Lenneal Henderson examined the effects of similar constraints on the growing cohort of non-elected public administrators. This current of scholarship began, albeit most often tentatively, to examine structural characteristics and tensions endemic to black politics. However, Martin Kilson was virtually unique in extending the analysis to take for granted political differentiation among black Americans -- along class, ideological and other lines -- as a normal and predictable feature of systemic incorporation.   


As black officeholding and governance became more established, scholars naturally enough began to consider its efficacy. Albert Karnig and Susan Welch, Peter Eisinger and others sought to determine the policy impact of the new black officialdom. The overlap between the black politics and urban politics specialty areas grew, as scholars like William E. Nelson,Jr., Browning, Marshall and Tabb, Clarence Stone, Larry Bennett, and James Button probed at the outcomes of the new minority politics.
 Nelson, Stone and Bennett were exceptional, however, in problematizing the differential distribution of the benefits of black officialdom within the black constituency. More typically, this issue did not arise. Instead, the main line of scholarly discourse assumed, as had been the norm in the field since Gosnell, that racial benefits delivered by black officials were indivisible, that even benefits to individuals -- such as public procurement contracts or executive appointments -- accrued equally, if differently, to the black population as a whole. 


That assumption was not without empirical basis. Black citizens by and large no doubt did regard gains made by black individuals, especially in the early years of post-segregation era black governance, as having larger racial significance. As in Gosnell's Chicago of the 1920s and 1930s, to many people those individual benefits symbolized generic racial accomplishment and a promise of more broadly disseminated concrete gains to come. The rhetoric of racial advancement that undergirded the rise of the new black political regime encouraged and reinforced such views. But scholars' acceptance of that ultimately elite-driven interpretation simply as transparent fact also contributed to its persuasiveness as ideology and rationalization of class privilege. Even criticisms of the inadequacies and unrealized potential of black governance were couched in terms that presumed the existence of a coherent black community agenda and that most often absolved black officials of agency by stressing their powerlessness and dependence.
 The presumption of corporate racial interest continued to shape the field's conceptual foundation.


Perhaps the most striking contemporary indication of that presumption's persisting force is that it frames recent scholarship explicitly concerned with examining black political differentiation. Studies by Katherine Tate and Michael Dawson inquire directly whether increased systemic integration and economic mobility since the 1970s have had a centrifugal impact on black political behavior and attitudes. Carol Swain, in a study centered on the quality of Congressional representation of black interests, declares at the outset that black Americans' political interests are "varied and complex". However, each author proceeds by assuming the primacy of corporate racial interests.
 


Tate anchors her inquiry conceptually to an uninterrogated  notion of "the black vote", or the "new black voter", as the baseline expression of black political activity.
 This formulation, which, as I have noted above, has its origins in the elite brokerage regime of Black and Tan Republicanism at the dawn of the Jim Crow era, naturalizes the idea of a unitary racial voice. It biases interpretation toward assigning both logical and normative priority to high racial cohesion as the norm from which differentiation is the aberration. A politics centered on the idea of the black vote must be geared strategically toward defining the scope of political action in ways that facilitate mobilization around broad racial appeals. This in turn requires grounding the analytical universe of black politics on those programmatic and issue agendas that seem to have very broad or consensual black support -- the program of generic racial advancement. To that extent, Tate's project verges on tautology: if the sphere of black politics is limited to areas of broad racial agreement, then interest differentiation within black politics will appear to be slight almost by definition. Although the range and number of practices and issues that compose that universe may vary at any given moment, the universe itself will always exhibit little differentiation on pertinent issues because its boundaries are stipulated so that group homogeneity is one of its essential features. Moreover, insofar as high racial cohesion is treated as a norm and at least an implicit goal, differentiation will appear as a problem to be explained and, ultimately, overcome. This logical problem's embeddedness in hegemonic ideology renders it invisible, but it is the source of conceptual difficulties in Tate's account.  


Tate asks: "Are Blacks still race-conscious? Do Blacks have group interests, or have their policy views become more individualistic?"
 Those questions set up false opposition between race-consciousness and political differentiation, as well as between group and individual interests. Race-consciousness can support many different, conflicting political programs, ranging across the ideological spectrum; therefore, the category is practically meaningless other than for demonstrating what the idea of "the black vote" already presupposes, the existence of a politics nominally centered on advancing interests of the group in general. It would be very difficult, moreover, to imagine the disappearance of black race-consciousness in the face of persisting racial stratification and resurgent antiblack rhetoric and political initiatives.  


And the crucial question regarding group interests is not whether they exist; their existence is also already presumed in the notion of the black vote. The more important issues for making sense of black politics are how concrete group interests are determined, who determines them and how those determinations, including the strategies and objectives they warrant, affect different elements of the black American population. Reducing black politics to the black vote hinders addressing these questions because its presumption of cohesiveness as a natural state overlooks the processes of interest formation to take their outcomes as given. This mindset also bypasses questions pertaining to the distribution of costs and benefits resulting from those outcomes, as well as consideration of possible alternative processes, strategies and objectives. 


 Because it leaves no space for conceptualizing structural or institutional processes within black politics, that presumption of cohesiveness -- the corporate racial interest --  also leads analysis of differentiation to focus on aggregates of individual attitudes and opinions and the extent of their approximations to or divergence from putative group norms. This disposition may stem most immediately from the bias toward that methodological individualism within the conventions of political science's larger American politics subfield. However, that line of inquiry also comports well with and reinforces the dominant tendency within Afro-Americanist discourse to naturalize formulations of group interests and agendas; the effect is to reify the group by screening out consideration of questions bearing on the internal and external dynamics of its constitution as a political entity. Here again the relation between ideological and intellectual commitments is dialectical, and that dialectic shapes the choice of approach and method for inquiry by informing the definition of problems and questions to be pursued. By vesting it with the appearance of a settled finding of social science, the interaction of unexamined ideology and approach to inquiry in this case buttresses the perception of black interests as given and unproblematic. At the same time, this convergence of ideological common sense and political science convention hampers Tate's ability to produce a coherent or textured account of the new black politics.         


Finding continuities or incremental shifts on issue positions over time within a universe of black respondents does not tell us anything about the agenda-setting and opinion-leading dynamics operating within the new black politics; nor does comparing black and white attitudes, which substitutes conveying a sense of generic racial difference for describing politics among black Americans.
 The limitations of her approach and its encompassing mindset show through clearly in the way that Tate seeks to address the relation of race and class in black politics. 


She begins with the currently common move of juxtaposing race and class as alternative bases of political identification. Consonant with the underlying presumption of racial cohesion, that formulation implicitly denies the possibility that class dynamics may arise from and operate autonomously within black politics and the stratification systems of black communities. For example, Tate finds that among black Americans racial consciousness seems to vary by class and that "it is not the poor and working-class Blacks but the higher-status Blacks who possess the stronger racial consciousness and identities."
 She observes that these findings contradict conventional social theoretical wisdom that "poor Blacks, particularly the urban poor, possess the strongest racial identities within the Black community."
  Her attempts to locate possible explanations for this apparent anomaly focus on factors related to class status that could strengthen or weaken individuals' racial identity, which she takes as, in effect, monadic and prior to those other identities. 


She does not consider that the problem that makes these findings seem anomalous could lie in the presumption of a singular, fixed racial identity that exists in greater or lesser degrees.
 That view preempts the possibility that class-linked variations in expressed race consciousness indicate differences of kind as well as degree of racial consciousness and that those differences are linked to, among other factors, class-based ideological, institutional and programmatic dynamics at least partly internal to black political life. The pattern that she finds could represent different ways of understanding racial identity and its political warrants, and those differences could reflect the different material stakes attaching to the idea of racial identity for different social positions. A black housing authority director's, inner-city public school principal's, real estate developer's or corporate functionary's experience of racial consciousness and the substantive political and economic entailments of racial identity will quite likely differ from those of a resident of low-income public housing, a person underemployed without health care benefits in the low-wage consumer service sector, an industrial worker stalked by job insecurity and threat of downsizing, a public sector line worker, a Deep South poultry plant worker, a college student besieged by aid and budget cuts, or a workfare assignee.   


 Tate's perspective does not provide for differences such as those. Instead, it yields only a standardized racial consciousness -- measured largely in terms of aggregated issue positions and abstract attitudes -- and deviations from it, also measured in terms of recorded attitudes and positions on issues already given as being of general racial significance. And she does not consider the possibility that those issue positions and attitudes take shape within a discourse defined by agenda-setting elites and researchers. This is a construction of black politics devoid of politics among black people. To that extent, it cannot recognize the possibility that the articulation of black political interests may result from the operation of discursive and organizational practices -- interest-group activity -- within black communities. Therefore, her account does not provide the conceptual wherewithal to adjudicate competing claims to represent racial interests in given contexts. It cannot, for example, inform interpretation and judgment of instances -- such as gentrification and redevelopment controversies featuring black gentrifiers, policymakers, developers and displaced -- in which competing, perhaps incompatible interests purport to represent racial interest.    


Carol Swain explicitly engages the issue of determining black interests and the reality of black differentiation. However, she acknowledges differentiation only to subordinate it to a notion of collective group interests. She argues that


the interests of blacks must vary in important ways; still, it 

would be a mistake to place more emphasis on the variations 

than on the commonalities. Broad patterns of objective 

circumstances and subjective orientations characterize American 

blacks, and striking differences continue to exist between black 

and white Americans.

Swain relies largely on surveys of political attitudes and comparison of aggregate black and white socioeconomic conditions to construct an account that, notwithstanding her initial declarations, reproduces the premise of the corporate political entity. Her narrative distinguishes "objective" and "subjective" black interests. The former can be deduced from the extent of aggregate black socioeconomic disadvantage relative to whites. The latter are discernible through identifying differences in black-white distribution of opinions on significant issues and a simple majoritarian approach to black opinions as expressed in the findings of survey research.


Swain's characterization of objective interests seems reasonable enough. However, it implies a condition of racial parity as the goal of black aspiration and standard of equity, and that is a questionably modest ideal of egalitarianism or social justice. If black and white unemployment rates were equally high, for example, it is not clear that there would be no objective black interest in reducing unemployment. In addition, linking determination of black interests to cross-racial comparison in that way perpetuates the practice of defining black interests in terms of an exclusively racial agenda -- although many of the most pressing socioeconomic concerns of a great many black Americans are not purely or most immediately racial. Therefore, while she does not naturalize the category of racial interests, Swain's formulation presumes the restriction of black politics to the program of generic racial advancement.


Swain's reduction of what she calls subjective black interests to the findings of survey research also in at least two ways reinforces the premise of a black corporate political entity. First, as with Tate, her reliance on a simplistic notion of "the black public", defined by those survey findings, skirts fundamental questions concerning the processes of agenda-setting and the opinion-leading role of black political elites, as well as the context-defining roles of mass media and the interventions of researchers who themselves proceed unquestioningly from hegemonic assumptions about the scope and content of black politics. The attitudes and opinions recorded in those surveys most likely do express a black public opinion, especially in the circular sense that public opinion generally is understood to mean what is expressed in such surveys. They indicate how groups of black voters most likely would line up on a range of given positions within given terms of debate in a particular political conjuncture. Treating those expressions as autonomous preferences, however, is problematic intellectually because doing so obscures their character as the products of political and ideological processes. Reifying those responses in that way also asserts a conservative force in political discourse by denying the fluidity and contingency of the terms of debate and positions held at a given moment, and obscuring the ideological and political processes that shape those terms of debate -- the dimension of power and hegemony -- works to similar effect. Swain notes the role of interest groups in black politics, but she does not extend her purview to take account of their role in shaping the discursive field.   

   Second, Swain's reliance on a majoritarian standard for determining subjective black interests may avoid the pitfall of naturalizing black interest, but it does so only technically. Why should 50 percent +1 be the threshold of racial authenticity? What does that standard say of the views of the very large remainder? If the standard were even a supermajority -- say, two-thirds or even three-fourths -- how could the one-third or one-fourth minority not be seen as also expressive of black interests? Swain finesses these questions by resort to the device of black-white comparison. But noting apparent racial differences in clustering of opinions on a range of issues does not indicate a corporate "black" point of view. In fact, Swain does not escape the presumptive rhetoric of racial authenticity, which underlies her discussion of black interests. She deploys it, apparently in service to her predilections in current politics, to suggest tension between rank-and-file black citizens, whom she casts as embracing a range of conservative social views, and the officially relatively liberal black political establishment.


Michael Dawson's examination of the relative significance of race and class in black politics also proceeds from a formulation of corporate racial interest, though he attempts to ground it in a theory of pragmatic action. Because race is such a powerful determinant of the political and economic circumstances of black Americans of all strata, he argues, it has been practical for black citizens to employ a "black utility heuristic" in deciding their political views. What this means is that "as long as African-Americans' life chances are powerfully shaped by race, it is efficient for individual African Americans to use their perceptions of the interests of African Americans as a group as a proxy for their own interests."
 


This construct, however, fails to ground the idea of corporate interest. The "black utility heuristic" is a theoretical evasion; at bottom, it only stipulates the idea of group perspective at a one-step remove and thereby does not escape reifying and naturalizing it. Dawson's formulation begs critical questions as to how individuals form their perceptions of group interest: How do individuals determine that certain initiatives or conditions generate racial common effects? And, more significantly, how do they ascertain which interpretations, issues and strategies actually represent the interest of the collectivity and not some more narrowly partisan or idiosyncratic agenda? He does not address such questions; in effect, he treats group interests as given and transparent to members of the group. In so doing he partly answers the question concerning the relaiton of racial and class interests by stipulating the former to be entirely independent of the latter. 


Dawson's avowed commitment to methodological individualism may obscure this problem because  -- as it does with Tate and Swain -- it leaves him with no clearly articulated unit of analysis between individual and race.
  Insofar as he attends to the region between individual and corporate racial body, his discussion both presumes group interest to be a coherent, out-there thing, rather than itself the product of political processes and contestation, and at least evokes the rhetoric of racial authenticity. He maintains that using group status as a proxy for individual status is efficient


not only because a piece of legislation or a public policy could be 

analyzed relatively easily for its effect on the race but also because 

the information sources available in the black community -- the 

media outlets, kinship networks, community and civil rights 

organizations, and especially the preeminent institution in the black 

community, the black church -- would all reinforce the political 

salience of racial interests and would provide information about 

racial group status.
 


Dawson bases this description on retrospective characterization of the segregation era, when the politics of generic racial advancement had its clearest and solidest material foundation within the black American population. The straight-forwardness that he imputes to the mediation of individual and group certainly is more plausible as an account of a context dominated by issues bearing on explicitly racial exclusion and subordination than in application to contemporary politics. Even then, however, such cut-and-dried racial questions did not exhaust the universe of black political concern and action. Conflicting views existed with respect to specifics of strategic and tactical response, as well as larger, though still intra-paradigmatic, interpretive and normative differences within the dominant group politics. And, as we have seen, the hegemonic status of that politics did not spring from nature or result from open, deliberative processes, and its program was not the pristine expression of a collective will. Most importantly, assuming a context that, if only superficially, presents a best case circumstance for defense of Dawson's black utility heuristic is ultimately conceptual sleight-of-hand because doing so also  sidesteps precisely the most crucial questions that his defense must address.


Because the black utility heuristic is based on an idealized model of unproblematic racial gemeinschaft in the segregation era, it is at least vulnerable to accommodating a rhetoric of racial authenticity. Construing the relation of race and class as a tension between group and individual identities reinforces this tendency. From that perspective, class interests can operate among blacks only through departure from, if not rejection of, the interests of the racial group. Because he presumes racial identity to be homogeneous or monadic, he can approach class differentiation only as a deviation from, not a constitutive element of, racial identity and consciousness. 


In line with his formulation, Dawson suggests that increasing upward mobility (and, curiously, the "underclass"'s supposed isolation as well) could weaken race consciousness, partly by "weakening links between individual African Americans and the race as a whole".
 He elaborates a view that is hardly distinguishable from a theory of racial authenticity:


Consider two middle-class individuals, one with strong ties to 

family and other black community institutions, the other


with the same household or individual utility function but 


with very weak ties to the black community. The individual


with strong ties to family and community will be slower to 


deemphasize racial group interests than the individual with


weak ties because of the greater impact of information from


the black community for that person.


 He finds that, instead, upward mobility appears to this point to increase race consciousness and racial "common-fate" identity, and this finding supports what is in effect a validation of the politics of racial advancement, which remains the most legitimate and efficacious focus for black political activity.
 He takes this finding as evidence that, because of linked-fate identification, the black middle class by and large remains connected to the racial interest and political agendas. This is tantamount to reducing assessment of the significance of class in black politics to a determination of whether or not individuals have "forgotten where they came from". Because of Dawson's reified notion of black interest, the possibility that prevailing forms of racial consciousness and identity might reflect class or other forces within black life cannot arise in his analysis. His approach to evaluating the significance of class among blacks never turns toward the dynamics of group interest formation.   

      Like Swain, Dawson adduces evidence of persisting racial disparities, in particular between black and white middle classes, to support his claim that racial identity trumps class identity by creating the material basis for a primary community of interest among blacks.
 But, although it arguably would induce toward race consciousness and race-solidaristic perception, the existence of disparity does not automatically yield any particular strategic interpretation or response; it does not decree, that is, that race consciousness would take any particular form or content. This once again underscores questions concerning the political processes through which concrete notions of collective interest are shaped, who determines the boundaries of group activity, who participates in those processes and who is advantaged and disadvantaged by them -- questions that have no place in Dawson's analysis. 


Dawson reports that, despite the power of race consciousness, "individuals' economic status plays a large role in shaping African-American public opinion in several issue domains" and that "affluent African Americans are much less likely to support economic redistribution than those with fewer resources [and] the most affluent African Americans hold views more consistent with those of the conservative white mainstream".
 And he notes that upper status blacks are more likely than others to see themselves as having benefited from the politics of racial advancement.
 Yet, he does not consider the possibility that the "linked-fate" phenomenon that he observes may reflect not a mitigation of class consciousness but its expression as an ideology through which those very strata enact the dominance of a particular definition of the scope and content of black political activity. His findings are consistent with the view that the generic politics of racial advancement is skewed to programmatic agendas that confer concrete benefits disproportionately on those upper status strata. From this perspective, the perception of common fate -- without regard to the sincerity with which individuals adhere to it -- could be an ideological mechanism that preserves and buttresses individual or stratum advantages by harmonizing them with a notion of larger group interest. His "group interest perspective" forecloses that possibility because it continues the pattern of reading politics among black people out of inquiry into black politics.


Dawson, Swain and Tate stand out among students of Afro-American politics in that they attempt, in distinct but related ways, to problematize the issue of interest differentiation among blacks. Their concern with this issue is a response to a more broadly, if tentatively and inchoately, articulated suggestion in contemporary public discourse -- usually propounded by conservatives in support of their own counternarratives of racial authenticity
 -- that systemic incorporation has destabilized conventional understandings of black political life. However, all three shortcircuit inquiry from the outset, by positing the notion of corporate racial interest as an unexamined background assumption that organizes their approaches conceptually and procedurally. This problem may stem partly from a methodological source, as their shared commitment to methodological individualism disinclines them to examine historical, structural and institutional dynamics that could present a more textured picture of black political relations and processes. Similarly, their dependence on reified notions of political attitudes drawn from survey research – which treats attitudes and interests as autonomous and given -- for determining political interests also at least reinforces the tendency to undervalue the fluidity and complexity of the processes through which interests are formed and evolve. As the old saw goes, if the only tool one has is a hammer, then all problems come to look like nails.     

Nevertheless, in accepting that premise they perpetuate the restriction of black politics thematically to the domain of collective struggle against generic racial inequality and subordination. This in turn makes it unnecessary to acknowledge or examine, perhaps even impossible to notice, the autonomous political processes and structural, ideological and institutional tensions that constitute the matrix of concrete black political action.  


In thus insisting from the first that black politics be seen only as a corporate, group endeavor, it is as if these scholars raise the question of black differentiation only in order to refute it. The political sea change that has prompted questions about the presumption of corporate racial interest thereby calls forth active defense of it.
 Ironically, as it purports to a skeptical attitude toward the new black politics, this scholarship may be more explicitly and willfully engaged than its antecedents in reproducing ideological legitimations for the politics of generic racial advancement and in obscuring its class basis.


This characterization of the trajectory of scholarship on black politics is schematic and has no pretense to exhaustiveness. It nonetheless specifies a conceptual organizing principle that has underlain the subfield's discursive conventions throughout its history. Reconstruction of that history also highlights the dialectical character of the relation between the study and practice of black American politics. That relation is hardly unique to black politics, of course, though the precariousness of the black situation in the United States and the leading role of mainstream academic discourses in rationalizing racial injustice and inequality for most of this century probably have led Afro-Americanists to be more self-conscious and less diffident than others about it. The problem with the main lines of scholarly inquiry into black politics is not, therefore, that they have been partisan or engaged. It is that their partisanship has been unself-consciously fastened onto the racial vision of a particular stratum of the black population -- a singular class vision projected as the organic and transparent sensibility of the group as a whole. 


 This bias is problematic not only because it has produced accounts of black politics that are incomplete and static, devoid of political dynamics among black people; its reductivist postulation of the corporate racial subject also reinscribes essentialist presumptions regarding the black American population. Such constructions as "the Negro (or the black community) believes/wants,etc." originate in nineteenth century race theory's notions of racial temperament and ideals and other formulations asserting in effect that blacks think with one mind. Both recent scholarship's insistent minimizing of the political significance of racial differentiation and the more general sanctification of racial unity as the substance of a political program in its own right are anchored in such formulations. Both also are active interventions that seek to impose those categories on an increasingly recalcitrant world of manifest black experience.


While this scholarly orientation around an unacknowledged class vision of racial politics may have been adequate pragmatically to its intellectual and political objectives during the segregation era in which it emerged and evolved, it does not equip us well to make sense of the imperatives and possibilities that define current political conditions. The subfield's main discourse revolves around the dual objectives of defending a coherent and homogenized racial image and articulating putatively collective mentalities and aspirations. These objectives, and the deeply sedimented presuppositions on which they rest, direct the lens of critical investigation away from careful, skeptical scrutiny of interior features of black political life.
 The field is therefore left without well developed critical standards for judgment in black political debate, aside from a norm of racial authenticity. 


However powerful it may have been rhetorically when universal group consensus seemed plausible in opposition to Jim Crow, the proposition that racial authenticity is a basis for intellectual and political judgment was always extremely problematic. Ideologically, it is an artifact of racial essentialism and presumes a given and objectively discernible mode of correct thought for the race. Practically, it begs questions regarding how authenticity is determined and who chooses its guardians. Because it focuses critical vision around ascriptive rather than substantive criteria, this standard does not make for clear, open political debate. Racial authenticity is a hollow notion that can be appropriated by nearly anyone to support or oppose any position, and it can be absurd and self-defeating. 


At this point, the limitations of the rhetoric of authenticity should be abundantly clear. It may have been tempting to invoke that rhetoric as a shorthand explanation for opposition to Clarence Thomas, for instance, but that tack did nothing to expose his reactionary views and link him to them and their implications; nor did it stimulate popular discussion among black citizens of the substantive harms that his appointment could produce in specific areas of law and public policy. And Thomas was able to use that very rhetoric to gain advantage during the circus of his confirmation hearing. Moreover, the Republican right-wing throughout the Reagan/Bush/Clinton/Bush era has appropriated it to legitimize black conservatives and their programs, often overlapping the right's similar appropriation of a radical-sounding populist anti-statism, as well as to discredit advocates of civil rights and civil liberties.
 No matter what one may think of Secretary of State Colin Powell’s politics, Harry Belafonte’s recent comparison of him to the mythical “house slave” who betrays the race out of loyalty to the master is an unfortunate indication that the reflex to ground political criticism in charges of racial inauthenticity persists in black political discourse.


The bankruptcy of the notion of racial authenticity as a basis for political judgment is a thread that unravels the entire outlook that continues to shape both the study and practice of politics among black Americans. Without that notion the assumption of an a priori corporate group interest and program cannot be sustained. Practically, without the premise of a norm of authenticity prevailing forms of political debate -- which pivot on claims to represent the genuine interests of the racial collectivity -- lose their fulcrum, and the corollary notions of generic race leadership also collapse. Intellectually, elimination of the notion of racial authenticity undermines the politics of generic racial advancement as a conceptual boundary for black politics and the crucial presumption of black Americans' default position as a corporate political entity. Without the standard of authenticity appeals to unity as a means to resolve conflicts or as an explanation of failure appear all the more clearly as the wish-fulfilment and platitudes that they are.


Stripping away that complex of mystifications also removes layers of ideological evasion that have obscured the partial, class-skewed program that has dominated black politics for a century. What remains is a clear view that the dominant politics of generic racial advancement -- though it has won genuinely popular victories and had had many beneficial consequences, especially during the anti-segregation period -- has always rested on a nonparticipatory, undemocratic foundation of elite custodianship and brokerage. 


We need a different way of thinking about and doing politics among black Americans. I hesitate to proclaim a need for a new approach to black politics, partly because calls for new ideas are an academic marketing clichè, but also because I think it preferable to understand what I believe we need as more of a return to the path that black political development was on before the distortions of the Jim Crow era. The corrosive effects of the elite-brokerage politics did not only come into existence with the victories of the civil rights and black power movements; it is not that that politics is simply obsolete, inappropriate for a new stage. Its contradictions were present all along, and the politics of racial advancement was organized as a class politics from the beginning. And it is not a foregone conclusion that a successful popular struggle against Jim Crow could have taken no other form.


Assuming a commitment to intellectual honesty and egalitarian ideals of social justice, we need an approach to black political activity and its scholarly examination that most of all recognizes the diversity of black life and concerns and that therefore cultivates popular, democratic participation and broad, open debate. Rejection of claims to racial authenticity and other forms of organicist mythology means that democratic and participatory values must be the cornerstone of credibility for the notion of black politics, as well as a critical norm for inquiry into it. We need an approach to group consensus that recognizes that it is constructed, not given. Even then, it is important to realize that often there will be no universal racial consensus on key issues, that some conflicts derive from material differences that are irreconcilable. Unity is always on specific terms and in pursuit of specific objectives that most likely favor some interests over others, and exhortations of the black elite to commit "class suicide" on behalf of the race are at best naïve idealism and at worst a romantic self-congratulation that provides a cover for imposing class hegemony through the back door.


We need to reconceptualize black political activity as a dynamic set of social relations and interests that converge around some issues as consequential for broad sectors of the black population -- and that diverge around others based on other identities and interest aggregations. This is a black politics that does not pretend to exhaust the totality, or even necessarily the most important, aspects of all black people's political concerns and activity. It is a notion of black politics in which black people, as individuals and groups, organize, form alliances and enter coalitions freely on the basis of mutually constituted interests, crisscrossing racial boundaries as they might find pragmatically appropriate. 


A democratic and popular politics of this sort also cannot tolerate models of "natural" or organic leadership. Acknowledging the autonomy of black individuals as the basis of group solidarity and the variety of black experience means that models of political association must be volitional. There can be no legitimate leadership that is not accountable to specific constituencies in clearly delineated ways. Claims to speak on behalf of some constituency should be received with skepticism unless the spoken-for have direct and accessible mechanisms at their disposal for ratifying or repudiating those claims. A credible, demystified black political leadership must be based on actual membership organizations and electorally accountable political institutions, not self-proclamation or recognition by third parties.     


It may seem odd to argue for grounding a radical program for reorganization of the study of black politics on the norms of liberal formalism. However, this recommendation is a response to the century-long hegemony in which even radicals have adopted a form of politics and program defined by narrow class interests as the natural expression of black Americans' collective political aspirations. Trivialization of the mechanisms of popular participation and political accountability has been a central element of legitimation and reproduction of this politics since the initial articulation of the ideology of racial uplift in the decades after Hayes-Tilden. By contrast, the two moments of greatest political gains for black Americans were also the moments of most extensive popular mobilization: the thirty-year period before consolidation of the hegemonic form of black politics and the high period of popular activism from the 1950s to early 1970s, when it broke down temporarily in the face of popular insurgency.


Cultivating a norm of liberal democratic, popular politics is also, ironic though it may seem to many on the left, the clearest and likeliest way to strengthen scholarship and to redirect the focus of black political debate along more substantive lines by making its class content explicit. Only by acknowledging differentiation is it possible to discuss the issue of unequal impact of political strategies and unequal distribution of costs and benefits of political action. Thus naturalistic or corporate racial justifications of inequality should warrant skepticism -- including claims that an unequal distribution of material benefits to a few is compensated by symbolic benefits allegedly accruing to the many as a byproduct. Ian Shapiro's argument for a dispositive skepticism toward all hierarchies as a foundation of practical democracy is noteworthy in this regard. Shapiro observes that hierarchies


will benefit some, harm others, and sometimes benefit some at


the price of harming others. Hierarchies also tend to become


hostage to the imperatives for their own maintenance, and these 

imperatives frequently involve the creation and propagation of 

fictions about either the nature or the arbitrariness of the 

hierarchy in question. Those who benefit from the existence of a 

hierarchy can be expected to try -- more or less consciously – to

 obscure its hierarchical character through argument or to insist 

that it is rational or normal.

In his view it should be incumbent on those who benefit from hierarchies to shoulder the burden of proving them justified. The context for fulfilling this requirement must be a sphere of open political debate based on substantive, not ascriptive, criteria. There has rarely been such a sphere in black American political life in this century. Especially now, as the objective basis for the politics of generic racial advancement recedes into the historical rearview mirror, we need to generate an approach to analyzing and enacting black politics that pivots on the fulcrum of Marx's famous heuristic: Cui bono? Who benefits? Who doesn't? Who loses? And that politics can be created only by going to basics and examining it and building it from the bottom up, around the specific interests and concerns of specific groups of black individuals in specific places and specific social circumstances. 




� As an illustration of the extent of popular political participation in Reconstruction, an inventory of black office-holding reveals that  the nearly 1,500 black men who held elective office between 1865 and 1877 included scores of blacksmiths, farmers, barbers, coopers, carpenters, butchers, laborers, shoemakers, tailors, a baker, a basketmaker, cabinet makers, harness makers, a machinist, an upholsterer, a teamster, servants, wheelwrights, millers, millwrights, mechanics, an oysterman and a tanner, in all well outnumbering the healthy  complement of  planters, teachers, ministers and lawyers; see Eric Foner, ed., Freedom's Lawmakers: A Directory of Black Officeholders During Reconstruction (New York and Oxford: Oxford University, 1993), pp. 253-61. 





� For discussions of this strain in black American thought, see August Meier, Negro Thought in America, 1880-1915: Racial Ideologies in the Age of Booker T. Washington (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1963), esp. pp. 3-82; Judith Stein, "'Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others': The Political Economy of Racism in the United States", Science and Society 38 (Winter 1974-75): 433-63; William S. Toll, The Resurgence of Race: Black Social Theory from Reconstruction to the Pan-African Conferences (Philadelphia: Temple University, 1979); Wilson J. Moses, The Golden Age of Black Nationalism, 1850-1925 (New York & Oxford, 1988); Reed, W. E.B. Du Bois and American Political Thought ;  Kevin Gaines, Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the Twentieth Century (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1996) and Michele Mitchell, "Adjusting the Race: Gender, Sexuality an the Question of African-American Destiny, 1870-1930",  Ph. D. dissertation, Northwestern University, Evanston, Ill., 1998.  





� For instance, see Stein, "'Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others'"; James Anderson, The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1988); Neil McMillen, Dark Journey: Black Mississippians in the Age of Jim Crow (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois,  1989); Clarence A. Bacote, "The Negro in Georgia Politics, 1880-1908", Ph. D. dissertation, University of Chicago, 1955; Louis R. Harlan, Booker T. Washington: The Making of a Black Leader, 1856-1901 (New York and London: Oxford University, 1972), pp. 224-7.





� See, for instance, Meier, Negro Thought, pp. 42-58;  John H. Bracey, Jr., August Meier and Elliott Rudwick, eds., Black Nationalism in America (Indianapolis and New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1970); Harold Cruse provocatively declared Booker T. Washington to be the ideological progenitor of black power nationalism in Rebellion or Revolution (New York: Morrow, 1968), pp. 193-258. Building on Moses's examination of the conservative, "civilizationist" commitments that underlay this strain in black political discourse, Dean Robinson argues that more conceptual difficulties are created than resolved by construing its adherents as nationalist.  As Robinson argues, the ensemble of political views and presuppositions embraced by the fin-de-siècle accommodationists differs so markedly from those we characteristically associate with black nationalism after Marcus Garvey that use of the same label posits a dubious continuity and clouds perception of the actual content of the earlier cohort's concerns. See Dean Robinson, To Forge a Nation, To Forge an Identity (New York and Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1999).  





� Revealingly, Houston A. Baker, Jr. praises the closure of the regime of democratic participation in postbellum black politics, which he disparages as a frustratingly undefined period when the mass of black citizens suffered being "buffeted on all sides by strategies, plans, hopes, and movements, organized by any number of popular, or local, black spokespersons". He lauds Washington's rise for eliminating this putative confusion; see his Modernism and the Harlem Renaissance (Chicago and London: University of Chicago, 1987), p. 15.





� C. Vann Woodward, Origins of the New South, 1877-1913 (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University, 1951), p. 192; Jack H. Bloom, Class, Race, & the Civil Rights Movement (Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana, 1987), p. 41. 





� Dark Journey, pp. 164-5.  It is important to note that whether local organizations were racially integrated was not likely to be as salient an issue during that period as it would become later, when  commitment to organizational interracialism assumed greater symbolic meaning as an indicator of whites' reliability as allies.   





� Woodward, pp. 229-30; Leon Fink, Workingmen's Democracy: The Knights of Labor and American Politics (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois, 1983), pp. 169-72; Daniel Letwin, The Challenge of Interracial Unionism: Alabama Coal Miners, 1878-1921 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 1998), pp. 75-80; Sterling D. Spero and Abram L. Harris, The Black Worker (1931; reprint edition New York: Atheneum, 1968), p. 42.  





� For a flavor of the extent of this activism see Spero and Harris; Letwin; Eric Arnesen: Waterfront Workers of New Orleans: Race, Class and Politics, 1863-1923 (New York and Oxford: Oxford University, 1991), and "'What's on the Black Worker's Mind?': African-American Workers and the Union Tradition" Gulf Coast Historical Review (Fall 1994): esp. 7-12 ; Peter Rachleff, Black Labor in Richmond, 1865-1890 (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois, 1989); Stein, "'Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others". The case of New Orleans dock workers is particularly interesting as an instance of black workers enacting a relatively successful race-conscious strategy of carefully negotiated class alliance with white counterparts.  Clarence A. Bacote reports that the Populists enjoyed considerable black support in Georgia through the early 1890s, noting that twenty-four black delegates, from eleven different counties, participated in the party's 1894 state convention and that blacks voted in substantial numbers -- perhaps even a majority -- for the Populist gubernatorial candidate in that year's election; Clarence A. Bacote, "The Negro in Georgia Politics, 1880-1908".  See also Helen Edmonds, The Negro and Fusion Politics in North Carolina, 1894-1901 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 1951) and Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, Gender & Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North Carolina, 1896-1920 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 1996). 





� Meier, Negro Thought, pp. 46-7; August Meier and Elliott M. Rudwick, "Attitudes of Negro Leaders Toward the Labor Movement from the Civil War to World War I" in The Negro and the American Labor Movement, Julius Jacobson, ed. (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1968), pp. 27-48; Dark Journey, pp. 165, 373n; Stein, "'Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others'", pp. 434-5. Fortune apparently continued to support labor union activity, even after he retreated from the radicalism he displayed in the late 1880s around the Knights and became an ally of Washington, and presumably through his late life association with Garvey, though, as Meier and Rudwick note, the main focus of his politics after the 1890s was more conventionally petit bourgeois; see "Attitudes of Negro Leaders", p. 37. Fortune is an especially interesting figure in this regard in that his simultaneous commitments to labor organization and the ideal of a racial group economy may help to map the evolution of those two strains in black political ideology  from the republican, free labor discourse that seemed the dominant intellectual frame of black politics before Hayes-Tilden. Lynch also held to his support of labor union activity, though he was never tempted by labor radicalism. See:  T. Thomas Fortune, Black and White: Land, Labor and Politics in the South (1884; reprint edition New York: Arno, 1968); Emma Lou Thornbrough, T. Thomas Fortune: Militant Journalist (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1972), pp. 81-2, 158; John R. Lynch, Reminiscences of an Active Life: The Autobiography of John Roy Lynch (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1970), pp. 476-8. Lynch actually invoked republican principles to oppose labor's organization of class-based political parties. 





� "'Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others", p. 431.





� "'Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others", p. 432; Dark Journey, pp.  57-65.





 � Harlan, Booker T. Washington, p. 91. 





� Gaines, pp. 94-6.





� Anna Julia Cooper, A Voice From the South (1892; reprint edition New York and Oxford: Oxford University, 1988), pp. 151-66.





�Voice From the South, p. 173.





� Voice From the South, pp. 252-7. For discussions of Cooper's and other elite blacks' antilabor and nativist views see Gaines, Uplifting the Race, pp. 145-8 and Kenneth W. Warren, Black & White Strangers: Race and American Literary Realism (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1993), pp. 68-9.   





� W. E. B. Du Bois: "The Talented Tenth" in The Negro Problem , multiauthor collection (1903; reprint , New York: Arno, 1969) and "Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others" in The Souls of Black Folk (Chicago: McClurg, 1903); "The Niagara Movement Platform: 'We Do Not Hesitate to Complain...Loudly and Insistently'" reprinted in Black Protest Thought in the Twentieth Century, second edition, August Meier, Elliott Rudwick and Francis L. Broderick, eds. (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1970), pp. 59-61. 





� Even attempts to reflect strategic and programmatic variety have tended to presume the possibility of -- and to seek -- the racial least common denominator implied in this usage, as is indicated in the titles of key anthologies of black thought during the segregation era: Alain Locke, ed. The New Negro: An Interpretation (1925; reprint, New York: Atheneum, 1968); Rayford W. Logan, ed. What the Negro Wants (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 1944), and Robert Penn Warren, ed. Who Speaks for the Negro? (New York: Random House, 1966). The genesis of the Logan volume highlights an aspect  of the contradictory character of this project. The idea for the volume originated not with Logan but with two white racial liberals at the University of North Carolina, W. T. Couch and Guy B. Johnson, who approached Logan to compile and edit the collection. According to Jonathan Scott Holloway, who describes the controversy, Couch at least was  motivated by a desire to respond to Gunnar Myrdal's An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy that appeared the same year. Serious disagreements developed between Logan and Couch and Johnson over ideological balance in the volume,  with the latter two hopeful that leavening with conservatives would temper the volume's antisegregationist tilt. (Ironically, Logan initially considered excluding radicals such as Doxey Wilkerson, but was persuaded by Couch and Johnson to adhere to a format of one-third radicals, one-third liberals and one-third conservatives.) When the desired effect turned out not to be forthcoming, Couch balked and threatened not to publish the volume. See Jonathan Scott Holloway, "The Black Intellectual and the 'Crisis Canon' in the Twentieth Century", The Black Scholar (2000).


 This episode captures the plausible foundation of the impulse to imagine a corporate black politics; after all, it is reasonable to expect that blacks would share almost universally an opposition to white supremacy and Jim Crow. It also illustrates the problem that the impulse itself is implicated in a style of politics that centered less on mobilizing collective black action than on communicating with white elites.          





� "Although these three initiatives, perhaps, formally sought integration, the basis of the actions and their relationships with other forces in society were very different. Similarly, the formation of the Colored Farmers Alliance and the creation of black professional organizations shared formal attributes of nationalism. But defining them solely in this way distorts the dynmics of the organizations -- their class origins, the future course of their actions, and their impact on the social order." "'Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others'", p. 424.





� Harold F. Gosnell, Negro Politicians: The Rise of Negro Politics in Chicago (1935; reprint Chicago: University of Chicago, 1967); Ralph Bunche: The Political Status of the Negro in the Age of FDR (1940; reprint Chicago: University of Chicago, 1973) and "A Critical Analysis of the Tactics and Programs of Minority Groups", "The Problems of Organizations Devoted to the Improvement of the Status of the American Negro" and "The Negro in the Political Life of the U.S." all reprinted in Ralph J. Bunche: Selected Speeches & Writings, Charles P. Henry, ed. (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan, 1995). On Bunche also see Jonathan Scott Holloway, Confronting the Veil: [New Deal African-American Intellectuals and the Evolution of a Radical Voice] (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 1999).





� Negro Politicians, pp. 93-114.  Among the material payoffs of black electoral participation were first of all jobs and appointments, which Gosnell details (pp. 196-318).





� Negro Politicians, pp. 371-2. Gosnell also discusses black legislators' opposition to the trade union agenda, including the eight-hour day for women. 





� Negro Politicians, p. 372.
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� Bunche, "Tactics and Programs of Minority Groups", p. 52; "Problems of Organizations", pp. 74-80. A flavor of Bunche's Marxism can be gleaned from his 1935 essay, "Marxism and the 'Negro Question'", also reprinted in Ralph J. Bunche, pp. 35-45. 





� "Marxism and the 'Negro Question'", p. 45. He contended that because of "the characteristic caste status of the Negro people in American society, the Negro petty bourgeoisie is destined to play a far more significant and progressive social role in the struggle of the Negro people for emancipation and in the general social struggle than is the white bourgeoisie in the analogous situation. As a significant factor in the life and development of the Negro race, petty bourgeoisie is second only to the Negro proletariat (p. 40)." Consistent with an orthodoxy of the time, Bunche maintained that the racial caste system was "the only form of an uncompleted bourgeois revolution in the United States today. In that respect it is similar to the liberation of subject nations of colonies (p. 43)." This sort of interpretation, particularly   the colonial analogy, would become a conceptual linchpin of  post-black power radicals' efforts to craft variants of a Third Worldist Marxism, or Marxist/nationalist hybrids.  Bunche, however, insisted that black Americans were not a colonial people or a true "national minority" and emphatically opposed demands for black self-determination (pp. 36-7).
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� His most extensive critique of racial thinking, including the idea of race itself, is in Ralph J. Bunche, A World View of Race (Washington, D.C.: Associates in Negro Folk Education, 1936).





� See, for example, "Problems of Organizations", pp. 82-3.





� Robert E. Martin, "The Relative Political Status of the Negro in the United States" Journal of Negro Education 22 (Summer 1953): 363-79. Henry Lee Moon also examined the growth and significance of the black vote in national politics in particular; see his Balance of Power: The Negro Vote (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1948).   





� Representative examples of this scholarship include Everett Carll Ladd, Jr. Negro Political  Leadership in the South (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University, 1966); M. Elaine Burgess, Negro Leadership in a Southern City (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 1962); James Q. Wilson, Negro Politics: The Search for Leadership (Glencoe, Ill: Free Press, 1960); Daniel C. Thompson, The Negro Leadership Class (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1963);  Donald R. Matthews and James W. Prothro, Negroes and the New Southern Politics (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1966); Oliver C. Cox, "Leadership Among Negroes in the United States" in Studies in Leadership, Alvin W. Gouldner, ed. (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1950); Jack L. Walker, "Protest and Negotiation: A Case Study of Negro Leadership in Atlanta, Georgia", Midwest Journal of Political Science 7 (May 1963): 99-124; and Tillman C. Cothran and William Phillips, Jr., "Negro Leadership in a Crisis Situation", Phylon 22 (Winter 1961): 107-18. 





� Ladd, in distinguishing between black leaders selected by whites and those selected by blacks, was among the few to  approach the issue of leadership selection as a problematic issue. However, he did  not follow up the implications of that distinction by considering  whether and how  both "in-group" and "out-group" selectees can be seen as black political leaders; see Negro Political Leadership, pp. 113-6.   





� "Ethnic group leadership is, by definition, concerned with promoting the interests of the ethnic group...Negro leadership in the United States has been and remains issue leadership, and the one issue that matters is race advancement", Negro Political Leadership, pp. 114-15.  Thompson defined the black leader as "one who for some period of time identifies overtly with the Negro's effort to achieve stated social goals", Negro Leadership Class, p. 5.  Burgess, a sociologist, was purely reputational in her formulation of leadership, defining a leader as "an individual whose behavior affects the patterning of behavior within the community at a given time", Negro Leadership, p. 77.  Matthews and Prothro, while noting that it is  less reliable than office-holding as a barometer of political leadership, were forced by the realities of black exclusion also to opt for a simply reputational criterion: "In view of these special difficulties,we shall regard those people most frequently thought of as leaders by Negro citizens as being their leaders (emphasis in original)", Negroes and the New Southern Politics, p. 178. Wilson as well relied on purely reputational means for ascribing leadership and explicitly eschewed attempting any more substantive definition, Negro Politics, p. 10. He constructed his list of leaders, in contrast to Burgess and others, more from culling  names from the public record than from snowball interviews; however, he seemed not to notice that that  approach begs questions concerning  the interests participating in determining which  individuals would be recognized and projected.       
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�  Following Drake  and Cayton, Susan Herbst examines  the contests from the 1930s through the early 1960s for honorary Mayor of Bronzeville in Chicago. These elections, sponsored by local black newspapers, fell somewhere between pure popularity contests and selections of men (one woman was elected, in 1959) held to represent community aspirations and values.  Herbst notes that  some holders of the title sought to use it to pursue ends linked to the politics of racial advancement, though the title was understood to be nonideological and devoid of politics. See Susan Herbst, Politics at the Margin: Historical Studies of Public Expression Outside the Mainstream (New York and Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1994), pp. 71-95; and St. Clair Drake and Horace R. Cayton, Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a Northern City (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1944), p. 383. In any event, the enthusiastic response to the Bronzeville mayoralty contests suggests at least a willingness to take advantage of opportunities for participation in leadership selection. At the same time, though, the contest itself attests to the hegemony of the elite politics of racial advancement. The field of candidates was limited in principle to nonideological "race men"; elections were candidate-centered and heavily favored prominent businessmen and professionals, and the prohibition on political programs actually reinforced the naturalization of conventional petit bourgeois ideas of racial uplift as a noncontroversial black agenda. In addition, the fact that the office carried no institutional power or resources militated against linking candidacies to durable poitical alliances or membership based organizations. According to Herbst, The Defender newspaper's leadership saw the contest as a way to create backchannel leverage to City Hall, but the overarching context for that objective remained the elite politics of race advancement.       
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� William E. Nelson, "Cleveland: The Evolution of Black Political Power" in The New Black Politics; Browning, Marshall and Tabb, Protest Is Not Enough; Stone, Regime Politics; Larry Bennett, "Harold Washington and the Black Urban Regime", Urban  Affairs Quarterly  28 (March 1993); James Button, Blacks and Social Change: Impact of the Civil Rights Movement in Southern Communities (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University, 1989); also see chapters 2 and 5 in this volume, as well as Dennis R. Judd, "Electoral Coalitions, Minority Mayors, and the Contradictions of the Municipal Policy Agenda" in Cities in Stress, Marc Gottdiener, ed., (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage, 1986); and Picard, "New Black Economic Development Strategy" .                 





� Jones, "Black Political Empowerment" is an instance of the former tendency, though not the latter. Ironically, leftists may have tended more than others toward implicitly absolving black officials of responsibility for their actions by emphasizing their powerlessness. See, for instance, Rod Bush, ed, The New Black Vote: Politics and Power in Four American Cities (San Francisco: Synthesis, 1984).  
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� From Protest to Politics, p. 25. She notes that one study found that "More than 60 percent of self-identified middle-class Blacks...stated that they felt closer to their racial group than their class group. In contrast, a mere 5 percent of self-identified poor and working class Blacks preferred their racial group over their class group". She  also found a positive relation between education and race-consciousness, noting that "College-educated Blacks, in particular, possessed the strongest racial common-fate identities".  Yet she finds as well that those who "identify with the middle, upper-middle and upper classes were less likely to identify strongly with the race". (p. 28). This contradictory finding could result from limitations of the 1984 National Black Election Study, from which it and the education finding are derived.  Dawson notes that existing surveys of black Americans are  not equipped to capture complexities of class structure and relations; see Behind the Mule, p. 75.    
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� Black Faces, Black Interests, pp. 10-13.





� Black Faces, Black Interests, esp. pp. 10-14. Swain's claim that 60 percent of black voters supported Clarence Thomas's appointment to the U. S. Supreme Court illustrates the limitation of relying on such data as evidence of firmly held views.  Claims  of polls  reporting majority  black support for Thomas often were exaggerated;  that support evaporated when respondents were informed of Thomas's views. And, no matter what polls at the time might have shown, Thomas hardly has enjoyed substantial black  support since his elevation to the Court.  
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� Behind the Mule, pp. 11-12 and 47; 75-9.  On the other hand, other contemporary scholars who employ more institutional approaches are no less likely to presume and defend the principle of corporate racial interest; see, for example, Smith, We Have No Leaders and  Keiser, Subordination or Empowerment?. Keiser actively argues for seeing black Americans as a corporate political entity even while acknowledging the existence of significant intraracial stratification and differential policy impacts; he rests this argument on a notion of group political empowerment, which he defines as "the incremental growth of group political power"(p. 9). The main problem with this defense, however, is that Keiser proposes no account of how power is exercised by the group as a collectivity and no convincing argument that we should accept on face value petit bourgeois politicians' claims that the agendas they pursue represent the most that can be won for the race; he simply assumes that racially descriptive representation and membership in a governing coalition suffice as evidence of empowerment of the racial group as a whole within the pertinent polity.   Though he is not a political scientist and not immersed in the disciplinary study of black politics, Manning Marable's Black Leadership (New York: Columbia University, 1998)  also illustratesthe pervasiveness of the tendency to naturalize the premise of generic racial interest. Even as an ostensible leftist, Marable embraces a notion of black leadership that requires no systematic consideration of questions of representativeness or accountability to specific constituencies. 


	Curiously, Dawson himself has noted the "shortage of sophisticated treatments of the internal political dynamics of African-American communities and populations", though it may be revealing that he and his coauthor characterize this as  "the internal poiltical experience of the black community (my emphasis)"; see Michael C. Dawson and Ernest J. Wilson, III, "Paradigms and Paradoxes: Political Science and African-American Politics" in Political Science: Looking to the Future, vol, 1, The Theory and Practice of Political Science, William Crotty, ed., (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University, 1991), p.194. Moreover, opting for an approach centered on attitude and opinion surveys does not necessarily preclude attention to historical, structural and processual dimensions of politics; see, for an especially intelligent use of such an approach, Edward Carmines and James Stimson, Issue Evolution: Race and the Transformation of American Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University, 1989). 





� Behind the Mule, p. 11.





� Behind the Mule, p. 80.  





� Behind the Mule, p. 67. 





� Behind the Mule, pp. 67, 87-8 and 211-12. "The future of African-American politics may well depend on how the racial and economic environment of twenty-first century America dictates which African Americans perceive that their fates remain linked" (p. 212). 





� Behind the Mule, pp. 15-34. Black-white comparison  is the standard in contemporary academic discussion of the black middle class, which hardly ever addresses issues such as the  systemic features and entailments of social stratification and hierarchy among blacks. Discussion of the role of upper strata within black social life typically centers on questions of problems of  racial identity, as with Dawson, or on role modeling and other forms of noblesse oblige. See, for instance, Bart Landry, The New Black Middle Class (Berkeley: University of California, 1987); Charles V. Willie, ed. : The Caste and Class Controversy (Bayside, NY: General Hall, 1979) and Caste and Class Controversy on Race and Poverty: Round Two of the Willie/Wilson Debate , second edition (Dix Hills, NY: General Hall, 1989).  





� Behind the Mule, p. 205; also see pp. 181-99.





� Behind the Mule, p. 83.





� Preston Smith discusses at length this rhetoric and the ideological agenda in which it is embedded; see "'Self-Help', Black Conservatives, and the Reemergence of Black Privatism"; Robert Woodson,  Clarence Thomas and the next-most recent incarnation of the recently reborn Glenn Loury are among the most prominent, and tendentious, exemplars of this rightist appropriation of the rhetoric of racial authenticity to challenge the legitimacy of the black liberal political establishment. Also see Willie Legette, "The Crisis of the Black Male: A New Ideology in Black Politics" in Without Justice for All.     





� Indeed, it may be that an understandble desire to meet the right-wing attack  with which that questioning is usually associated partly motivates scholars like Tate and Dawson  to vindicate the premises of the politics of racial advancement and thus contributes to the shortcircuiting of their critiques. In any case, the fact that the intellectual challenge to the rhetoric of racial authenticity  and presumptive corporate group interest originates  most conspicuously from the sophistries and political disingenuousness of conservative ideologues has not helped the quality of the debate.  





� This orientation is not idiosyncratic to the black politics field. The institutionalization of black studies in niches within mainline academic disiplines --  itself a phenomenon of the post-segregation political context --  has shown that this mindset is pandemic in black intellectual life. Afro-Americanist scholarship in literary studies, psychology and anthropology is dominated by it, and it is a prominent node threatening dominance in the Afro-American history field. Black studies discourse in sociology appears grounded on an ambivalent amalgam of this racial vindicationism and the discipline's fetishized discourse of inner-city social pathology.   





� See Smith, "Self-Help, Black Conservatives". Right-wing ideologues increasingly adduce poll data alleging showing substantial rank-and-file black social conservatism and mobilize testimonials from black ministers and former wefare recipients, in the theater of organic  grassroots spokesmanship, to give a patina of racial legitimacy to items of the rightist agenda, such as school prayer, vouchers, welfare "reform" and capital punishment.  





� Ian Shapiro, Democracy's Place (Ithaca and London: Cornell University, 1996), p. 124. Shapiro points out that he does not claim "that all social hierarchies should be eliminated but rather that there are good reasons to be nervous about them. Escapable hierarchies can be alleged to be inescapable, oppression can be shrouded in the language of agreement, unnecessary hierarchies can be declared essential to the pursuit of common goals, and fixed hierarchies can be shrouded in myths about their alterability. Accordingly, although many particular hierarchies might in the end be conceded to be justified, this concession should truly be in the end and after the defender of hierarchy has shouldered a substantial burden of persuasion" (pp. 125-6).





