Pessimistic abdication of institutions and a politics of individual refusal or resistance fail, and ensure dominance by liberal centrists. Instead, positing a viable alternative CREEDAL STORY is key.
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[Note: “creedal story” refers to narrative of American national identity that posits that the United States is committed to the principle that “all men are created equal” and that American history is a steady fulfilment of this idea]
OVER THE PAST FOUR DECADES, this account of revolutionary reform—and its political presence—all but vanished from the mainstream political landscape. It did not disappear all at once: traces of black internationalism were visible at the edges of Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition in the 1980s, and in the intense African American opposition to Reagan-era counterinsurgencies in Central and Latin America. Many members of revolutionary groups entered electoral politics and, of course, the academy. Still, over time, the tradition receded. The identification between African Americans and the third world steadily dissipated. Previously hallowed figures like Kenyatta and Nkrumah turned toward authoritarianism, and wars broke out among once-friendly nonaligned and Communist nations, undermining the broader hopes associated with Bandung. For all its flaws, redemptive reform—and the mainstream creedal narrative—produced real legal and cultural change, even as it left American economic structures largely untouched. Through the ’80s, ’90s, and ’00s, despite the persistent disparities between black and white society, it remained plausible for many Americans—mostly whites, naturally, but many others as well—to see the gradual overcoming of race as the inherent truth of the American experience. Black radicalism didn’t simply recede, of course; American political elites confronted and defeated it by force. Starting in the 1960s and escalating over the next decade, black radicals faced infiltration and an extreme crackdown from the state security apparatus, leaving their organizations decimated and engulfed in internal recrimination. Their leaders were assassinated, imprisoned, or forced into exile. For all the worries (then and today) over black militancy and violence, African American discourses of self-defense were above all just that—debates over self-defense, how to respond to a systematic state project of repression. And the reality of this repression underscores something deep about the radical tradition: it embodied a profound and explicit challenge to existing arrangements, and as a result faced the full brunt of state power. The pushback operated through violence and through the perpetuation in schools and public commentary of a specific, official retelling of the past—one built to uphold the creedal story and to defame its ideological competitors. The creedal narrative thus persists in a country where historical memory has been fractured and the vibrant, radical imagination of the past forcibly shuttered. In addition to witnessing the birth of a new social movement, this last year of protest has revealed how ill-equipped our current national narratives are for engaging with the structural meaning of racial subordination. The main initiatives the Obama Administration has devised in response fall back on old creedal assumptions: they emphasize police training and greater professionalization in ways that would embody color-blind “law and order,” or turn to programs like My Brother’s Keeper that seek to give, as one White House official put it, “every young man of color who is willing to work hard and lift himself up an opportunity to get ahead and reach his full potential.” [pullquote "5"] Given the hollowness of the creedal imagination, the growing radicalism of a new generation of activists feels inevitable. In everything from calls for reparations to attacks on the Confederate flag to arguments about mass incarceration, these activists are reconnecting to the black radical tradition—opening doors that have been closed for decades. This is a profound development, particularly for activists’ reengagement with a politics of national disavowal and revival of arguments against the carceral state. In many ways, the figure who has come to embody both positions in the current discourse is Ta-Nehisi Coates, whose political disillusionment is best exemplified in his stark statements to his son (“We are captured, brother, surrounded by the majoritarian bandits of America”). But one problem with Coates’s version of black radicalism is that at times—more in his book Between the World and Me than in his political interventions in the Atlantic—he depicts disillusionment in individual terms. That book in particular conveys little of the communities of solidarity African Americans belong to, or of how things like reparations ground a shared social vision of the future. Instead, Coates combines radical rejection of polite society with a personal notion of resistance, in which “struggle” is presented as the individual’s ethical refusal to comply with the totalizing injustice of racism and its structures. What is missing is a collective sense of action, let alone of the possibility of transformation through such action. We are left in the world of either overwhelming and oppressive institutions or isolated individuals of conscience. The force of Between the World and Me can be too easily contained. Precisely because Coates imagines isolated individuals in the face of totalizing oppression, one can walk away from the book feeling that real change—rather than just window dressing—is out of reach. And for this reason, the book’s sensibility can have the odd effect of buttressing the very institutions it condemns. This form of creedal rejection can be neutered publicly through praise: treated by those like David Brooks as “hard truths,” but truths that by their very profundity may be too difficult to overcome. The consequence is a mainstream (especially liberal) culture that laps up the attack and even accepts the structural dimension of race at the same time that it abandons fundamental racial reform as ultimately hopeless. What we are witnessing is one way that defenders of the creed are coming to grips with its internal crisis. Perhaps the problem is not with the creed at all, but with race itself—an issue so fraught and overwhelming as to be impossible to address adequately. Even the failures of the creed therefore speak to the heroism of the American project—which takes as its goal a truly Sisyphean task. In this way, racial pessimism can be absorbed into the narrative, and actually prop up a weakened creed. If getting from here to there is more or less beyond collective effort, and all we have is a position of ethical resistance and noble struggle, then political elites can feel guilt and torment at the continuing force of racial subordination. But they do not need to believe that their own practices have much effect, let alone make matters worse. Since this “union may never be perfect,” to use Obama’s phrase, maybe all that can be expected is to muddle along as best we can. The hope for black radicalism today is that the present mood can develop into an account of state, economy, and society strong enough to counter the creedal narrative. Recent initiatives, like Campaign Zero, have put forward valuable concrete ideas for police reform—but these demands must be combined with a more expansive and prefigurative politics. Activists must do no less than imagine and present their policy prescriptions, as did earlier generations, as a competing ideal of liberation, solidarity, and renewal. Without a comparable ideal, it is incredibly difficult to counter even a weakened creedal story, let alone the patchwork of reactive policy initiatives proposed by liberal centrists—such as body cameras, a handful of high-profile prosecutions, and sensitivity training for officers. What tangible changes, if achieved in the real world, would make it difficult for the existing social order to reproduce itself and provide supporters a fighting ideal? In the ’60s, for everyone from Bayard Rustin and A. Philip Randolph to Huey Newton, the solution lay in reform tools that had the same irruptive capacities as the 19th-century call for an eight-hour day. Full employment, a guaranteed income: these were—and are—policies that would dramatically reshape the authority and independence that marginalized groups have over their economic lives. In calling for these changes, black radicals all linked race to capitalism and embraced economic democracy as a defining aspirational commitment. They did not fall into the old labor presumption that race could be reduced to a problem of class (revisited in the debates around the Bernie Sanders campaign). But they did recognize—as rural ex-slaves had all the way back in 1865—that black freedom would require a social transformation that would uproot American political economy itself. Prison abolition is another irruptive reform tool. What black radicals saw at a more incipient stage is today full-blown: the penal system is not exclusively a matter of race but also the way that the American state deals with endemic problems of poverty. Against the backdrop of joblessness and intense structural inequality, prison is perhaps the central institution for the management of the poor: 70 percent of those in state prisons don’t have high school diplomas. Ending the carceral state not only challenges racial subordination but undermines the way that the state has evolved to contain economic dependency and dispossession. [pullquote "6"] And as for internationalism, this was not just a political accessory for black radicals, but went to the very core of their notions of community. According to the black anticolonial vision, as long as people of color continued to believe powerful white conationals somehow shared their interests, their movements would always face co-optation and eventual defeat. African Americans, they argued, had to form political alliances in ways that cut against ingrained and nationalist presumptions. This is what motivated the Panthers to demand that “reparations should be made to oppressed people throughout the world, and we pledge ourselves to take the wealth of this country and make it available” for colonized communities globally. The feasibility of this call is less interesting to me than the underlying sentiment: a belief that national wealth belongs to marginalized groups regardless of citizenship. Such internationalism speaks to the present need to rebuild black and brown solidarities, especially in a context in which conservative elites pit these groups against each other, either through patriotic invocations of American global power or attacks at home on immigrant workers. It requires challenging American security imperatives in the “war on terror” and critiquing racial logics that have recast nonwhite communities (here Muslims and those of Arab descent) as suspect populations subject to systematic surveillance. More broadly, it means confronting how economic and state structures govern both African Americans and immigrants from the Global South. In today’s New Jim Crow, it is nonwhite immigrants whose labor experience most closely mirrors that of African Americans under the old Jim Crow. Undocumented immigrants in particular often find themselves engaged in hard and exploitative work, with no legal recourse, under the continuous threat of legally sanctioned terror. More than 400,000 people annually cycle through the immigrant prison system. Penal and employment structures interlock to enforce the invisibility and powerlessness of nonwhite communities working on the farm or in the factory under dependent conditions. Like African Americans, immigrants from the Global South, especially from Central and Latin America, can be thought of as shaped historically by the forces of European empire; they also share many of the same basic interests in fundamental social transformation. This link is crucial: connecting the immigrant and African American freedom struggles cuts against false assumptions that black communities are either alone or have more in common with those in economic and political power than they do with other marginalized groups. And it yet again provides a way to join calls to end the carceral state with calls for fundamental economic change. Now is the time to reassert the full tradition of revolutionary reform: to argue, as Martin Luther King did fifty years ago, for “a radical restructuring of the architecture of American society.” Such a restructuring requires that we break from fantasies about national redemption. But it also means extending arguments about racism into arguments about American power and political economy. This move is fundamental because it provides an alternative way to imagine collective solidarity and to think of black freedom as freedom for all—able to contest the creedal story on its own supposed ground. Only then, by embracing the full scope of the radical tradition, will the crisis of the creed offer a path to something fundamentally new.
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