Of Dreams And Facts: The Identity Paradigm Of The Black In America


WHEN JEFFRESON penned down the magnificent words of the American Declaration of Independence, he started with the “separate and equal status” to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God”entitled the people who shared a dream of liberty, justice and happiness. He and his companions dreamed this dream which is, even today, and will remain so for ages to come, a landmark of reason and bravery on the path of  humanity in space and time, in spite of the cahotic tribulations of the United States since its inception. The dream will foster a new indentity: the American. In this context , the duality or even multiplicity of identity characteristics will stem from the variety of origins, cultures, languages, colours, religions and chronology of arrivals, but also the subsequent positions of the different groups in the racial, economic and political set up of the new nation. Minorities in each of these same frameworks above have to battle their ways up to the top of the mountain where the dream is supposed to materialize.


I consider, in this paper, the case of the black American as special with his unique history on the continent, a history that does not abide by the logical implications of “We the people”, does not defer of the logic of E Pluribus Unum in the pragmatic behaviour, and does not recognize the value of man as imago dei. My focusing on the black American comes from an idea I share with Ron Karenga on the issue of identity:


“We as a people are like others in our human strengths and weaknesses, our human 
contributions and contradictions and yet we are different and it is this difference that 
defines us and gives us our identity and historical vocation as a people”.


How different are Blacks in America? A caustic answer suffices here: they are the only Blacks, the only descendents of slaves, at the beginning, the only substantial group of non-European origin and non-free people partaking in the new social structure
. Needless to insist here that the most enduring effect in the characterization of the American Black is the impact of slavery and its aftermaths on him. The peculiar and uncalled doing of history will lead to a “fact-action” – reaction process in the course of time. I retain five main items here: psychology, culture, society, politics and economics as the main terrains for an analysis of identity as far as the Black in America is concerned.

In the dynamics of social history, slavery always leads ultimately to a struggle for freedom. The itinerary of Blacks in America is no exception to the rule, even in this contextual form and dimension. But in the process, a strong emphasis is laid on the colour factor, it being a visible, perhaps too obviously so – element and identifier of its own subject perceived as the other, the object, by mainstream America. His blackness is debased, but not only that; heartrending and pervasive reminders of his inferiority are thrust at him all his existence and wherever he may go. That is fact –action. The reaction is a strenuous process to come to terms with this blackness in order to save the self of the Black and the soul of his community, and, in so doing, to rehabilitate the visible object of comptempt and condemnation. The whole gamut of struggles – violent and non-violent, open and hidden, long and shortnestle within this framework of rehabilitation. A self-apprehension movement, untainted external influences become the starting point of eventual progress. When Alfredo Mirandé speaks for the Chicano, his words hit home for the Black
. The thing is that one may earnestly sympathize with somebody else in the best cases; one will never be able to feel the same thing in the same way. You will never wear somebody else’s skin, unless it is a dead skin. The complexity of the Black’s predicament resides in this: his race is a special factor for the white and for himself. One of the greatest and boldest self-assertions based on the consciousness of this fact is Marcus Garvey’s lifelong fight for the Negro – I am aware of all the connotations of this word, but I also want to be faithful to Garvey’s context and terminology – and his words can enliven the most desperate black person: 


“No man can convince me contrary to my belief, because my belief is founded upon a 
hard and horrible experience, not a personal experience but a racial experience. The 
world has made being black a crime, and I have felt it in common with men who suffer 
like me, and instead of making it a crime, I hope to make it a virtue”


In his crusade for black identity, Garvey comes nothing short of absolute loving tyranny and full awareness of the stakes. We must, though, remember the synchronic aspect of the race approach: there is an identification dynamics that takes another form with later generations. The already acquiescent Old Negro gives leeway to a New Negro – even by the time of Garvey – who is ridden of a good part of the traditional race complex. The Black Panther Party and the Black Power movement are more aggressive features of the race factors – in the identity – identification process. They go beyond the courteously cautious methods of Booker T. Washington and the proud stance of Garvey by adopting a more defiant attitude based on a self-assertion that smacks of provocation in the eyes and minds of many. The objective is to move from a marginal to a central position, from desperate and shy to dignified and relf-reliant positions in the wider society, understanding that this cannot be done without an acute conscience of what Alain Locke signaled before them:


“Hitherto, it must be admitted that the American Negroes have been a race more in 
name than in fact, or to be exact, more in sentiment than in experience. The chief bond 
has been that of a common condition rather than a common consciousness: a problem 
in common rather than a life in common”.


The new social bond comes back to the most common denominator: colour; its centrality is perceived as the only way out for the Negro. Carmichael and Hamilton put it bluntly in their criticism of American Blacks’ move for integration
. When the Black Panthers call themselves a liberation army – for Blacks – the implication and the connotation are crystal clear
. The insistance on things and ways black pinpoints a prioritization of colour as a unifying factor and a powerful and efficient psycological reaction to the troubled history of the Negro, the old one as much as the new one. The uniqueness of his colour is the first element of the Black’s attempt at identifiction in America.


Fact: the American society tries to kill the dream for the Black. It imposes segregationist and discriminatory practices to cast aside a segment of over twelve percent of the population of the United States. Reaction: the black community has to redefine and restructure itself along a line conform to its own interests and vision. The fight against segregation is a fight for identity in a certain way. It goes beyond the personal concerns of isolated individuals and the airy recognition of one’s condition. A more demanding attitude develops with a new consciousness. We have here two apparently contradictory attitudes at the societal level: integration-introversion on the one hand, separation-extraversion, on the other hand.


The first attitude is based on a pragmatic and realistic approach to race relations in a peculiar history: the Black belongs here and therefore he has the right to claim his share of America; he has to be accepted and integrated in principle and in practice; but at the same time his peculiar experience is so unique that, left to himself, he will certainly find his own way, do his own thing with his brethren. Two great Americans at two crucial moments of the development of the country addressed the problem; Frederick Douglass, as an abolutionist of the 19th century, wrote:


“Let [the Negro] alone! If you see him on his way to school, let him alone, - don’t 
disturb him. If you see him going to a dinner table at a hotel, let him go! If you see 
him going to a ballot-box, let him alone, - don’t disturb him! If you see him going into 
a workshop, just let him alone; your interference is doing him a positive injury…. If 
you will only untie his hands, and give him a chance, I think he will live….”
 


This 
clear conscience of difference and expression of trust in the capacity of the Black as a communal entity is echoed many years later in Martin Luther King’s words:

“The Negro must be grasped by a new realization of this dignity and worth. He must 
stand up amid a system that still oppresses him and develop an unassailable and 
majestic sense of his own value. He must no longer be ashamed of being black”
.

The two statements concur in one thing at least: The Black is here to stay and his salvation will happen through the recognition of this own value. This duality is the thing itself: American and Black. Later, King will admonish the Black Panthers for recognizing only one aspect of the duality: the blackness.

Another attitude for the Black is the “separation – extraversion” attitude. It puts the emphasis on the racial element and shuns the possibility of cooperation. What it proposes is roughly a contiguity of the races, which allows its proponents to focus on race for solidarity, cooperation within a clearly delineated framework – geographical, physical, mental etc;  in this process, what may appear as extraversion is in reality just the expression of challenge, a defiance which is necessary for the ego of the oppressed; it is a provocative move that reassures the oppressed and warns the oppressor. Shirley Williams epitomizes this:

“I pledge allegiance to my Black People.

…………………………………………

I will train myself never to hurt or allow others to harm my Black brothers and sisters      

for I recognize that we need every Black man, Woman, and child to be physically, 
mentally and psychologically strong. These principles I pledge to practice daily and to 
teach them to others in order to unite my People.”

The exclusive stand put forward in this pledge translates the importance of race as a special factor in the mindset of the social black person. He must grasp the “I” and then later, see what he can do with the “Thou”. In the quest for identity, this self-assertion becomes the cornerstone of all subsequent interactions because it guarantees the positioning that makes dialogue possible, not in a context where “some are more equal than others”
, but in a psychologically and socially stable and serene atmosphere characterized by a readiness to truly share what America can offer.

Yet, in the course of events, the Black has to grapple with his own demons: his ties with his own roots have been cut off; he has no name; his education is botched where it does exist.

When he turns to Africa – whether with Gravey and his “Back to Africa” movement or his sartorial presentation where his identity is symbolized by the Kwanza, or again through his “soul music”, “soul food” – he is just trying to reconnect with his own self and regain what he has lost. The symbols reestablish referents made new and necessary by contingency. A black Christ and a black Madonna will play a much – if not more – important role. The Black rediscovers what is in a name. Generations closer to us will change their names: Malcolm X and then El Hadj Malick Al Shabbaz, made a doubly significant leap by rejecting first a slave-name then like Casius Clay, a religion considered guilty of racial crimes; Leroy Jones becomes Imamu Amiri Baraka; Stokeley Carmichael changes his name into Nkwame Toure to pay tribute to two giants of African history. In very colourful words, Bobby Seale names his child Malik Nkrumah Stagolee Seale
 to specify where the boy comes from, where he is at, and where he is supposed to go as a black in America. Roots and names are intrinsically related in the process of identification
:


What you call yourself is an important part of what you are. At least here you have the feeling of being a subject, defining yourself, instead of an object designated by the other:

Nathan McCall, a young black American who experimented life on the streets of a poor neighbourhood of Portsmouth, Virginia, and prison before joining “The Washington Post” as a journalist, goes to the heart of the matter:

           “It has always amazed me how some black people are so brainwashed that they’d fight to preserve a life and a culture detrimental to their own mental health. Over three centuries ago, white folks took away our names and assigned us theirs, and we’ve continued that confusing practice ever since.

That’s why I applauded when young black girls started giving their babies crazy, made up names like Tamika, Lavanda, Loquita. They may sound funny, but at least they’re original. They’re not slave identities.” 

With this phenonmenon, we glide slowly but inevitably into the field of culture and education. Douglass educated himself and bought his freedom. Booker T. Washington was educated but he played a major role in his schooling, being aware that this was the only solution, or at least an important part of the solution to the problem; DuBois’s monumental research produced inestimable sources of knowledge for Blacks and America at large. Malcolm changed from street peddler to serious historian and scholar; King used philosophy and religion, history and literature and explored many other scholarly fields to harass the innocuous black lethargy and white intolerance in America. The cultural and educational dimensions of identity are for sure as important as anything, being the internal and essential factors in the expression of the Black; however, we must never forget that some of the visible manifestations of identity in the black community are the facts of denegation: the minority group is frustrated by a denial of the most elementary attributes of humanity during and after slavery. So, some of the cultural features of identity will be an attempt at positing the race; seen in this way, this identity building comprises reactions to external influences in addition to its own purposes, taking us to the duality of the Black’s self-approach. Black speech, and specifically black street speech, pertains to this, through its structure and dynamics.

John Baugh relates that “linguistic behaviour is a vivid indication of survival”

and,

 “When people share linguistic and social norms, we think of them as comprising a 
homogeneous group.”

A conscious choice of dialects as an identifier is therefore a key element for the Black who differentiates himself with his words and constructions, despite, in many cases, a perfect mastery of Standard English. Baugh testifies to this in the introduction to his book:

 “One of my first childhood memories was of my mother changing her speech during 
telephone conversations. As I grew older, it became fairly easy to tell if Mom was 
talking to someone black or someone white, based on her speech alone.”
 

Identification through language – spoken or written – involves vocabulary, structure and quite a few other factors including context, space, time and purpose. Neologisms, the diachronic evolution of words, intonation in spoken speech are all elements that can, in different forms, conglomerate and produce a typically ethnic oriented language for identity-conscious groups. A saucy – in the Shakespearian sense of the word – example can be found in the second last chapter of Bobby Seale’s Seize the Time
.

The political field is a totally different sphere where position is used in all societies to declare, among other things, difference: difference of view and project, difference of approach etc. But in the case of minorities and victims of injustice, the most striking expression is for recognition. It has to do with justice, acceptance or at least tolerance of groups and their representatives in the mainstream movement, recognition and tolerance that should give a chance to the deserving. The staunch mobilization against slavery and Jim Crow at a more recent time is deeply rooted in the awareness that the Black is treated as inferior because of his colour. The sense of urgency kindles the hearts and minds of the underdog, the leftout, the poor, the illeterate and the pariah who all happen, in the majority of cases, to be the same black race. The Black raises the issue at courts and on the streets, at church and at school to have his voice heard and his rights respected. The litigation initiated by the National Association of Colored People, the marches on the streets of Montgomery, Selma, Chicago and Memphis led by Dr. King, the church services that took place - and are still taking place – during “the most segregated hour” in America, Brown versus Board of Education in 1954, all these events and a myriad of others pertain to the struggle for power and recognition, and ultimately identity.

In this context, the special history of the Black gives him a special duty: he must preserve his ethny and build on it if he wants to lift himself as individual and as community. I believe it is wrong to skip this stage, even in the name of democracy. This is why I utterly disagree with Cynthia H. Enloe who wrote:

“To maximize potentials the democrat must define his identity in terms of personal 
goals and perhaps superhuman ideals. All other affiliations are transient and mutable. 
Americans’ progression from immigrant generation to less ethnic second generation to 
fully individualized third generation is analogous to the move westward. Both are 
journeys from the confines of the past and toward expansive opportunities.”

My criticism of this conclusion is simple: the Black is not concerned as long as he is not even considered as a “democrat”. The Voting Rights Act is signed by President Johnson only in 1965 after the Selma movement -The Black is not a regular citizen, and the scars of his past are fresh on his skin and mind. He has to go beyond this stage and fight to be recognized as a “democrat”, which is impossible as long as his colour and the prejudices related to it remain a national concern for him and for the others. Again, identity comes to the surface: those who define you control you, so much so that the power one wields in the political field will largely depend on how much he can assert his own identity and use it in social interaction. The struggle for identity is a twofold revolution here:

· an internal revolution where the black community strives to organize  from within in all aspects and at all levels.
· An external revolution where it challenges and competes with a resentful and hostile majority.

This amounts to a struggle for power where every party stands for something, or is at least perceived as doing so. The quest for a positive identity at a juncture of history where multiculturalism is more than a fad pervades the political and economic sphere for the Black, after all, is no less American than anybody else; he is the one who clings most to E Pluribus Unum, the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, resting all his hopes on the openness of the dream in spite of a stark reality. In this, he is perhaps the most American of all. This relentless endeavour to stick his head out against all odds is the best expression of his faith in the creed of America.

If we go back to the Declaration of Independence, we can read one of the basic creeds of America: The pursuit of Happiness ’’ for “all men”. We don’t need to argue in front of historical facts, which are tangible; but we can certainly concur with all reasonable people that the right to pursue “Happiness” is doggedly denied to the Black, especially in the field of economics. The reiteration of the creed in the Constitution, which promises “to promote the general Welfare” does not secure a generalization of “welfare” since it excludes some persons worth only “ three fifths” of regular people. On purely technical grounds, the contradictions are blatant: 

· the institutional structures pretend, in the Declaration of Independence, to derive

 “ their just power from the consent of the governed” . Not from the Black, because nobody is a slave “by consent”.

· “despotism”, “tyranny”, “injuries” and “usurpations” are denounced; yet the Black who is victimized by segregation and discrimination is not so “by consent”.

· “Domestic tranquillity” is advocated, but it is not achievable as long as poverty is pervasive in the country and nobody is poor by “consent”.

This is where politics and the economic status of the Black merge..and turn into tools in his hands: identity becomes more than an abstract quest for a name and special garments   -even though the importance of these is undeniable as shown above-; it demands power and respect.

The quest for identity that ultimately leads to some type of identification is described as “the reverse image of the Loss of the sense” that can be given to life according to Michael Sturmer
. The Negro – Black – African-American does not swerve from this path in his historical progress. Identity, dubbed with a sense of dignity, respect and consideration which the tribulations of America deprived him of will peculiarize him at all the stages of his fight; for, with the burden of his past and its current cumbersome consequences, his task is, beyond identity,  the recognition of the human.
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� RON KARENGA : « A strategy for Struggle », in The Black Scholar, November 1973, page 9


� It is obvious here that the Amerindians described in the Declaration of Independence as “merciless Indian Savages” are no party to the new commonweal.


� Miranda, discussing the theoretical perspectives of minority groups’ sociological studies, writes: “… a common pitfall [ …] has been the failure to distinguish between the sociology of Chicanos and Chicano sociology. The frame of reference in these works is typically sociology, not Chicanos. This distinction is not simply a semantic one, for the sociology of Chicanos seeks to apply existing sociological theories and paradigms to Chicanos. A Chicano sociology needs to be developed, with its own distinctive theories, methods, exemplars, and paradigms: in other words, a Chicano perspective”. Cf. Aflredo Mirandé ; The Chicano Experience : An Alternative Perspective, University of Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame, Indiana, 1985, page 205. 


If we apply this methodology to psychology, the self-apprehension process becomes even more relevant because we shift from perception of behaviours to the more complex relations between feeling and being for the self.


� cf. Negro World, January 7, 1928 – Quoted by Tony Martin in Race First : The Ideological and Organizational Struggles of Marcus Garvey and the Universal Negro Improvement Association,  Greenwood  Press, Westport, Connecticut; London, England, 1976, page 23


� Alain Locke “The New Negro”, in Dark Symphony : Negro Literature in America..


Edited by James A. Emanuel and Theodore L. Gross, The Free Press, A division of Macmillan Publishing Co.,  In., New York, 1968, page 77.


Reprinted from  The New Negro, An Interpretation, Albert and Charles Boni, New York, 1925


� Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton : Black Power : The Politics of Liberation in America, A Vintage Book, New York, 1967, pp. 30-32. The authors analyse white power in the first chapter and conclude that “the time is long overdue for the black community to redefine itself , set forth new values and goals, and organize around them.”


� Bobby Seale: Seize the Time: The Story of The Black Panther Party and Huey P. Newton – Black Classic Press, 1991, 429 pages (First published by Random House, 1970) and Philip S. Foner, editor : The Black Panthers Speak – De Capo Press, New York, 1995 – 281 pages


� Frederick Douglass : excerpt from “What the Black Man Wants”, a speech delivered at the Annual Meeting of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society in Boston, 1865 – Reproduced by Dean Curry in “An American Grab Bag”, USIA, Washington DC, 1987, p. 71


� Martin Luther King,Jr., : Where Do We Go From Here : Chaos or Community ? Beacon Press, Boston, 1968, page 41.


� Shirley Williams: “Black Child’s Pledge”, in The Black Panther, October 26, 1968, reproduced in Philip S. Foner, edit. ,The Black Panthers Speak , op. cit..; page 24


� George Orwell : Animal Farm


� Cf. Bobby Seale : Seize the Time – First published by Random House, 1970 – Black Classic Press, Baltimore, 1991, page 4 – Seale writes :


“When my wife Artie had a baby boy, I said, “The Nigger’s name is Malik Nkrumah Stagolee Seale.”


I had read all that book history about Stagolee, that black folkloric history, because I was hung up on that stuff at the time, so I said,


“Malik Nkrumah Stagolee Seale!”


“Why Stagolee?” Artie asked.


“Because Stagolee was a bad nigger off the block and didn’t take shit from nobody.


All you had to do was organize him, like Malcolm X, make him politically conscious.


All we have to do is organize a state, like Nkrumah attempted to do”.


NKrumah was a bad not motherfucker and Malcolm was a bad nigger… I said, “Stagolee, put Stagolee on his name,” because Stagolee was an unorganized nigger, to me like a brother on the block. I related to Huey P. Newton because Huey was fighting niggers on the block… He incorporated MalcolmX, he incorporated Stagolee, he incorporated Nkrumah, all of them… I said, “Malik for Malcolm, Ndrumah Stagolee Seale”.


� The flourishing of African names and even of invented names in the black community translates a desire to break away from imposed identities and to reconcile with one’s self in a freely chosen designation


� Nathan Mc Call : Makes Me Wanna Holler: A Young Black Man In America, Vintage Books, New York, 1995, p. 297


� John Baugh : Black Street Speech : Its History, Structure, and Survival , University of Texas Press, Austin, 1983, page 7 


� Ibid. ; page 1


� Ibid. ; page IX


� Cf. B. Seale, op. cit. ; pages 404-411, where the author defines terms like : “off the pigs” ; “Kill the slave master. ”: 


“Motherfucker or Motherfucka” ; I believe that Seale’s illustration is worth mentioning here :


“Man, let me tell you. This motherfucker here went down there with his motherfucking gun, knocked down the motherfucking door and blew this motherfucker’s brains out. This shit is getting to be a motherfucker… historically black men know black women have been oppressed and when we use the word, we don’t mean that a man has had sexual relationship with his mother. This never enters into a black brother’s mind… today, one can use the word to refer to a friend or someone  he respects for doing things he never thought could be done by a Blackman…


Nigger: This term is not generally used derogatorily by black people to each other…”


Right on …


Kill etc.


� Cynthia H. Enloe : Ethnic Conflict and Political Development – Little, Brown and Company, Boston, 1973, page 65


� Quoted by Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.,in La désunion de l’Amérique, Liana Levi, Nouveaux Horizons, 1993, page 44. Original title : The Disuniting of America ; Reflections on a Multinational Society, Whittle Books, Knoxville, TN - 1991
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