Reading for March 2 Seminar on A Conversation about Race
Prepared by Kathleen Baker
The Journey of Man: A Genetic Odyssey is a 2002 book by Spencer Wells, an
American geneticist and anthropologist, in which he uses techniques and theories
of genetics and evolutionary biology to trace the geographical dispersal of early human
migrations out of Africa. The book was made into a TV documentary in 2003.[1]
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nBJDGzzrMyQ)
Synopsis
According to the recent single-origin hypothesis, human ancestors originated in Africa,
and eventually made their way out to the rest of the world. Analysis of the Y
chromosome is one of the methods used in tracing the history of early humans. Thirteen
genetic markers on the Y-chromosome differentiate populations of human beings.
It is believed, on the basis of genetic evidence, that all human beings in existence now
descend from one single man who lived in Africa about 60,000 years ago.[2] The earliest
groups of humans are believed to find their present-day descendants among
the San people, a group that is now found in western southern Africa. The San are
smaller than the Bantu. They have lighter skins, more tightly curled hair, and they share
the epicanthal fold with the people of Central and South East Asia.
Southern and eastern Africa are believed to originally have been populated by people
akin to the San. Since that early time much of their range has been taken over by
the Bantu. Skeletal remains of these ancestral people are found in Paleolithic sites
in Somalia and Ethiopia. There are also peoples in east Africa today who speak
substantially different languages that nevertheless share the archaic characteristics of
the San language, its distinctive repertoire of click and pop sounds. These are the only
languages in the entire world that use these sounds in speech.
As humans migrated out of Africa, they all carried a genetic feature on the Y
chromosome known as M168 (Haplogroup CT (Y-DNA)).[3]
The first wave of migration out of Africa stayed close to the oceans shores, tracing a
band along the coastal areas of the Indian Ocean including parts of the Arabian
Peninsula, the Middle East, the Indian subcontinent and into South East Asia, down into
what is now Indonesia, and eventually reaching Australia. This branch of the human
family developed a new marker M130 (Haplogroup C (Y-DNA)).
This first wave appears to have left dark-skinned people along its path, including
isolated groups of dark-skinned people in south east Asia such as the aboriginal
population of the Andaman Islands (around 400 km off the west coast of Thailand),
the Semang of Malaysia, and the Aeta of the Philippines.[4]
The second wave of migration took a more northerly course, splitting somewhere in the
area around what is now called Syria to sweep to interior Asia, where it split several
more times in Central Asia, north of Afghanistan. The lineages that flowed into Central
Asia carry M9 (Haplogroup K (Y-DNA)). Other markers were added after the migration
paths went on in several different directions from Central Asia.
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From Central Asia, a small group migrated towards the northeast, following reindeer.
These were the Chukchi people, a few of whom still live a nomadic lifestyle today. An
even smaller group, estimated at no more than 20 Chukchis, crossed what is now
the Bering Sea approximately 13,000 years ago during the last glacial period, and
migrated into North America. They are the ancestors of Native Americans, and 800
years later, they had reached as far as South America.
The African diaspora is believed to have begun some 50,000 years ago, long enough
for many changes to have occurred in humans remaining in Africa. The genetic trends
reported involve humans who left Africa, and their genetic histories. The diversity found
outside of Africa may well have been accentuated since populations migrating to new
hunting grounds would rarely have had individuals moving backwards into previously
settled regions. But within Africa, isolation would have been geographically aided
primarily by the Sahara Desert, leaving people in areas not separated by the desert to
travel and migrate relatively freely.


The journey of man: a genetic odyssey - by Spencer Wells - Princeton University
Press, 2002 (Digitised online by Google Books), ISBN 0-8129-7146-9

External links[edit]




Atlas of the Human Journey, Genographic Project, National Geographic
Journey of Mankind - Genetic Map - Bradshaw Foundation
Journey of Mankind -Peopling of the World PowerPoint with some basic texts in
Spanish
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Who First Showed Us That Black Lives Matter?
Chris Lebron

Gallery, New York
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“Man in Forest Green,” 2016CreditDerrick Adams/Tilton

As a black philosopher, I am constantly navigating a path through the traditions
and categories that define my profession. Most often, that navigation takes
place between the canonical Western philosophy stretching back to Ancient
Greece and the more recent intellectual output and contributions of previously
excluded groups, including women, L.G.B.T people and African-American
thinkers. This last tradition — the history of black thought — is a profound one
for me; it is the foundation for my project of making sense of my place in
America. But black thought’s role in our struggles for emancipation and the
redemption of the American dream make it the inheritance of all Americans.
Today, our nation is about as racially fraught as it ever has been. Our racially
lopsided incarceration rates have led the scholar Michelle Alexander to dub our
period the New Jim Crow. The persistence of police-perpetrated extrajudicial
killings, such as the one that left Michael Brown’s dead body in the street for
hours in Ferguson, Mo., has brought to mind for many observers horrific
murders of black people in the past, such as the heartbreaking case of Emmett
Till. Add to this a president who identifies white supremacists as “fine people,”
and it becomes reasonable for us to wonder not only how black folks feel about
these situations, but how they think about them. After all, it is our bodies that
are on the line every day the sun rises on America.
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Black Americans’ continuous experiences with racial injustice prompt
questions: What is racism, and why does it exist? How do we survive in
America? And, since no one ought to live like this, what is to be done? That the
black experience both motivates and unifies these questions is exactly the
reason we can identify and study something called black thought. It is the
intellectual tradition concerned with systematically and imaginatively studying
and conveying the worst social, economic, and political treatment ever visited
on a population, for nearly four centuries, and with no end in sight.
One invigorating aspect of black thought — whether it is expressed in
philosophy, literature, art, film, music or dance — is its clear and direct impact
on society. Tied as it is to urgent questions of human dignity, freedom and
justice, its manifestations and effects can ultimately be seen everywhere from
the graffiti-graced brick walls of America’s inner cities to the halls of gilded
centers of art and education.
The most significant manifestation of this kind since the civil rights movement
is Black Lives Matter. Widely credited to Patrisse Cullors, Opal Tometi and
Alicia Garza in response to Trayvon Martin’s death on February 26, 2012, at the
hands of George Zimmerman, and to Zimmerman’s subsequent acquittal. As
America began to pay more attention to police shootings of unarmed blacks, the
movement’s power grew. That power was derived from its simple, bold and
irrefutably true proposition — that black lives do not exist for pleasurable
disposal in a society still mired in its white supremacist history.
Yet, despite the obvious truth of that statement, we may wonder: What are the
moral and political arguments that underwrite the claim that black lives
matter? While there is no way to articulate the full scope of those arguments in
a single essay, it’s worth considering the philosophical contributions of some of
the forerunners of the movement that is our most urgent manifestation of black
thought today.
The end of the Civil War and the subsequent ratification of the 13th
Amendment in 1865 legally abolished slavery, but blacks quickly became
subject to a displaced form of violence at the hands of white supremacists
across the nation who typically used false accusations of sexual assault to justify
lynching black men. Police turned a blind eye to these murders, and sometimes
actively facilitated them.
Ida B. Wells, a leading black thinker and journalist in the late-19th and early
20th centuries, and a co-founder of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People, built a public career documenting lynchings
and calling America to account for them. Her arguments extended and
amplified those made by Frederick Douglass before her. Douglass’s central
claim in his seminal “The Meaning of July Fourth for the Negro” was that
Americans should feel shame for slavery, given their country’s foundational
commitment to liberty and the pursuit of happiness. We were failing our own
ideals.
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Wells pointed to the rise of lynching after the fall of slavery as not merely a legal
matter to be rectified with new laws. Having fled her hometown to escape
threats of her own lynching, Wells used the press to make her moral arguments.
She described a nation in the grip of a dark remorse for freeing black Americans
from slavery, and condemned white Americans for cruelties that violated their
own commitment to the democratic project.
The horrors that Wells described were a factor in the Great Migration of blacks
to the North, which fed the flourishing of black thought and cultural life that
gave rise to the Harlem Renaissance. An indication that the Harlem
Renaissance was always meant to be a period of radical black philosophy and
social change was the name originally coined for the movement: The New
Negro. Alain Locke, the Harvard-educated black intellectual who became
known as the father of the Harlem Renaissance, envisioned a philosophical
position that reinvigorated blacks’ relationship to their culture and that would
in turn solidify their status as equal co-participants in our democracy.
A strong theme among some of the luminaries of the time focused on the will of
blacks to assert their humanity against racism and to insist on their status as
persons owed respect. Among those stars, the poet Langston Hughes was one of
the brightest. His “I Too” is a quiet yet insistent poem depicting a black man
employed by a white one and his struggle with invisibility. The protagonist
resolves to sit at the table with the white folks the next day and show people
how beautiful he is and that he, too, is America. The writer Zora Neale
Hurston had an equally persistent but at times more playful take on the matter.
In her essay “How It Feels to Be Colored Me,” she wrote, “Sometimes, I feel
discriminated against, but it does not make me angry. It merely astonishes me.
How can any deny themselves the pleasure of my company! It’s beyond me.”
Thinkers like Hughes and Hurston were involved in the Harlem Renaissance
project of presenting a vision of black cultural vitality and worth that would
rework the image of black Americans that whites typically relied upon. That
stream of thought runs directly into the heart of Black Lives Matter.
Another valuable and necessary development to come out of the Black Lives
Matter movement is the de-emphasizing of black patriarchy and the equal
acknowledgment of the suffering of black women and the black L.G.T.B.Q.
community. Though sexuality was an avenue of inquiry during the Harlem
Renaissance, it was perhaps the mid- to late-20th century poet and
theorist Audre Lorde who did the most to make black women’s sexuality a focal
point of political and social philosophy.
While today “intersectionality” is bandied about as the cutting edge of social
research, it was Lorde who in her writing insisted on complicating our view of
personal identity by claiming that each of us belongs to multiple identity
communities, all of which contribute to our sense of self and our purposes.

5

She also showed the broad reach of white supremacy and its effects on black
Americans as they located themselves in more nuanced ways in the tapestry of
American culture. For her, the primary form taken by resistance to racism was
the denial of blunt categories imposed on black Americans, which stifled the
possibility of an individual’s full flourishing. Lorde, then, called for a radical
form of self-possession whose boundaries were not open to negotiation with a
white society.
When people think of Black Lives Matter, they often think of anger feeding
forceful protests. Anger is a reasonable response to racial injustice. To be
certain, groups like the Black Panthers and thinkers like Malcolm X advised
black Americans to get angry and take the doctrine of armed self-defense
seriously. Though anger and love are not mutually exclusive emotions, James
Baldwin and Martin Luther King Jr. affirmed a view of civic love to pre-empt
the need for violence.
King espoused a form of Kantian regard that prioritized conceiving of every
human, racist or not, as owed a kind of love that is grounded in the ideal of
universal respect. Baldwin held a slightly different view. He felt black
Americans ought to see whites as democratic kin or family, as people with
whom blacks would have serious quarrels but also people whom it would be
worth keeping close in order to strengthen and bring integrity to the bonds of
shared democratic life. These two views of love eschewed violence yet insisted
on militancy. While forgiveness and acceptance were hallmarks of King’s and
Baldwin’s views, so was an unyielding commitment to self-respect and the
demand for social change to institutionalize the idea that blacks were cocreators of the American kingdom.
Thinkers like Wells, Hughes, Hurston, Lorde and Baldwin not only anticipated
the current Black Lives Matter movement but provided an intellectual blueprint
to give depth and integrity to that slogan, so that its meaning transcends the
demand to stop police brutality. It is a demand for whites to extend their
historical imagination and recognize that the ills of racism are not the result of a
few bad police officers or a few out-and-out racists in some far-off corner of
America. The problem, rather, is a kind of complicity — one partaking in the
false comfort that America has somehow escaped the trajectory of its racially
murderous history. It is necessary that we to see our society today as
continuous with that history and not anomalous to it.
Black thought’s primary contribution to the academy and to American society is
the richness and precision with which it describes our worst demons to us,
while offering a vision of how we might each save our democracy from the ruin
of irrational fear and hatred.
Chris Lebron is an associate professor of philosophy at Johns Hopkins University and
the author of “The Making of Black Lives Matter: A Brief History of An Idea.”
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Majority Of White Americans Say They Believe Whites Face
Discrimination
October 24, 2017 1:35 PM ET DON GONYEA PBS

President Trump speaks to a crowd of supporters at
the Phoenix Convention Center during a rally Aug. 22. Ralph Freso/Getty Images

A majority of whites say discrimination against them exists in America today, according to a poll
released Tuesday from NPR, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and the Harvard T.H. Chan School of
Public Health.
"If you apply for a job, they seem to give the blacks the first crack at it," said 68-year-old Tim Hershman
of Akron, Ohio, "and, basically, you know, if you want any help from the government, if you're white, you
don't get it. If you're black, you get it."
More than half of whites — 55 percent — surveyed say that, generally speaking, they believe there is
discrimination against white people in America today. Hershman's view is similar to what was heard on
the campaign trail at Trump rally after Trump rally. Donald Trump catered to white grievance during
the 2016 presidential campaign and has done so as president as well.

Notable, however, is that while a majority of whites in the poll say discrimination against them exists, a
much smaller percentage say that they have actually experienced it. Also important to note is that 84
percent of whites believe discrimination exists against racial and ethnic minorities in America today.
People from every racial or ethnic group surveyed said they believe theirs faces discrimination — from
African-Americans and Latinos to Native Americans and Asian-Americans, as well as whites.
The NPR, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health
survey sampled 3,453 adults in the U.S. from Jan. 26 to April 9. Of those, 902 were white.
The responses from whites can be broken down into three categories. Those who:
1. Believe there is anti-white discrimination and say they have personally experienced it,
2. Say there is indeed anti-white discrimination but say they have never felt it themselves, and

7

3. Say there is no discrimination of whites in America

White and discriminated against?
Ask Hershman whether there is discrimination against whites, and he answered even before this
reporter could finish the question — with an emphatic "Absolutely."
"It's been going on for decades, and it's been getting worse for whites," Hershman contended, despite
data showing whites continue to be better off financially and educationally than minority groups.
Even though Hershman believes he has been a victim of anti-white discrimination, he wasn't able to
provide a specific example. He describes losing out on a promotion — and a younger African-American
being selected as one of the finalists for the job. But the position eventually went to a white applicant,
who was also younger than Hershman.
Discrimination exists, but never felt it
Representing Category 2 is 50-year-old heavy equipment operator Tim Musick, who lives in Maryland,
just outside Washington, D.C. He says anti-white discrimination is real, but he doesn't think he has ever
really felt it personally.
"I think that you pretty much, because you're white, you're automatically thrown into that group as
being a bigot and a racist and that somehow you perceive yourself as being more superior to everybody
else, which is ridiculous," Musick said, speaking during his lunch break at a construction site.
"I'm just a man that happens to have been born white," Musick continued.
He also makes it clear, however, that he is not comparing what happens to whites to the AfricanAmerican experience.
"I don't know what it feels like to be a black man walking around in the streets, but I do know what it
feels like to be pegged, because of how you look, and what people perceive just on sight," said Musick,
who has the stocky build of a retired NFL lineman and a shaved head under his hard hat.
Whites who don't believe they are discriminated against
Now for the third category — those who scoff at the notion that whites face racial discrimination.
That describes retired community college English teacher Betty Holton, of Elkton, Md.
"I don't see how we can be discriminated against when, when we have all the power," Holton said,
chuckling in disbelief into her cellphone.
"Look at Congress. Look at the Senate. Look at government on every level. Look at the leadership in
corporations. Look. Look anywhere."
Holton asserts: "The notion that whites are discriminated against just seems incredible to me."
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Perception based on income
Income also seemed to affect individual responses to the question of discrimination.
Lower- and moderate-income white Americans were more likely to say that whites are discriminated
against — and to say they have felt it, either when applying for a job, raise or promotion or in the
college-admissions process.
"We've long seen a partisan divide with Democrats more likely to say racial discrimination is that reason
blacks can't get ahead, but that partisan divide is even bigger than it has been in the past," said Jocelyn
Kiley, an associate director at Pew Research Center. "That's a point where we do see that partisan
divides over issues of race have really increased in recent years."
What this could mean for electoral politics
David Cohen, a political scientist at the University of Akron, said the finding that a majority of whites say
whites are victims of discrimination fits right into one of the big narratives of the last presidential
campaign.
"I think this does reinforce a lot of the resentment you saw in the 2016 election, especially among white,
working-class voters lacking a college degree," said Cohen, who lives in northeastern Ohio, a
traditionally Democratic stronghold full of white, working-class union members.
Trump ran far better there, though, than Republicans typically do, as he easily won the battleground
state of Ohio, 52 percent to 44 percent.
But Cohen also adds that for all of the talk of Trump's message speaking directly to whites in the
working class — white voters overall supported him in about the same numbers as they did for Mitt
Romney four years earlier — 58 percent for Trump, 59 percent for Romney.
And though it's possible that Trump's message to disaffected whites did make a difference in the
decisive battleground states of Michigan, Wisconsin and Pennsylvania, Cohen said the question remains:
Did Trump create or significantly boost white resentment overall — or did he simply tap into a trend
with deep roots and history?
"I'm not sure that he necessarily created this angst among white voters," Cohen said, "but he certainly
knew how to take advantage of it."
And it's something Trump — as president — has only continued to tap into.
CorrectionOct. 26, 2017

An earlier version of this story incorrectly said: "More than half of whites — 55 percent —
surveyed say they face discrimination on the job, in education and in a variety of other
ways." The poll question asked whether respondents believed discrimination against white
people exists in the U.S. today generally speaking. The poll found that at most, 19 percent of
whites say they have personally faced discrimination while applying for jobs.
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The New Yorker: Onward and Upward with the Arts January 15, 2018 Issue By Vinson
Cunningham

The Playful, Political Art of Sanford
Biggers
An under-sung artist upends received ideas about race and history.

Biggers’s art, layered with references to race and history, is sincere and ironic at
once.
Photograph by Eric Helgas for The New Yorker

Three years ago, on a Saturday in spring, I wandered into a humid gallery just south of
Canal Street. On display was a group exhibition called “Black Eye,” which included
works by an impressive roster of established and emerging artists—Kehinde Wiley,
Wangechi Mutu, Steve McQueen, Kerry James Marshall, Deana Lawson, David
Hammons, Lynette Yiadom-Boakye. The show, curated by Nicola Vassell, felt like a
confirmation of my growing, and perhaps belated, realization that work by black artists
had come to occupy an elevated position of regard in the art world. A few months before
the show, McQueen had won the Academy Award for Best Picture, for “Twelve Years a
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Slave.” A year later, Wiley’s first career retrospective, “A New Republic,” opened at the
Brooklyn Museum to widespread acclaim. In October, 2016, a towering retrospective of
Marshall’s work, “Mastry,” was the first genuine hit at the newly opened Met Breuer. In
May of last year, an exhibition of seventeen hauntingly quiet portraits by YiadomBoakye, at the New Museum, was a surprise sensation; as with the Marshall show,
pictures of the works clogged the Instagram feeds of gallerygoers for weeks.
People arrived at “Black Eye” in steady waves, and viewed the art with scholarly
quietude. The pieces were uniformly strong, but my favorite, by far, was one of the least
assuming: an untitled photograph of modest size, tucked away in a corner, framed in
gold. In it, a white woman eyed the camera teasingly, her blond hair drawn up into a
high hump that slipped in cascades down her shoulders and back. A red-lipsticked smile
cut a spear across her face. With one hand she touched her shoulder; she held the other
behind her head. She wore a burgundy T-shirt with “MOREHOUSE,” the name of the allmale historically black college in Atlanta, printed across the front in white block letters.
My reaction to the picture—embarrassing for my companion in the hushed space—was a
loud, echoing laugh. I stood there looking for a while. The image was very funny, but
what, exactly, was the joke?
Two years later, I went to Harlem to talk to Sanford Biggers, the polymathic artist who
made the photograph. We met at a bar off Broadway, near the building that houses his
spacious basement studio. It was August; outside, people strolled in the early-afternoon
sun, carrying bags from Trader Joe’s. Biggers, forty-seven, is tall and broad-chested but
walks with a graduate student’s shamble. He wore a T-shirt and jeans—and black nail
polish, left over from his recent wedding. His wife, Arana Hankin, works in real-estate
development; they met in 2010, at a public conversation between Biggers and the
feminist performance artist Lorraine O’Grady, and began dating a few years later. The
polish sparkled when he moved his hands, belying his otherwise understated
presentation.
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Biggers is interested in “power objects”—sculptures
thought, in some religious cultures, to hold special metaphysical significance. Photograph by Eric Helgas for
The New Yorker

As Biggers sipped a beer, I told him how much I liked that photograph—how, for a
while, I had used it as the background image on my laptop, and had tried, almost every
day, to invent different scenarios for the woman and her incongruous shirt. Perhaps she
appropriated it from a black boyfriend; the pose has a vaguely postcoital quality. Or
maybe she ordered it online, to satisfy an itch for some small transgressive thrill: once a
month or so, she puts it on and preens in front of her bathroom mirror. When I told
Biggers these stories, he chuckled, and then reminded me that the woman might have a
perfectly valid genealogical claim to Morehouse, his own alma mater.
“Man, have you seen pictures of those old H.B.C.U. leaders?” he asked. Biggers speaks in
an even baritone, with clear, considered diction; his mouth is often set in the kind of
slight upturn that seems on the verge of flowering into an open smile. He had a point:
John Hope, Morehouse’s first black president, could have passed for white without any
trouble at all. (He looked a bit like the former Nebraska senator Chuck Hagel—and a bit
like the white men who led Morehouse before him.) Only the one-drop rule and a sense
of race loyalty kept Hope on the darker side of what his contemporary W. E. B. Du Bois
called the Veil. “She could easily be one of their descendants,” Biggers said. Then he
shrugged, grinning widely, as if to say that the many possible meanings of the photo
were precisely the point. Race, already absurd as a concept, has been pulled in too many
directions by the forces of attraction and repulsion that exist between blacks and whites.
Mixture makes it mean too many things.
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Artists usually court controversy when their work is, or seems to be, stridently polemic,
or purposely provocative. Think of Chris Ofili’s dung-splattered black Virgin Mary,
which Rudolph Giuliani, New York’s mayor at the time, decried as anti-Catholic—or its
older cousin “Piss Christ,” by Andres Serrano, a photograph depicting a crucifix
submerged in Serrano’s tangerine-colored urine. But there is another potential offender:
the artist or art work that doesn’t seem to care enough, that fails to handle certain
sensitive issues with sufficient weight. A recent piece by Biggers called “Laocoön” fits
this more slippery category.
“Laocoön” is a huge balloon figure of Fat Albert, Bill Cosby’s animated schoolyard hero,
lying prone, with his eyeballs rolled halfway into his head. Air is gently pumped into the
body, making it contract and expand slightly, as if laboring to breathe. The work’s name
is a reference to the Greek mythic figure who, in the Aeneid, is killed after trying to
smash a hole in the Trojan Horse. It also recalls the ancient sculpture of Laocoön and
his sons, writhing as they are attacked by serpents, which was excavated in the sixteenth
century and which inspired Michelangelo and others to further mine the human figure
for its expressive, and tragic, possibilities. Biggers unveiled his sculpture at Miami
Beach’s Art Basel in December, 2015. Given the timing, it was fair to assume that the
piece was in part a reference to the recent deaths of Michael Brown, Eric Garner, and
other black men killed by police officers—and also, perhaps, a mordant joke about the
increasingly intermingled state of entertainment and the news. Then, too, there was the
growing awareness of the dozens of sexual assaults allegedly perpetrated by Cosby: an
icon was dead, or dying.
“That piece was born out of a lifetime of this dysfunctional relationship between
African-Americans and America—not anything that happened within the last four or five
years,” Biggers told me, declining to identify “Laocoön” as a response to any specific
tragedy. His reticence, together with the sheer shock value and the pointed timing of the
piece, earned him more consternation than praise. An essay in ARTnews, by the writer
and curator Taylor Renee Aldridge, chided Biggers, arguing that he had “generally
glossed over Brown—whose body, lying in the street, has become one of the default
images of Black Lives Matter.” Instead, Aldridge complained, Biggers “fell back on the
image of Fat Albert, a comedic cartoon character,” a move that Aldridge deemed “crass
and irresponsible.” It was an odd critique, suggesting that a work of art must narrow its
focus, become more specific—that it must, in a sense, mean less.
Biggers is a relatively under-sung artist. Of the cohort from the “Black Eye” exhibition,
he is among those still awaiting their “moment.” His career has proceeded steadily, but
somewhat diffusely; he works in a variety of media, and the results, though frequently
arresting, are rarely, if ever, loud. In a period when overtly political material may be
more respected, and coveted, than ever before, he is disinclined to nudge viewers toward
conclusions, whether interpretive or emotional. (He mentioned to me more than once
that he disliked writing wall text to accompany his pieces.) His desire not to be pinned
down appears to spring from a kind of moral impulse: he wants the audience to do its
share of the work. In the case of “Laocoön,” what the public discussion seemed to miss,
besides the grim comedy of the piece, was that Biggers’s determined silence about his
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real-world inspirations might help to expand the meaning of his work beyond the
moment, and into the future.
Biggers was born in Los Angeles, in 1970, the son of a neurosurgeon father and a mother
who worked as a teacher until deciding to raise her three children full time. Biggers’s
parents were raised in Houston, and attended the same high school; they moved west, in
1963, after deciding that Texas wouldn’t be hospitable to a neurological practice headed
by a black man. They were a stylish couple, popular among the growing black upper
middle class in Los Angeles—they often entertained, or went out to parties at night. And
they encouraged their son’s artistic ambition, which became apparent early on. Sanford
was the youngest child. His brother, Sam, is a retired college chemistry instructor, who
now works as a tutor, and his sister, Shaun, is an ob-gyn. He had an older cousin, John
Biggers, who was well known in the sixties for creating large-scale works, often murals,
that mixed West African iconography with highly intricate, often dizzying geometric
patterns.

Research on the Underground Railroad, and on the supposed use
of quilts as coded signposts, led Biggers to begin painting on them. Photograph by Eric Helgas for The New Yorker

In high school, Biggers drew and painted and listened to music, his tastes guided, via
occasional eavesdropping, by Sam. “He had what the musicians call big ears,” Sam told
me. “He had ears for all kinds of music. He picked it up like a sponge—even when he was
three or four, he’d be riffing on Sly Stone, singing around the house.” Sanford now leads
and plays keys for a band called Moon Medicin, whose repertoire verges on performance
art: often clad in extravagant costumes, the group plays extended funk-soul grooves in
front of a huge screen, which blasts out found photographs and video clips to go with the
tunes. Sam also introduced his brother to standup comedy, which Biggers has lately
come to recognize as an important, if indirect, influence on his art. He had been
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thinking a lot about Dave Chappelle, he told me. “I’m a big fan of his work, and Chris
Rock’s—all the way back to Richard Pryor and Dick Gregory, Redd Foxx. I grew up
sneaking and listening to my brother’s records of all that stuff. It defined a lot of culture
for me.”
As Biggers deals with ever more harrowing real-world materials, comedy offers him a
way to destabilize the work, complicate it. This past August, he saw Chappelle perform
at Radio City Music Hall; afterward, he e-mailed me a capsule review: “Lots of trans
jokes, which was sorta weird, but he wove it into a comparison to black civil rights. F’d
up.”
The next day, we met in Harlem again, this time near the National Black Theatre, where
he had set up a temporary studio in preparation for a solo gallery show, his first in New
York, to be held at the Marianne Boesky Gallery, in Chelsea. We went to a loud bistro
near 125th Street, and, as a procession of fire trucks barrelled up Lenox Avenue, I asked
him about the challenges in getting humor across in visual art.
“Satire works in standup, film, rap, for sure,” he said. “But not as fluidly, really, in visual
art.”
“But why do you think that is?” I asked. Do people simply not go to museums expecting
to laugh, I wondered? Or is there some inherent formal difficulty in making jokes—
which often depend on the stable ground of shared references—through images?
“Maybe the audiences aren’t necessarily coming for that,” Biggers said, looking out the
window. “And a lot of times, I think, black artists can be held back—not being able to be
abstract, humorous, visceral, abject.”
He was quiet for a moment. “Some of this might be my own historical sense of
restriction, but the work has to do so many things when it comes from a person of
color,” he said. “And comedy can be misread, and misinterpreted, and become
problematic. But that’s what art does: it problematizes things. So I think I’m finding
more comfort in that.”
These days, star artists tend to climb an increasingly regular professional ladder: namebrand art school, group shows, gallery courtship, solo début, and a lucrative stream of
studio visits by art-world pilgrims. Biggers has made his living through teaching, and
has financed his work by winning fellowships in America and abroad. “I’ve gotten
really, really good at applying for those things,” he said. After Morehouse, he did short
stints at the Maryland Institute College of Art and the Skowhegan School of Painting
and Sculpture, in Maine, before earning a master’s degree in fine arts from the Art
Institute of Chicago. Since then, fellowships have taken him to Berlin, Warsaw,
Budapest, Vancouver, and all over the States. In 2000, he was one of the World Views
Artists in Residence at the World Trade Center, an experience that afforded him “great
exposure,” he says; he left the residency in the spring of 2001, after being offered his
first two museum shows, at the Matrix Program for Contemporary Art, in Berkeley, and
at the Contemporary Arts Museum Houston. On September 11th, another of the World
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Views artists, Biggers’s friend Michael Richards, was killed in the Trade Center’s north
tower. He had stayed overnight to work on a sculpture in a studio on the ninety-second
floor.
A few days after our lunch on Lenox Avenue, Biggers and I met at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, where he had contributed to a small show called “Talking Pictures,” a
series of smartphone photo “conversations” between artists. Biggers had tossed darkly
lit captures back and forth with Shawn Peters, a cinematographer and an old friend
from Morehouse. We breezed through the iPad slide show; he was anxious to walk me
around the Asian wing, his favorite section of the museum. (In a series that he began in
2000, traditional sand-drawn Buddhist and Hindu mandalas are reimagined as hiphop-inflected dance floors, on which Biggers invites viewers to break-dance. In 2003, he
pursued his interest in Zen Buddhism during a residency in Japan; Zen practice has
since been a recurring theme in his work.)
We stopped in the wing’s echoing main lobby, where tourists craned their necks in order
to snap pictures of huge stone sculptures of emperors on thrones. “I love these,” he said.
Such figures had stoked his interest in “power objects”— sculptures that, in some
religious cultures, are thought to have special metaphysical significance, with the power
to ward off danger for those who made them, or visit it upon others. That interest led
him to start collecting small wooden African statues of human figures in various stately
poses. He dipped the statues in wax and, in 2015, took them to a clearing outside Los
Angeles, where he “resculpted” them by riddling them with bullets. He recorded video of
the process for future installations. He didn’t do the shooting himself—“That didn’t feel
exactly right,” he said. He asked his longtime director of photography to pull the trigger.
After the shooting, Biggers cast some of the figures in bronze and coated others with
ferric nitrate.
In an exhibition of the figures, called “BAM,” he was somewhat less vague than he was
with “Laocoön,” which débuted a few months later. The “BAM” sculptures had names
like “For Michael” and “For Sandra”—as in Brown and Bland—and they were praised by
critics in sombre terms. Beneath the topicality, though, was a bit of art-historical humor.
Biggers had become interested in the German critic Carl Einstein and his 1915 book,
“Negerplastik,” the grand purpose of which was to introduce Western audiences to
African sculpture. (Einstein knew Picasso, who had gone through an African period a
few years earlier.) The book is full of black-and-white pictures of such works, but the
sculptures have been denuded of the hats, beads, and feathers that originally adorned
them. Einstein’s photographic plates put forth an entirely new, and historically bogus,
sculptural corpus, one that mars our idea of African art even today. It also created an
odd incentive for a class of African artisans and merchants that sprouted up during the
twentieth century: they started to make serious-looking, monochromatic tchotchkes that
recalled Einstein’s plates, happy to regurgitate the mistake—and to sell the results to
tourists.
“It’s sort of hilarious, actually,” Biggers said.
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Much of Biggers’s work strives for a balance between formal play and an interest in race
and history that manages to be at once sincere and ironic. An older work, “Lotus,” an
etching on a circular pane of glass, made in 2007 and included in a small solo show in
2011 at the Brooklyn Museum, looks from afar like a perfectly round white blossom. But
the viewer, drawing nearer, finds that the flower’s long petals are actually the hulls of
slave ships, full of tightly packed human cargo. The first of Biggers’s pieces to garner
serious critical attention was a video installation that was included in “Freestyle,” a
group show at the Studio Museum in Harlem, in 2001, curated by Christine Y. Kim and
Thelma Golden, the museum’s director and lead curator. (In the year before the show,
Biggers had been a participant in the museum’s well-regarded Artist-in-Residence
program.) The video was simple and almost sweet: in a split screen, we see two middleclass birthday parties, not unlike the ones Biggers must remember; one family is black
and the other is white.
“What I want to do is code-switch,” Biggers told me, sitting on a bench in the Asian
wing, looking at a rock garden. He often talks with his hands, drawing invisible figures
and gently slashing the air. At the mention of code-switching, he made two circles, one
with each index finger, then drew his fingers closer together. “To have there be layers of
history and politics,” he went on, “but also this heady, arty stuff—inside jokes, black
humor—that you might have to take a while to research if you want to really get it.” The
result of this mixture is a beguiling tone that stretches across Biggers’s eclectic body of
work: an almost placid surface giving way, over time, to a dark, ambiguous joke.

“Sanford’s practice is quite nuanced and rich and broad,” the curator
Eugenie Tsai said, “so you can’t just say, ‘He does that.’ ” Photograph by Eric Helgas for The New Yorker

“I don’t want to just necessarily shock,” he said. “If shock happens here and there, fine.
If spectacle happens here and there, sure. But it’s not spectacle for the sake of
spectacle.”
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He recalled a review for the Brooklyn Museum show that included “Lotus.” “The writer
wanted more David Hammons and Kara Walker,” he said. “Which I thought was odd—
the idea that I would just do what they do.” He rolled his eyes and shrugged. “They
weren’t ready to see something subdued, or not be shocked.”
I asked Eugenie Tsai, the curator of that solo show, what accounted for Biggers’s relative
obscurity. “People like to pigeonhole artists,” she said. “And Sanford’s practice is quite
nuanced and rich and broad, so you can’t just say, ‘He does that.’ I think that has
worked against him in terms of creating a kind of ‘brand’ that’s easily recognizable.”
The review that Biggers complained about was by Ken Johnson, an art critic for
the Times. A year later, Johnson was the subject of an open letter, signed by a host of
artists and critics, accusing him of bias against artists of color and women, citing several
previous reviews. Johnson’s references to Hammons and Walker do seem clumsy, as
though any piece about a new black artist must compare him with other, better-known
black artists. Still, Johnson ended on a hopeful note. “Mr. Biggers is beginning to deliver
on his promises,” he wrote. “His best may be yet to come.”
Much of Biggers’s work is commissioned, and it is often site-specific. These projects
tend to be sculptural and audiovisual installations, and are often large in scale: during
the World Trade Center residency, he made a huge, leather-clad Afro pick designed to
serve as the headboard for a bed with red satin sheets; for a series of public installations
in Chicago, he made a billboard featuring a bright-red set of grinning lips, adapted from
an earlier sculpture called “Cheshire.”
Between such gigs, Biggers threads together series of smaller pieces, like the “BAM”
figures. Partly to break up this routine, and to work in a medium less dependent on the
generosity of institutional patrons, he recently began painting on quilts. He first had the
idea in 2009, after he was commissioned by Hidden City, an arts organization in
Philadelphia, to create work to be shown at the Mother Bethel A.M.E. Church. In the
nineteenth century, the church served as a stop along the Underground Railroad. In his
research on the church, and on the Railroad, Biggers read about the legend—spurious,
as it happens—of quilts that functioned as signposts for slaves, carrying coded messages
from one fugitive to the next: “Keep moving,” “Turn back,” “These people are safe.”
Biggers had moved away from painting, but in the quilts he saw a painterly challenge—
he’d add his own codes to these already coded fields, and in this way double down on the
communicative possibilities of visual abstraction. He started collecting old quilts, mostly
from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and added his marks.
Biggers’s latest quilts made up the bulk of the Boesky show. “Sanford was on my radar,
particularly after his impressive show at the Brooklyn Museum, but I assumed he was
represented,” Marianne Boesky told me in an e-mail. He’d just won the Rome Prize—
he’d go to Italy soon after the opening—and, earlier in the year, he’d been an honoree at
“Art for Life,” the annual fund-raiser for Rush Philanthropic Arts Foundation, the arteducation nonprofit run by Russell Simmons’s art-minded older brother, Danny. Among
the other honorees, fêted at a party in the Hamptons, were the pioneering rapper
Chuck D and Stephen G. Hill, the former programming director of BET.
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“Untitled,” by Sanford Biggers, from 2014. Courtesy
the artist
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“BAM (for Yvette),” by Sanford Biggers, from 2016. On the left is a still from a video showing the “resculpting” process:
each figure was shot with a bullet, then either cast in bronze or coated with ferric nitrate. Courtesy the artist and
Massimo De Carlo Gallery, London

“Laocoön,” by Sanford Biggers, from 2016.
Courtesy the artist and MOCAD

“Selah,” by Sanford Biggers, from 2017. Courtesy the
artist and Marianne Boesky Gallery
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“Overstood,” by Sanford Biggers, from 2017.Courtesy the artist and
Marianne Boesky Gallery
1 of 6

Biggers called his show “Selah,” after the ancient Hebrew word that appears as a kind of
poetic interjection throughout the Psalms, and which is thought to have been a musical
notation designating a rest. In the churches I grew up in, a preacher or a teacher would
deliver the crux of the lesson, the part designed to reach past narrative and deliver a
prick to the listener’s heart, and then, softly, say “Selah,” as if to insist: Think
about that for a second, before we move on. The word, applied to Biggers’s work, might
act as an acknowledgment of a stubborn but essential quietness, engineered to demand
a pause from the viewer. As images proliferate on Instagram and other social-media
feeds, threatening to replace the impulse to visit museums or galleries, Biggers is
adamant about the necessity of seeing art in person. For him, a successful piece “sort of
stops time,” he said. “Things slow down, they get quiet, and there is literally, to me, a
sort of aura, or energy, that comes out of the work.”
On the evening of the “Selah” opening, black-clad gallery-hoppers in gaudy glasses,
dreadlocks, and interesting hats crisscrossed the Chelsea sidewalks. Several shows
opened in the neighborhood that night, including Kara Walker’s, which had already
received several glowing reviews. The exhibition at Boesky was relatively spare, just a
dozen or so works across two rooms. There were the quilts, which hung an inch or two
away from the blank gallery walls, seeming to float, looking in almost every sense—give
or take a neon brushstroke or an angular, clashing new pattern—like exalted versions of
ordinary blankets, ready for someone’s bed. One was named “Chorus for Paul Mooney,”
after the great standup comedian and Pryor collaborator whose act hinges on barely
controlled racial anguish. Near the quilts, multiple video screens showed the “BAM”
figures under fire, splintering as the bullets made contact.
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The most prominent piece was a large sculpture, also called “Selah,” which takes its
shape from one of the “BAM” figures, with an ovoid face and a hollow interior. It is
covered in patchwork, the colors of which are darker and more autumnal the closer they
get to the floor. Near the top the patches are bright variations on red, white, and blue;
the figure’s arms reach upward. Like the smaller figure from which the piece is
extrapolated, the sculpture has undergone some kind of violence: one side of the face is
exploded, and the surface of the interior is coated with glitter. Later, I spoke with Tsai,
who was excited about the show. “It just seemed to touch on everything he can do,” she
said.
The gallery filled slowly at first, but soon it was almost impossible to carry on a
conversation over the chatter, or to move without bumping into somebody. Every once
in a while, the sound of gunfire—from the “BAM” installation—made people wince. A
dense, smartphone-wielding crowd formed around a piece called “Khemetstry,” which
features fabric patches affixed to a starlike three-dimensional form, hollow in the middle
and open like the beak of a Technicolor bird. Something about its geometric complexity
made it perfect for social media, Biggers’s preference for physical presence
notwithstanding. Viewers jockeyed for angles and aimed their cameras.
Biggers arrived wearing all black, with gold jewelry and gold-rimmed shades. He held
court for a while, shaking hands, accepting congratulations. His outfit reminded me of a
conversation we’d had a few weeks earlier, about artists and self-presentation. I’d asked
if he ever felt pressure to build a persona that somehow mirrored the experience of
looking at his work. He’d said, sounding rueful, “I’ve been in so many situations in the
last three years, at shows where my work is, and I’ll be with friends. People will come up
and start talking to my friends, because my friends look—they’ve got these huge frohawks, and Mohawks, and big hair, and rings, and all kinds of stuff. And they’re, like,
‘Oh, I love your work. You’re the artist, right?’ Because my friends look like artists. And I
always end up being overlooked!” Over the summer, when Biggers was honored in the
Hamptons, he was introduced by the curator and professor Isolde Brielmaier. “I
affectionately like to refer to Sanford as the quiet storm,” she said.
Another piece that attracted a crowd at “Selah” was called “Overstood.” Four small black
figures are positioned a foot or so away from the wall. Stretching from the figures, up
and onto the wall, are long shadows rendered in black sequins, culminating in four
faces, which Biggers drew with his fingers, flaking over the sequins and exposing their
gold undersides. He found the faces while searching through images on Google, which is
something of a pastime for him. The source photograph is of the Black Panther
chairman Bobby Seale and a man named George Murray, who, when the picture was
taken, had just been fired from the faculty of San Francisco State University, after
joining the Panthers and advocating that black students take up arms against racist
violence. It was 1968. Seale and Murray are flanked by Ben Stewart, the president of San
Francisco State’s Black Student Union, and an unnamed onlooker. They crowd around a
microphone at a press conference decrying Murray’s firing and urging protests, which
eventually spread across the country. Hundreds of students were arrested, and some
were seriously injured. The protests led to the establishment of black-studies
departments, including one at San Francisco State.
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On his way to the show, Biggers got a text message from a friend, Tangie Murray, the
executive director of Rush Philanthropic. George Murray is her father. This was news to
Biggers. After she sent George a picture of herself standing next to “Overstood,” he and
his daughter and Biggers texted back and forth about the image and the work. Later,
George collected some of his thoughts and memories in an e-mail. “We took this picture
after we had a four-person presentation featuring Bobby and Huey,” he wrote, referring
to Seale and his Panther co-founder, Huey Newton. “That was the last time the four of
us were together. . . . then they locked us all up. First Huey, shortly after that lecture,
then me, and then Bobby. Before they got me and Bobby, they got Dr. King
permanently!”
At the opening, people took turns posing for pictures in front of “Overstood.” Seale,
Murray, and Stewart sparkled over their heads, in stark, almost eerie contrast to the
more withholding fare elsewhere in the gallery. The little figures on the ground were
shaped like the “BAM” figure in the center of the gallery: power objects casting Black
Power shadows. The promotional copy for the show had provided some context for
“Overstood,” and noted that the work might “remind us that the pursuit of social justice
and equality remains just as relevant today as it was fifty years ago, and in the fifty years
prior and prior to that.” But Biggers insisted that he chose the faces before knowing
their full history. “I just liked the way they were composed,” he said. “That came first.” ♦
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W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Conservation of Races” 1897
The American Negro has always felt an intense personal interest in discussions as to the origins
and destinies of races: primarily because back of most discussions of race with which he is
familiar, have lurked certain assumptions as to his natural abilities, as to his political, intellectual
and moral status, which he felt were wrong. He has, consequently, been led to deprecate and
minimize race distinctions, to believe intensely that out of one blood God created all nations, and
to speak of human brotherhood as though it were the possibility of an already dawning
tomorrow.
Nevertheless, in our calmer moments we must acknowledge that human beings are divided into
races; that in this country the two most extreme types of the world’s races have met, and the
resulting problem as to the future relations of these types is not only of intense and living interest
to us, but forms an epoch in the history of mankind.
It is necessary, therefore, in planning our movements, in guiding our future development, that at
times we rise above the pressing, but smaller questions of separate schools and cars, wage
discrimination
and lynch law, to survey the whole question of race in human philosophy and to lay, on a basis
of broad knowledge and careful insight, those large lines of policy and higher ideals which may
form our guiding lines and boundaries in the practical difficulties of every day.
For it is certain that all human striving must recognize the hard limits of natural law, and that any
striving, no matter how intense and earnest, which is against the constitution of the world, is
vain. The question, then, which we must seriously consider is this: What is the real meaning of
Race; what has, in the past, been the law of race development, and what lessons has the past
history of race development to teach the rising Negro people?
When we thus come to inquire into the essential difference of races we find it hard to come at
once to any definite conclusion. Many criteria of race differences have in the past been proposed,
as color, hair, cranial measurements and language. And manifestly, in each of these respects,
human beings differ widely. They vary in color, for instance, from the marble-like pallor of the
Scandinavian to the rich, dark brown of the Zulu, passing by the creamy Slav, the yellow
Chinese, the light brown Sicilian and the brown Egyptian. Men vary, too, in the texture of hair
from the obstinately straight hair of the Chinese to the obstinately tufted and frizzled hair of the
Bushman. In measurement of heads, again, men vary; from the broad-headed Tartar to the
medium-headed European and the narrow-headed Hottentot; or, again in language, from the
highly-inflected Roman tongue to the monosyllabic Chinese. All these physical characteristics
are patent enough, and if they agreed with each other it would be very easy to classify mankind.
Unfortunately for scientists, however, these criteria of race are most exasperatingly intermingled.
Color does not agree with texture of hair, for many of the dark races have straight hair; nor does
color agree with the breadth of the head, for the yellow Tartar has a broader head than the
German; nor, again, has the science of language as yet succeeded in clearing up the relative
authority of these various and contradictory criteria. The final word of science, so far, is that we
have at least two, perhaps three, great families of human beings—the whites and Negroes,
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possibly the yellow race. That other races have arisen from the intermingling of the blood of
these two. This broad division of the world’s races which men like Huxley and Raetzel have
introduced as more nearly true than the old five-race scheme of Blumenbach, is nothing more
than an acknowledgment that, so far as purely physical characteristics are concerned, the
differences between men do not explain all the differences of their history. It declares, as Darwin
himself said, that great as is the physical unlikeness of the various races of men their likenesses
are greater, and upon this rests the whole scientific doctrine of Human Brotherhood.
Although the wonderful developments of human history teach that the grosser physical
differences of color, hair and bone go but a short way toward explaining the different roles which
groups of men have played in Human Progress, yet there are differences—subtle, delicate and
elusive, though they may be—which have silently but definitely separated men into groups.
While these subtle forces have generally followed the natural cleavage of common blood,
descent and physical peculiarities, they have at other times swept across and ignored these. At all
times, however, they have divided human beings into races, which, while they perhaps transcend
scientific definition, nevertheless, are clearly defined to the eye of the Historian and Sociologist.
If this be true, then the history of the world is the history, not of individuals, but of groups, not of
nations, but of races, and he who ignores or seeks to override the race idea in human history
ignores and overrides the central thought of all history. What, then, is a race? It is a vast family
of human beings, generally of common blood and language, always of common history,
traditions and impulses, who are both voluntarily and involuntarily striving together for the
accomplishment of certain more or less vividly conceived ideals of life.
Turning to real history, there can be no doubt, first, as to the widespread, nay, universal,
prevalence of the race idea, the race spirit, the race ideal, and as to its efficiency as the vastest
and most ingenious invention for human progress. We, who have been reared and trained under
the individualistic philosophy of the Declaration of Independence and the laisser-faire
philosophy of Adam Smith, are loath to see and loath to acknowledge this patent fact of human
history. We see the Pharaohs, Caesars, Toussaints and Napoleons of history and forget the vast
races of which they were but epitomized expressions. We are apt to think in our American
impatience, that while it may have been true in the past that closed race groups made history, that
here in conglomerate America nous avons changer tout cela—we have changed all that, and
have no need of this ancient instrument of progress. This assumption of which the Negro people
are especially fond, can not be established by a careful consideration of history.
We find upon the world’s stage today eight distinctly differentiated races, in the sense in which
History tells us the word must be used. They are, the Slavs of eastern Europe, the Teutons of
middle Europe, the English of Great Britain and America, the Romance nations of Southern and
Western Europe, the Negroes of Africa and America, the Semitic people of Western Asia and
Northern Africa, the Hindoos of Central Asia and the Mongolians of Eastern Asia. There are, of
course, other minor race groups, as the American Indians, the Esquimaux and the South Sea
Islanders; these larger races, too, are far from homogeneous; the Slav includes the Czech, the
Magyar, the Pole and the Russian; the Teuton includes the German, the Scandinavian and the
Dutch; the English include the Scotch, the Irish and the conglomerate American. Under
Romance nations the widely-differing Frenchman, Italian, Sicilian and Spaniard are
comprehended. The term Negro is, perhaps, the most indefinite of all, combining the Mulattoes
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and Zamboes of America and the Egyptians, Bantus and Bushmen of Africa. Among the
Hindoos are traces of widely differing nations, while the great Chinese, Tartar, Corean and
Japanese families fall under the one designation—Mongolian.
The question now is: What is the real distinction between these nations? Is it the physical
differences of blood, color and cranial measurements? Certainly we must all acknowledge that
physical differences play a great part, and that, with wide exceptions and qualifications, these
eight great races of to-day follow the cleavage of physical race distinctions; the English and
Teuton represent the white variety of mankind; the Mongolian, the yellow; the Negroes, the
black. Between these are many crosses and mixtures, where Mongolian and Teuton have blended
into the Slav, and other mixtures have produced the Romance nations and the Semites. But while
race differences have followed mainly physical race lines, yet no mere physical distinctions
would really define or explain the deeper differences—the cohesiveness and continuity of these
groups. The deeper differences are spiritual, psychical, differences—undoubtedly based on the
physical, but infinitely transcending them. The forces that bind together the Teuton nations are,
then, first, their race identity and common blood; secondly, and more important, a common
history, common laws and religion, similar habits of thought and a conscious striving together
for certain ideals of life. The whole process which has brought about these race differentiations
has been a growth, and the great characteristic of this growth has been the differentiation of
spiritual and mental differences between great races of mankind and the integration of physical
differences.
The age of nomadic tribes of closely related individuals represents the maximum of physical
differences. They were practically vast families, and there were as many groups as families. As
the families came together to form cities the physical differences lessened, purity of blood was
replaced by the requirement of domicile, and all who lived within the city bounds became
gradually to be regarded as members of the group; i. e., there was a slight and slow breaking
down of physical barriers. This, however, was accompanied by an increase of the spiritual and
social differences between cities. This city became husbandmen, this, merchants, another
warriors, and so on. The ideals of life for which the different cities struggled were different.
When at last cities began to coalesce into nations there was another breaking down of barriers
which separated groups of men. The larger and broader differences of color, hair and physical
proportions were not by any means ignored, but myriads of minor differences disappeared, and
the sociological and historical races of men began to approximate the present division of races as
indicated by physical researches. At the same time the spiritual and physical differences of race
groups which constituted the nations became deep and decisive. The English nation stood for
constitutional liberty and commercial freedom; the German nation for science and philosophy;
the Romance nations stood for literature and art, and the other race groups are striving, each in
its own way, to develope for civilization its particular message, its particular ideal, which shall
help to guide the world nearer and nearer that perfection of human life for which we all long, that
“one far off Divine event.”
This has been the function of race differences up to the present time. What shall be its function in
the future? Manifestly some of the great races of today—particularly the Negro race—have not
as yet given to civilization the full spiritual message which they are capable of giving. I will not
say that the Negro race has as yet given no message to the world, for it is still a mooted question
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among scientists as to just how far Egyptian civilization was Negro in its origin; if it was not
wholly Negro, it was certainly very closely allied. Be that as it may, however the fact still
remains that the full, complete Negro message of the whole Negro race has not as yet been given
to the world: that the messages and ideal of the yellow race have not been completed, and that
the striving of the mighty Slavs has but begun. The question is, then: How shall this message be
delivered; how shall these various ideals be realized? The answer is plain: By the development of
these race groups, not as individuals, but as races. For the development of Japanese genius,
Japanese literature and art, Japanese spirit, only Japanese, bound and welded together, Japanese
inspired by one vast ideal, can work out in its fullness the wonderful message which Japan has
for the nations of the earth. For the development of Negro genius, of Negro literature and art, of
Negro spirit, only Negroes bound and welded together, Negroes inspired by one vast ideal, can
work out in its fullness the great message we have for humanity. We cannot reverse history; we
are subject to the same natural laws as other races, and if the Negro is ever to be a factor in the
world’s history—if among the gaily-colored banners that deck the broad ramparts of civilization
is to hang one uncompromising black, then it must be placed there by black hands, fashioned by
black heads and hallowed by the travail of 200,000,000 black hearts beating in one glad song of
jubilee.
For this reason, the advance guard of the Negro people—the 8,000,000 people of Negro blood in
the United States of America—must soon come to realize that if they are to take their just place
in the van of Pan-Negroism, then their destiny is not absorption by the white Americans. That if
in America it is to be proven for the first time in the modern world that not only Negroes are
capable of evolving individual men like Toussaint, the Saviour, but are a nation stored with
wonderful possibilities of culture, then their destiny is not a servile imitation of Anglo-Saxon
culture, but a stalwart originality which shall unswervingly follow Negro ideals.
It may, however, be objected here that the situation of our race in America renders this attitude
impossible; that our sole hope of salvation lies in our being able to lose our race identity in the
commingled blood of the nation; and that any other course would merely increase the friction of
races which we call race prejudice, and against which we have so long and so earnestly fought.
Here, then, is the dilemma, and it is a puzzling one, I admit. No Negro who has given earnest
thought to the situation of his people in America has failed, at some time in life, to find himself
at these cross-roads; has failed to ask himself at some time: What, after all, am I? Am I an
American or am I a Negro? Can I be both? Or is it my duty to cease to be a Negro as soon as
possible and be an American? If I strive as a Negro, am I not perpetuating the very cleft that
threatens and separates Black and White America? Is not my only possible practical aim the
subduction of all that is Negro in me to the American? Does my black blood place upon me any
more obligation to assert my nationality than German, or Irish or Italian blood would?
It is such incessant self-questioning and the hesitation that arises from it, that is making the
present period a time of vacillation and contradiction for the American Negro; combined race
action is stifled, race responsibility is shirked, race enterprises languish, and the best blood, the
best talent, the best energy of the Negro people cannot be marshalled to do the bidding of the
race. They stand back to make room for every rascal and demagogue who chooses to cloak his
selfish deviltry under the veil of race pride.
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Is this right? Is it rational? Is it good policy? Have we in America a distinct mission as a race—a
distinct sphere of action and an opportunity for race development, or is self-obliteration the
highest end to which Negro blood dare aspire?
If we carefully consider what race prejudice really is, we find it, historically, to be nothing but
the friction between different groups of people; it is the difference in aim, in feeling, in ideals of
two different races; if, now, this difference exists touching territory, laws, language, or even
religion, it is manifest that these people cannot live in the same territory without fatal collision;
but if, on the other hand, there is substantial agreement in laws, language and religion; if there is
a satisfactory adjustment of economic life, then there is no reason why, in the same country and
on the same street, two or three great national ideals might not thrive and develop, that men of
different races might not strive together for their race ideals as well, perhaps even better, than in
isolation. Here, it seems to me, is the reading of the riddle that puzzles so many of us. We are
Americans not only by birth and by citizenship, but by our political ideals, our language, our
religion. Farther than that, our Americanism does not go. At that point, we are Negroes, members
of a vast historic race that from the very dawn of creation has slept, but half awakening in the
dark forests of its African fatherland. We are the first fruits of this new nation, the harbinger of
that black to-morrow which is yet destined to soften the whiteness of the Teutonic to-day. We
are that people whose subtle sense of song has given America its only American music, its only
American fairy tales, its only touch of pathos and humor amid its mad money-getting plutocracy.
As such, it is our duty to conserve our physical powers, our intellectual endowments, our
spiritual ideals; as a race we must strive by race organization, by race solidarity, by race unity to
the realization of that broader humanity which freely recognizes differences in men, but sternly
deprecates inequality in their opportunities of development.
For the accomplishment of these ends we need race organizations: Negro colleges, Negro
newspapers, Negro business organizations, a Negro school of literature and art, and an
intellectual clearing house, for all these products of the Negro mind, which we may call a Negro
Academy. Not only is all this necessary for positive advance, it is absolutely imperative for
negative defense. Let us not deceive ourselves at our situation in this country. Weighted with a
heritage of moral iniquity from our past history, hard pressed in the economic world by foreign
immigrants and native prejudice, hated here, despised there and pitied everywhere; our one
haven of refuge is ourselves, and but one means of advance, our own belief in our great destiny,
our own implicit trust in our ability and worth. There is no power under God’s high heaven that
can stop the advance of eight thousand thousand honest, earnest, inspired and united people.
But—and here is the rub—they must be honest, fearlessly criticising their own faults, zealously
correcting them; they must be earnest. No people that laughs at itself, and ridicules itself, and
wishes to God it was anything but itself ever wrote its name in history; it must be inspired with
the Divine faith of our black mothers, that out of the blood and dust of battle will march a
victorious host, a mighty nation, a peculiar people, to speak to the nations of earth a Divine truth
that shall make them free. And such a people must be united; not merely united for the
organized theft of political spoils, not united to disgrace religion with whoremongers and
wardheelers;
not united merely to protest and pass resolutions, but united to stop the ravages of
consumption among the Negro people, united to keep black boys from loafing, gambling and
crime; united to guard the purity of black women and to reduce that vast army of black
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prostitutes that is today marching to hell; and united in serious organizations, to determine by
careful conference and thoughtful interchange of opinion the broad lines of policy and action for
the American Negro.
This is the reason for being which the American Negro Academy has. It aims at once to be the
epitome and expression of the intellect of the black-blooded people of America, the exponent of
the race ideals of one of the world’s great races. As such, the Academy must, if successful, be
(a). Representative in character.
(b). Impartial in conduct.
(c). Firm in leadership.
It must be representative in character; not in that it represents all interests or all factions, but in
that it seeks to comprise something of the best thought, the most unselfish striving and the
highest ideals. There are scattered in forgotten nooks and corners throughout the land, Negroes
of some considerable training, of high minds, and high motives, who are unknown to their
fellows, who exert far too little influence. These the Negro Academy should strive to bring into
touch with each other and to give them a common mouthpiece.
The Academy should be impartial in conduct; while it aims to exalt the people it should aim to
do so by truth—not by lies, by honesty—not by flattery. It should continually impress the fact
upon the Negro people that they must not expect to have things done for them—they must do for
themselves; that they have on their hands a vast work of self-reformation to do, and that a little
less complaint and whining, and a little more dogged work and manly striving would do us more
credit and benefit than a thousand Force or Civil Rights bills.
Finally, the American Negro Academy must point out a practical path of advance to the Negro
people; there lie before every Negro today hundreds of questions of policy and right which must
be settled and which each one settles now, not in accordance with any rule, but by impulse or
individual preference; for instance: What should be the attitude of Negroes toward the
educational qualification for voters? What should be our attitude toward separate schools? How
should we meet discriminations on railways and in hotels? Such questions need not so much
specific answers for each part as a general expression of policy, and nobody should be better
fitted to announce such a policy than a representative honest Negro Academy.
All this, however, must come in time after careful organization and long conference. The
immediate work before us should be practical and have direct bearing upon the situation of the
Negro. The historical work of collecting the laws of the United States and of the various States of
the Union with regard to the Negro is a work of such magnitude and importance that no body but
one like this could think of undertaking it. If we could accomplish that one task we would justify
our existence.
In the field of Sociology an appalling work lies before us. First, we must unflinchingly and
bravely face the truth, not with apologies, but with solemn earnestness. The Negro Academy
ought to sound a note of warning that would echo in every black cabin in the land: Unless we
conquer our present vices they will conquer us; we are diseased, we are developing criminal
tendencies, and an alarmingly large percentage of our men and women are sexually impure. The
Negro Academy should stand and proclaim this over the housetops, crying with Garrison: I will
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not equivocate, I will not retreat a single inch, and I will be heard. The Academy should seek to
gather about it the talented, unselfish men, the pure and noble-minded women, to fight an army
of devils that disgraces our manhood and our womanhood. There does not stand today upon
God’s earth a race more capable in muscle, in intellect, in morals, than the American Negro, if he
will bend his energies in the right direction; if he will
Burst his birth’s invidious bar
And grasp the skirts of happy chance,
And breast the blows of circumstance,
And grapple with his evil star.
In science and morals, I have indicated two fields of work for the Academy. Finally, in practical
policy, I wish to suggest the following Academy Creed:
1. We believe that the Negro people, as a race, have a contribution to make to civilization and
humanity, which no other race can make.
2. We believe it the duty of the Americans of Negro descent, as a body, to maintain their race
identity until this mission of the Negro people is accomplished, and the ideal of human
brotherhood has become a practical possibility.
3. We believe that, unless modern civilization is a failure, it is entirely feasible and practicable
for two races in such essential political, economic and religious harmony as the white and
colored people of America, to develop side by side in peace and mutual happiness, the peculiar
contribution which each has to make to the culture of their common country.
4. As a means to this end we advocate, not such social equality between these races as would
disregard human likes and dislikes, but such a social equilibrium as would, throughout all the
complicated relations of life, give due and just consideration to culture, ability, and moral worth,
whether they be found under white or black skins.
5. We believe that the first and greatest step toward the settlement of the present friction between
the races—commonly called the Negro Problem—lies in the correction of the immorality, crime
and laziness among the Negroes themselves, which still remains as a heritage from slavery. We
believe that only earnest and long continued efforts on our own part can cure these social ills.
6. We believe that the second great step toward a better adjustment of the relations between the
races, should be a more impartial selection of ability in the economic and intellectual world, and
a greater respect for personal liberty and worth, regardless of race. We believe that only earnest
efforts on the part of the white people of this country will bring much needed reform in these
matters.
7. On the basis of the foregoing declaration, and firmly believing in our high destiny, we, as
American Negroes, are resolved to strive in every honorable way for the realization of the best
and highest aims, for the development of strong manhood and pure womanhood, and for the
rearing of a race ideal in America and Africa, to the glory of God and the uplifting of the Negro
people.
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The Heartbeat of Racism Is Denial
By IBRAM X. KENDI JAN. 13, 2018
When our reality is too ugly, we deny reality. It is too painful to look at. Reality is too hard to
accept.
Mental health experts routinely say that denial is among the most common defense mechanisms.
Denial is how the person defends his superior sense of self, her racially unequal society.
Denial is how America defends itself as superior to “shithole countries” in Africa and elsewhere,
as President Trump reportedly described them in a White House meeting last week, although he
has since, well, denied that. It’s also how America defends itself as superior to those “developing
countries” in Africa, to quote how liberal opponents of Mr. Trump might often describe them.
Mr. Trump appears to be unifying America — unifying Americans in their denial. The more
racist Mr. Trump sounds, the more Trump country denies his racism, and the more his opponents
look away from their own racism to brand Trump country as racist. Through it all, America
remains a unified country of denial.
The reckoning of Mr. Trump’s racism must become the reckoning of American racism. Because
the American creed of denial — “I’m not a racist” — knows no political parties, no ideologies,
no colors, no regions.
On Friday, Senator Richard J. Durbin, Democrat of Illinois, affirmed that Mr. Trump did use the
term “shithole” during a White House meeting on immigration with lawmakers. Mr. Durbin
rightfully described Mr. Trump’s words as “hate-filled, vile and racist,” and added, “I cannot
believe that in the history of the White House in that Oval Office, any president has ever spoken
the words that I personally heard our president speak yesterday.”
But Mr. Trump is no exception. In framing Mr. Trump’s racism as exceptional, in seeking to
highlight the depth of the president’s cruelty, Mr. Durbin, a reliably liberal senator, showed the
depth of denial of American racism.
Begin with the eight presidents who held slaves while in the Oval Office. Then consider how
Abraham Lincoln urged black people to leave the United States. “Even when you cease to be
slaves, you are yet far removed from being placed on an equality with the white race,” Lincoln
told five black guests at the White House in 1862. So “it is better for us both, therefore, to be
separated.”
Raging then as we are raging now, the abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison responded, “Can
anything be more puerile, absurd, illogical, impertinent, untimely?” He added that “had it not
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been for the cupidity of their white enslavers, not one of their race would now be found upon this
continent.”
Presidential history also includes the social Darwinism of Theodore Roosevelt, the federalgovernment-segregating, “Birth of a Nation”-praising Woodrow Wilson — and the bigotry that
came from the mouths of presidents who are generally seen as essential to racial progress.
President Lyndon B. Johnson said “nigger” nearly as often as Ku Klux Klansmen did.
This denial of racism is the heartbeat of racism. Where there is suffering from racist policies,
there are denials that those policies are racist. The beat of denial sounds the same across time and
space.
I grew up to the beat of racist denial in Queens, not far from where Mr. Trump grew up. I was
raised in the urban “hell” of neighborhoods he probably avoided, alongside immigrants from
countries he derided last week. In school or elsewhere, we all heard recitals of the American
ideal of equality, especially on the day we celebrate the life of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King
Jr. Those events often feature recitals of the words “all men are created equal,” which were
written by a slaveholder who once declared that black people “are inferior to the whites in the
endowments both of body and mind.”
Thomas Jefferson was not a founding father of equality. He was a founding father of the
heartbeat of denial that lives through both Mr. Trump’s denials and the assertion that his racial
views are abnormal for America and its presidents.
Fifty years ago, Richard Nixon transformed this historic heartbeat of denial into an intoxicating
political philosophy. His presidential candidacy appealed to George Wallace-type segregationists
while also attracting Americans who refused to live near “dangerous” black residents, obstructed
the desegregation of schools, resisted affirmative action policies, framed black mothers on
welfare as undeserving, called the black family pathological and denigrated black culture — all
those racists who refused to believe they were racist in 1968.
Nixon designed his campaign, one of his advisers explained, to allow a potential supporter to
“avoid admitting to himself that he was attracted by” the “racist appeal.”
A new vocabulary emerged, allowing users to evade admissions of racism. It still holds fast after
all these years. The vocabulary list includes these: law and order. War on drugs. Model minority.
Reverse discrimination. Race-neutral. Welfare queen. Handout. Tough on crime. Personal
responsibility. Black-on-black crime. Achievement gap. No excuses. Race card. Colorblind.
Post-racial. Illegal immigrant. Obamacare. War on Cops. Blue Lives Matter. All Lives Matter.
Entitlements. Voter fraud. Economic anxiety.
The denials using these phrases come from both conservatives and white liberals who think
people of color are stuck in cycles of unstable families and criminal cultures, and that the
deprivations of poverty and discrimination spin out bad people.
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Mr. Trump opened his candidacy with racism, calling Mexicans criminals and rapists. Since
taking office, he has looked away from the disaster zone in Puerto Rico, he has called some
violent white supremacists “very fine people,” and he has described Nigerians as living in “huts.”
When someone identifies the obvious, Mr. Trump resounds the beat of denial as he did before he
was president: “I’m the least racist person that you’ve ever met,” that “you’ve ever seen,” that
“you’ve ever encountered.”
These are ugly denials. But it’s the denials from those who stand in strong opposition to this
president that are more frustrating to me: denials that their attacks on identity politics are racist.
Denials that the paltry number of people of color in elite spaces marks racism.
Those denials echo the same ones that frustrated Dr. King in 1963 as he sat in a Birmingham jail
cell and wrote, “Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than
absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will.”
Mr. Trump, I suspect, will go to his grave with his heart beating in denial of the ill will of racism.
Many others will as well.
Because we naturally want to look away from our ugliness. We paint over racist reality to make a
beautiful delusion of self, of society. We defend this beautiful self and society from our racist
reality with the weapons of denial.
Denial is fueled by the stigma associated with being a racist. Feeding the stigma is how “racist”
is considered almost like an identity, a brand.
But a racist is not who a person is. A racist is what a person is, what a person is saying, what a
person is doing.
Racist is not a fixed category like “not racist,” which is steeped denial. Only racists say they are
not racist. Only the racist lives by the heartbeat of denial.
The antiracist lives by the opposite heartbeat, one that rarely and irregularly sounds in America
— the heartbeat of confession.
Ibram X. Kendi, a professor of history and international relations at American University, is the
author of “Stamped From the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America.”
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Racist, Feminist, Earth-ist; Why I identify As All Three

Humanities’ prize: Malala Yousafzai, Photo courtesy of foto skaliert

It is way past time that we all admit we are racist. It is, of course, a loaded word. But here is what
it loads up for me, upon years of reflection: I believe we are not only biologically wired to
unconsciously avoid the unfamiliar, I think we are even more-so socialized to do so.
Does this mean we should accept “racism” as natural? Absolutely not. We have seen the death
and destruction that Other-ism smashes about with its clumsy, monolithic, mental bricks. We are
raised, all people, to unconsciously absorb, (and often consciously too,) the false narratives that
most of our difficulties can be blamed upon the Other. In the Trump era, this means people feel a
sense of relief to blame Mexicans, Muslims, “inner cities”, progressives, women, and so many
more. Get rid of those Others and we’re great again, right?
We should, instead, assume the best people that we can be are cooperative, fair and equal. This is
an attainable goal. We cannot move forward with the denial of scapegoating. Much like the
chronic alcoholic with a bottle of pure and white, vodka hidden in the toilet tank, we must first
admit damage is being done by our bad habits. Damage is done by our bad habits. Let’s not lie to
ourselves any more about it.

35

Recently, research of Cheddar Man, in Somerset, UK, revealed a man who lived in the UK as
recently as 10,000 years ago. The remains indicate by his DNA, that Cheddar Man (Yes, I know
the name sounds like some racist, orange nationalist) was a brown skinned individual.
Now for the feminist part. Many people are intimidated by the label feminist. One of them
happens to be our President Trump, who intrinsically understands that he needs the basest of his
base, to find some Otherism blaming in those crazy, radical men hating “feminists.” He
completely ignores such facts as President Obama (and his entire family) is feminist. He ignores
that Nobel prize winners — not just Malala Yousafzai — but every modern, recognized peace
prize winner, is a feminist. The nation is far more eager to blame Putin for losses of 2016, or
even blame Hillary Clinton, before they are eager to recognize that racism, sexism, and piles of
fascist fundamentals also played a part. Everything from gerrymandering, to money in politics
played its role in the new normal — also known as the Trumpocalypse, to many of us. The idea of
a white, male leader has its origins in rigid roles assigned and too easily accepted by we the
sheeple.
Only when we admit the F word is not a dirty word, but a necessary one, can we move forward
to seize a future which even the POTUS so craftily disparages, saying: “I’m for women. I’m for
men. I’m for everyone.” This deftly ignores the fact that feminism is also for equality, while at
the same time putting the Nobel Peace prize winners in their place as if they do not think “I’m
for everyone,” is a nice sentiment.
Then, there are people like the dreamers. Trump has also deftly deflected racist rhetoric against
dreamers by noting that “Americans” too, have an American dream. This distracts everyone from
the real goal, protecting liberty, equality and justice for all, a goal we by which we are all
obligated to live our lives. This word play is infuriating to those hard-working Americans who
have worked for justice and a shared American dream for most of their lives. It is as if those who
work hardest for protection of justice and equality must be unpatriotic because they object to
flaws in the soothing, smooth dream of American greatness. People who serve, whether in the
intelligence community or for improved community intelligence are necessarily flies in the
ointment of the great, American jam. We need a flavorful, and beautiful jam to really honor the
diverse melting pot that is the very foundation for all of America’s greatness. As in all nature,
diversity is strength.
Science is what leads me to the last “Earth-ist” claim. I am an unabashed Earth-ist. What does
that mean? Our addictions to technology and fossil fuels lead too many of us to disconnect to
nature. Rigid hierarchical claims of ‘some being better than others’, leads to wholesale
destruction of our supportive biosphere for the short-term goals of profits. Why, not, say our
fellow Earth-ists, reclaim our belonging to biology? Why not admit our connections and
belonging to our Mother Earth herself? Why not recognize, as Darwin does, that cooperation, not
just competition, allows life to flourish?
In order to protect and defend those hurt by social injustice, to find common appreciation and
social order, why not choose the strength and resilience demonstrated by the power of gravity
pulling the sun up over the horizon and giving all of us, just one more chance?
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The protection of clean air, water, food and soil, was once not a bi-partisan issue. It is a survival
issue. It celebrates the American dream by pointing out that our values are for protecting and
defending one another, not divisively blaming one another.
In regards to racism, there truly is just one human race, and the things we do to one another are
deplorable in that context. This is why I cannot deny racism, but I can explore its origins and its
narrow, very narrow, definition of race. We all lived in Africa for extremely lengthy epochs
before we all migrated to fill up the world just a mere 50–60,000 years ago. Our race is very
young, yet somehow, we likely extinguished all the other homo species.
It does not do any good to try to pretend we are a Post racist species, but it must do some good to
recognize that not only are we all family, we are all Earthlings. We need to start seeing ourselves
at such, and quit digging ourselves into traps, and devouring the very lives we are given. Homo
sapiens lived with this planet for 200,000 years before quite recently, dividing up into tribes so
exclusive that they eliminated all the other homo species, among them Homo Erectus,
Neanderthal, Floresciensis, Habilis and Heidelbergensis. Although we do not have the full files
to support racism had anything much to do with all of these extinctions, there is no reasons not to
take an informed and educated guess based on how very many other species we have
extinguished, just since the last one hundred years.
This then, is the true task of Ecopsychology, to spread the wonderful news of our belonging. We
can enlarge the circle of creation, even if it means listening to the fears of racist, sexists and
every other argument against progress. Science, knowledge, and above all natural laws should be
embraced and utilized to demonstrate that a less racist, sexist, and unjust world can be the greater
world we all are obligated to create.
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THE STONE

What, To the Black American, Is
Martin Luther King Jr. Day?
BY CHRIS LEBRON
JANUARY 18, 2015 7:15 PM January 18, 2015 7:15 pm NewYorkTimes
A life of civic goodness is always near enough, but we must often stretch to fully grasp it.
I am very honored to be addressing you here today, though it is not without some trepidation.
You see, the distance between where I grew up, where I come from in the world, and where
many of you sit is significant. That I am where I am in the world sometimes surprises me. So I
consider it an especially pressing duty to be mindful of my journey; and, when possible, to
remind others that such a journey is just that for some of us — a setting out without a clear sense
that we will get where we intend to go.
If you are celebrating this holiday as a victory over racial injustice, I cannot join you.
Representing the point of view that I do — as a brown American from a lower-class background,
with the good fortune today to walk the halls of one of America’s most elite institutions as a
teacher of philosophy — Martin Luther King Jr. Day is taken to represent a triumph. But here is
an uncomfortable truth: It is a triumph of acceptable minimums rather than full respect for those
who continue to wait for Dr. King’s dream to become reality.
My purpose is to challenge the common belief that honoring of Martin Luther King Jr. means the
same thing to all Americans. Recalling the sense of disconnect expressed by Frederick Douglass
in his speech “What, to the Slave, Is the Fourth of July?” — between himself as a former slave
and his white audience — I want to say there is also some distance between black and white
Americans today, between “you” and “I,” as it were, and that this day has increasingly become
“yours,” not mine.
That may seem narrow or bitter. You may argue that the holiday has taken greater hold in the
nation over time. Who today questions the validity of this holiday? Many of us have been given a
day off work to reflect on it. A blockbuster Hollywood movie about Dr. King’s role in one of the
civil rights movement’s greatest victories is playing in theaters nationwide. Clothes, furniture,
bedding and cars are on sale to honor the man. Martin Luther King Jr. Day, it seems, now
belongs to more of the nation than ever before.
But I maintain that it does not fully belong in the most profound ways to many Americans, and
to some of them, it does not belong at all.
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Selma, Ala.Credit Jim Young/Reuters
I think it goes without question that not only has the idea of a post-racial America proven to be a
myth, but that racial inequality remains a tragic mark on the character of this otherwise great
nation — a nation founded on respect not only for what persons hope to accomplish in life but
for what they are: humans owed rights, liberty and respect because of their humanity. The equal
recognition of humanity has only intermittently taken hold with respect to black lives. The
closeness of Emmett Till and Eric Garner attest to that.
This was Dr. King’s great struggle in his life. While he indeed fought for the security of a full
schedule of rights for black Americans, he was in fact fighting for something greater and more
difficult to articulate — the hope that white Americans could extend a hand of brotherly and
sisterly love to blacks. The mark of true love, for Dr. King, was to embrace strangers as
familiars, and conversely, to deny that blacks’ humanity was a new and strange thing. There is
hope in the thought that Dr. King is fervently embraced by so many Americans today, and there
is consolation that his struggle gave us the Civil Rights Act and Voting Rights Act.
My purpose today, however, is to reflect on the nature of this embrace. When you celebrate Dr.
King, what are you cheering? Do you cheer the greatness of a man who fully knew his journey’s
destination was insecure? The greatness of a man who paid the ultimate price so that my son
could vote and sit in class alongside your children? If so, I am happy to join you. Do you
celebrate his struggle as a resounding success that ushered in a new age of race relations? Do you
intend to show appreciation for the notion that he helped us move past a difficult moment in
American history? If so, then I cannot join you. And I fear that I observe the tendency to
celebrate not so much the man but the hope that claiming him for all Americans exculpates us
from the sins of inhumanity that is racial marginalization.
White Americans have adopted the idea that securing racial justice was a matter of the passing of
a law and the martyrdom of a great man.
To say today that racial inequality is wrong is easy. Anyone can say it, and, in fact, most people
do. It is true, there was a time when to pronounce on the equality of all men and women,
regardless of color, was not only disallowed but also treacherous territory, as Dr. King learned.
But it is important to note that as truly great a person as Dr. King was, he was not the only
person to face the danger that came with insisting on social justice. Nor were blacks as a group
the only group to face that danger. As has been known, and as we are being reminded with the
film “Selma,” white Americans were key to the success of Dr. King’s movement, and some paid
an equally heavy price.
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The actions of these Americans were deeply honorable, for they faced down the expectation that
social power imposes upon us at all times — to stay the course rather than to agitate for change;
to take comfort in small moral affirmations in the presence of our peers rather than to challenge
the staid beliefs of the privileged. The actions of these Americans serve to remind us that there is
hope in the ideas of humanity and compassion, but that without it, America threatens to be false
to its past, to its present, leaving our future insecure.
These words might sound anachronistic, as if this were 1955, not 2015. In 1962, Dr. King
remarked in his speech “The Case Against ‘Tokenism’” that racial justice was an idea whose
time had come. He wrote: “The issue is not whether segregation and discrimination will
be eliminated but how they will pass from the scene.”
Dr. King’s conviction seems prescient as the Civil Rights Act remained two years away. But one
wonders what to make of this conviction today as segregation not only remains alive and well in
many parts of America’s neighborhoods and schools, but is also in some cases worsening. One
wonders what to make of the claim that discrimination will soon be a thing of the past when in
the 21stcentury our best researchers have shown that a black individual with an “ethnic” sounding
name faces poorer chances of being invited for a job interview than a white American even if the
two résumés are identical. Yet anyone who thinks this is a shortcoming on Dr. King’s part fails
to employ the better parts of his or her critical judgment.
From Dr. King’s perspective his faith — and that’s what is was, faith — was in ways warranted:
He watched a movement to claim for blacks equal status grow into one of American history’s
most momentous movements and stand down centuries of white supremacy. Though he faced
headwinds, he also perceived that the promised land was at least in sight. No — the failing is not
his. The fact that 53 years later neither segregation nor discrimination have been eliminated
indicates the eagerness with which white Americans have adopted the idea that securing racial
justice was a matter of the passing of a law and the martyrdom of a great man. But this clearly
will not do.
During the days of slavery one could identify a person analogous to the swine-drover in the meat
market. This person — we might call him a man-drover — rather than ushering pigs to market to
be sold as a transferable commodity, did so with blacks. It goes without question that this
treatment was inhumane. It made blacks into something less than human, things to be traded as
objects to fuel economic necessity.
You may think that these days are long past but consider the case of Ferguson, Mo., — a city of
21,135 people, predominantly black, that served 32,975 arrest warrants for nonviolent offenses in
2013. This remarkable level of surveillance and interdiction incidentally generated for Ferguson
more than $2.5 million in revenue from fines and court fees — the city’s second largest source of
revenue. I ask you, what is this except the return of the drover in the mask of state legitimacy? In
a nation where blacks possess only on average a dime of wealth for every dollar of white wealth,
how is this reclamation of scarce resources anything but the continuation of oppression by other
means, the reduction of blacks to instruments of economic necessity and exploitation?
If this does not convince you, listen to the audio track of Eric Garner’s last words. In a tragic
sense, his plea — “I can’t breathe” — is the soundtrack of black life under conditions of deep
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unfairness and disregard: When we use the breath we have to ask for the rights and respect that
ought to be ours, we have little breath to accomplish much else. Everyday life becomes the
double struggle of working not only for what we need but also for securing that to which we are
entitled in any case. Dr. King may have seen the promised land, but we appear to be anchored off
its coast.
What can get us on course? What can unmoor us from our current predicament toward the
promise of genuine American freedom for all? Dr. King once said that the arc of the moral
universe is long, but that it bends toward justice. I am concerned that his statement is sometimes
taken to hold a view of historical necessity — that oppression has a shelf life, that
marginalization has an expiration date.
Despite his religious convictions, Dr. King’s life was marked by the relationship between moral
sense and action. The arc of the moral universe is long but bends only where the actions of good
and brave people put to shame and rest the beliefs of the morally lazy and untoward. That is why
moral life is work, and that is why racial justice is hard to secure. The arc of the moral universe
is no more predetermined than is our will to show gratitude for an act of kindness. A life of civic
goodness is always near enough, but we must often stretch to fully grasp it — to merely see it
and praise it from the comfort of self-congratulatory appreciation is empty and a disappointment
to better moral sensibilities.
I would have greatly preferred to present thoughts more joyous than these, but joy in a time of
injustice is a very great luxury, one indulged in by either the willfully blind or the callously
indifferent. The rest of us must come to terms with what we face and where we are headed. It is
as Dr. King says: The arc of the moral universe is long; and it does bend where dissatisfied
courage triumphs over privileged contentment. Daily I pray for the courage to do my small part
to bend the arc and bring us into right relationship with the good and the just. It is my duty. But it
is not mine alone.
If this holiday is to someday belong to all of us, then you must also bear the burden. The great
victory comes then: When the burden is shared, so then is the aspiration to show one another
genuine love that Dr. King exhorted us to express. So then will his day become both yours and
mine as he would have wished. And that is cause for celebration.
This essay is adapted from the transcript of a speech given by the author to the Greenwich,
Conn., YWCA on Jan. 15, 2015. Chris Lebron is an assistant professor of African-American
studies and philosophy at Yale University[now at Johns Hopkins –KB] and the author of “The
Color Of Our Shame: Race and Justice in our Time.”
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Like almost all African Americans, I have white ancestry. That’s not a surprise; it’s a legacy of
slavery. For many African Americans, those white ancestors can’t be named (as is my case,
though not for lack of trying). Relations between male slave owners and their female slaves
weren’t generally advertised; anonymity is another legacy of slavery.
My secret lies in my DNA. There’s a DNA test called an admixture test, which measures an
individual’s percentages of European, sub-Saharan African, and Asian/Native American DNA
back to about the time of Columbus. According to this test, the average African American is 24
percent European—in other words, mostly African. (Despite the persistent family myths of
Cherokee great-grandmothers, very few African Americans have any discernible Native DNA.)
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My admixture reveals something about me not evident to the eye, not present in the paper trail.
It’s something only science can see. My percentages of European and sub-Saharan African DNA
are almost exactly equal. DNA tells me I’m as white as I am black. Society, however, has
something else to say.
What I’ve learned through hosting my genealogy series on PBS, Finding Your Roots, is that most
of us know precious little about our ancestors. If there’s any way that the American people are
monolithic, regardless of their backgrounds, it’s in their secretiveness. From African American
guests, Ashkenazi Jewish guests, guests of Irish and Italian and Chinese descent, I hear
variations on the same line again and again: “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” “I never heard that.”
“I asked, but they didn’t answer.” The actor Aziz Ansari was shocked by what had been kept
from him. “I’m telling you, man, these people don’t talk!”
Sometimes the pain of remembering a traumatic past—one of slavery or of pogroms, of poverty
or abandonment or illegitimacy—might be unbearable if put into words. I can only assume that
some family stories are swept under the rug out of embarrassment or a sense of shame. Just as
the roots of a plant are often hidden out of sight, deep underground, and reached only through
copious digging, in genealogy, sometimes we get our hands dirty, too. Slave owners on the
family tree don’t always get a seat at the table, and many of my white guests have been known to
brace themselves before they meet with me. Maybe people who have a painful past simply prefer
the present. As I told the actor Christopher Walken, whose mother never uttered a word about
her own father, who as a young man was a convicted criminal in Scotland, some people just want
a tabula rasa; they want to write their own story.
But what happens when the present becomes painful and the future uncertain? Our world feels
unstable right now; each day, the ground seems to shift under our feet. People need a firm
foundation, and they look to their roots to provide it. Their history is the history of this nation. I
receive emails all the time from viewers who are investigating their own ancestry, anchoring
themselves in their pasts to gain perspective on the present and a foothold on the future. This is
what I strive to do for my guests. Upon learning the names of his slave ancestors, who were
brought to America on the very last slave ship to reach these shores, Ahmir Thompson, best
known as Questlove, leader of the aptly named band the Roots, said, “I’ve been waiting for this
all my life, to literally have roots. Like, what tree do you know can really thrive without any
place in the ground?”
As a society, our foundations have often been the opposite of nurturing. I find myself telling my
guests the same thing I tell students in my lectures at Harvard, that under the floorboards of
Western culture run twin streams, ever-present and always ugly: one is anti-black racism, and the
other is anti-Semitism. You could say they’re as American as apple pie. In our current
environment, room has been made under those floorboards for other sibling streams, more recent
additions to the wretched family: homophobia, Islamophobia, anti-Hispanic discrimination, to
name just a few. To all these streams there’s an ebb and flow, but in times of economic
uncertainty, stereotypes offer consistency and even comfort. And when these stereotypes are
trotted out — or tweeted out — from the highest office in the land, all bets are off.
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In the normalization of bigotry, immigrants and anyone considered “the other” are targets. But
here’s the great irony: There’s no such thing as racial purity. Never has been. I’m a black man
with white blood. The writer and director Ava DuVernay is black like me, with slightly less than
half of her DNA European, but it is her African American identity, as she said to me (and as I
would say myself), that “is very much part of my heartbeat.” The journalist Bryant Gumbel, who
has been accused of being too white, too black, and not black enough, is 65 percent European,
with 7 percent of that being Ashkenazi Jewish DNA. His last name reveals his Jewish ancestry;
his skin color and his self-identification as an African American do not.
Racial purity is a fever dream of the far-too-far right, and the rabid, rising fervor for this false
idea has become a national nightmare for the rest of us. “We are all a product of this big melting
pot,” said the actress Scarlett Johansson, the daughter of a Jewish mother and a Danish father
who holds dual American and Danish citizenship but is in fact — and much to her surprise —
descended from Swedish nobility. “These two sides couldn’t be more different. It’s very much
an American story.” As we close the book on 2017, it’s a story that the white supremacists, the
nationalists putting all their eggs in one lily-white basket, need to hear, loud and clear.
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