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DUELING CONSCIOUSNESS

ASSIMILATIONIST: One who is expressing the racist idea that a racil
group is culturally or behaviorally inferior and is supporting cultural or
behavioral enrichment programs to develop that racial group.

SEGREGATIONIST: One who is expressing the racist idea that a perme-
nently inferior racial group can never be developed and is supporting
policy that segregates away that racial group.

ANTIRACIST: One who is expressing the idea that racial groups are

equals and none needs developing, and is supporting policy that re-
duces racial inequity.

Y PARENTS HAD not seen each other since the bus ridé to

Urbana '70. Christmas approached in 1973. Soul Liberation

held a concert at the iconic Broadway Presbyterian Church 1n
Harlem that turned into a reunion of sorts for the New York at-
tendees of Urbana ’70. Dad and Ma showed up. Old friends bec_k"
oned, and something new. After the chords of Soul Liberation fel
silent, my parents finally spoke again and a spark finally lit.

Days later, Dad called. He asked Ma out. “I've been called t©
the mission field,” Ma responded. “Leaving in March.”

Ma and Dad persevered, even after Ma left to teach in a rural
Liberian village outside Monrovia for nine months. Eight years
later they were married, daring to name me, therr swmu.i son,
“exalted father” when I arrived in a world not in the practice ot
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put drug abuse on the run through stronger law enforcement,”
Reagan said in the Rose Garden.

[t wasn't drug abuse that was put on the run, of course, but
people like me, born into this regime of “stronger law enforce-
ment.” The stiffer sentencing policies for drug crimes—not a net
increase n crime—caused the American prison population to
quadruple between 1980 and 2000. While violent criminals typi-
cally account for about half of the prison population at any given
time, more people were incarcerated for drug crimes than violent
crimes every year from 1993 to 2009. White people are more
likely than Black and Latinx people to sell drugs, and the races
consume drugs at similar rates. Yet African Americans are far
more likely than Whites to be jailed for drug oftenses. Nonvio-
lent Black drug offenders remain in prisons for about the same
length of time (58.7 months) as violent White criminals (61.7
months). In 2016, Black and Latinx people were still grossly over-
represented in the prison population at 56 percent, double their
percentage of the U.S. adult population. White people were still
grossly underrepresented in the prison population at 30 percent,
about half their percentage of the U.S. adult population.

R eagan didn’t start this so-called war, as historian Elizabeth
Hinton recounts. President Lyndon B. Johnson first put us on the
run when he named 1965 “the year when this country began a
thorough, intelligent, and effective war on crime.” My parents

were in high school when Johnson’s war on crime mocked his

undersupported war on poverty, like a heavily armed shooter

mocking the underresourced trauma surgeon. President Richard
Nixon announced his war on drugs in 1971 to devastate his
harshest critics—Black and antiwar activists. “We could arrest
their leaders, raid their homes, break up their meetings, and vility
them night after night on the evening news,” Nixon’s domestic-
policy chief, John Ehrlichman, told a Harper’s reporter years later.
“Did we know we were lying about the drugs? Of course we
did.”

Black people joi
cidal drug dealers, gun toters, an

ned in the vilification, convinced that homi-
d thieving heroin addicts were
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flushing “down the drain” all “th.e h.ard. won gaing
: ) ant”’ ote an editorial in T}, Wi

rights movement, to quc

American in 1981. Some, if not m(?st, Blgck leaders,
appear as saviors of the people against this menace, ¢
and set the Black criminal alongside the White rac
mies of the people.

Seemingly contradictory calls to lock up and to save .Black
people dueled in legislatures around the country but glso In the
minds of Americans. Black leaders joined with Republicans frop,
Nixon to Reagan, and with Democrats from john§0n to Bil]
Clinton, in calling for and largely receiving more police officers,
tougher and mandatory sentencing, and more jails. But they also
called for the end of police brutality, more jobs, better sch.ool.s,
and drug-treatment programs. These calls were less enthusiasti-
cally received.

By the time I came along in 1982, the shame about “BlaCk o
Black crime” was on the verge of overwhelming a generation’s
pride about “Black is beautiful.” Many non-Black Americans

looked down op Black addicts in revulsion—but too many Black
folk looked down on the same addicts in shame.

Both of my parents emerged from poor families, one from
Northern urbap Projects, one from Southern rural fields. Both

framed their rise from boverty into the middle class in the 1980
as a climb up the ladder of education and hard work. As they
climbed, they were inundated with racist talking points about

Black people refusing to climb, the opeg who were irresponsibly
Strung out on herojp or crack,

criminally dependen on the ned money of climbing
Americans like them.
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and “achieving a bette

no empirical evidence to substantiate her position that certa;
“ghetto” Blacks were deficiens : ‘ at certain
g aCks were deficient in any of these valyes
But my parents, along
middle class, consumed the

r life fi ’s chi '
for one’s children.” Norton provided

with many others in the new Black
_ ¥ G085 se 1deas. The class that challenged rac-
ist p.ollcws from the 19505 through the 19705 now began chal-
lenging (.wthcr Black people in the 1980s and 1990s. Antiracism
seemed like an indulgence in the face of the self-destructive be-
havior they were witnessing all around them. My parents fol-
lowed Norton’s directive: They fed me the mantra that education
and hard work would uplift me, just as it had uplifted them, and
would, in the end, uplift all Black people. My parents—even
from within their racial consciousness—were susceptible to the
racist idea that it was laziness that kept Black people down, so
they paid more attention to chastising Black people than to Rea-
gan’s policies, which were chopping the ladder they climbed up
and then punishing people for falling.

The Reagan Revolution was just that: a radical revolution for
the benefit of the already powerful. It further enriched high-
income Americans by cutting their taxes and government regula-
tions, installing a Christmas-tree military budget, and arresting
the power of unions. Seventy percent of middle-income Blacks
said they saw “a great deal of racial discrimination” in 1979,‘b'e-
fore Reagan revolutionaries rolled backi enforcement of civil-
rights laws and Jfirmative-action regulations, before they rolled

back funding to state and local governments whose contracts and

jobs had become cafe avenues into the single-family urban home

of the Black middle class. In the same moth that Reagan an-
nounced his war on drugs on Ma’s birthday in 195.32,‘ he cut Fhe
safety net of federal welfare programs .at}‘d Medicaid, ser}dmg
more low-income Blacks into poverty. His “stronger IF:IW enforce-
ment” sent more Black people mnto the clutches ot Ylolent cops,
who killed twenty-two Black people for every Whltt? person in
980s. Black youth were four times more likely to be

1985 than in 1954. But few connected the in-
ase in violent crime.

the early 1
unemployed in :
crease in unemployment to the incre
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Americans have long been trained to see the deﬁcicnci@S of
people rather than policy. It’s a pretty easy mistake to make- PC()}%
ple are in our faces. Policies are distant. We are particulzlrly ooy
at seeing the policies lurking behind the struggles of people. Ay
so my parents turned away from the problems of policy to look at
the problems of people—and reverted to striving to save and Cly-
ilize Black people rather than liberate them. Civilizer theology
became more attractive to my parents, in the face of the rise of
crack and the damage it did to Black people, as it did to so many
children of civil rights and Black power. But in many ways, lib-
eration theology remained their philosophical home, the home
they raised me in.

DEEP DOWN, MY parents were still the people who were set on
fire by liberation theology back in Urbana. Ma still dreamed of
globetrotting the Black world as a liberating missionary, a dream
her Liberian friends encouraged in 1974. Dad dreamed of writ-

ing liberating poetry, a dream Professor Addison Gayle encour-
aged in 1971.

world. Dad accompanying
edom poetry. Instead, Ma
hcare technology. Dad set-

her and finding inspiration for his fre
settled for a corporate career in healt

tled for an accounting career. They entered the American middle

class—a space then as now defined by its disproportiomte White
majority—and began to look at themselves apd the

only through their own eyes but also “throy
They joined other Black people trying
space while still trying to be themselves

Ir people not
8h the eyes of others.”
to fit intg that White

and save (h i

: €Ir people.

They were not wearing a mask as much g Splitting * peop
mto two

minds.
This conceptual duple reflected what W.E.B. Du Bois indel;
bly voiced in The Souls of Black Folk in 1903, “It ie . D eli-

IS .
: : s ima b mrrame e s, 1 Peculiar
sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of alwayy look;
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at one’s self through the eyes of others,” Du Bois wrote. He would
neither “Africanize America™ nor “bleach his Negro soul in a
flood of white Americanism.” Du Bois wished “to be both a
Negro and an American.” Du Bois wished to inhabit opposing
constructs. To be American is to be White. To be White is to not
be a Negro.

What Du Bois termed double consciousness may be more
precisely termed dueling consciousness. “One ever feels his two-
ness, Du Bois explained, “an American, a Negro; two souls, two
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one
dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn
asunder.” Du Bois also explained how this war was being waged
within his own dark body, wanting to be a Negro and wanting to
“escape into the mass of Americans in the same way that the Irish
and Scandinavians” were doing.

These dueling ideas were there in 1903, and the same duel
overtook my parents—and it remains today. The duel within
Black consciousness seems to usually be between antiracist and
assimilationist ideas. Du Bois believed in both the antiracist con-
cept of racial relativity, of every racial group looking at itself with
its own eyes, and the assimilationist concept of racial standards, of
“looking at one’s self through the eyes” of another racial group—in
his case, White people. In other words, he wanted to liberate
Black people from racism but he also wanted to change them, to
save them from their “relic of barbarism.” Du Bois argued in 1903
that racism and “the low social level of the mass of the race” were
both “responsible” for the “Negro’s degradation.” Assimilation
would be part of the solution to this problem.

Assimilationist ideas are racist ideas. Assimilationists can posi-
tion any racial group as the superior standard that another racial
group should be measuring themselves against, the benchmark
they should be trying to reach. Assimilationists typically position
White people as the superior standard. “Do Americans ever stop
to reflect that there are in this land a million men of Negro
blood . . . who, judged by any standard, have reached the full
measure of the best type of modern European culture? Is it fair, is
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off crack, street corners, and government “handouts,” as if those
were the things partially holding their incomes down. This duel-
ing consciousness nourished Black pride by insisting that there
was nothing wrong with Black people, but it also cultivated
shame with its implication that there was something behaviorally
wrong with Black people . . . well, at least those other Black peo-
ple. If the problem was in our own behavior, then Reagan revo-
lutionaries were not keeping Black people down—we were
keeping ourselves down.

WHITE PEOPLE HAVE their own dueling consciousness, between
the segregationist and the assimilationist: the slave trader and the
missionary, the proslavery exploiter and the antislavery civilizer,
the eugenicist and the melting pot—ter, the mass incarcerator and
the mass developer, the Blue Lives Matter and the All Lives Mat-
ter, the not-racist nationalist and the not-racist American.
Assimilationist ideas and segregationist ideas are the two types
of racist ideas, the duel within racist thought. White assimilation-
ist ideas challenge segregationist ideas that claim people of color
are incapable of development, incapable of reaching the superior
standard, incapable of becoming White and therefore fully
human. Assimilationists believe that people of color can, in fact,
be developed, become fully human, just like White people. As-
similationist ideas reduce people of color to the level of children
needing instruction on how to act. Segregationist ideas cast peo-
ple of color as “animals,” to use Trump’s descriptor for Latinx
immigrants—unteachable after a point. The history of the racial-
ized world is a three-way fight between assimilationists, segrega-
tionists, and antiracists. Antiracist ideas are based in the truth that
rgcial groups are equals in all the ways they are different, assimila-
tionist ideas are rooted in the notion that certain ra
culturally or behaviorally inferior, and se
from a belief in genetic racial distinctio
am apt to suspect the negroes and in ge
of men (for there are four or five differ

cial groups are
gregationist ideas spring
n and fixed hierarchy, “]
neral all the other species

ent kinds) to be naturally
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inferior to the whites,” Enlightenment phi]osop],cr David .
. 13 . BT L), B . l“”lﬁ
wrote in 1753. “There never was a civilized natio,, of any o .
. . i 1€r
complexion than white. . . . Such a uniform

Nt diffe,

ages, 1f Natyre
an original distinction between these bre

and congt,
ence could not happen, in so many countries and

had not made

eds of
men.’

David Hume declared that all races are created unequal, byt
Thomas Jefferson seemed to disagree in 1776 when he declared
“all men are created equal” But Thomas Jefferson never made the
antiracist declaration: All racial groups are equals. While segreg-
tionist ideas suggest a racial group is permanently inferior, as-
similationist ideas suggest a racial group is temporarily inferior.
"It would be hazardous to affirm that, equally cultivated for a few

__ on
generations,” the Negro “would not become” equal, Jeffers
once wrote, 1n assimilationist fashion.

The dueling White consciousness fashioned two types fof‘c'
ist policies, reflecting the duel of racist ideas. Since assimilat_lomsts
posit cultural and behavioral hierarchy, assimilationist policies and
programs are geared toward developing, civilizing, and inte'gfﬁ.f‘
g a racial group (to distinguish from programs that uplift lﬂdl‘
viduals). Since segregationists posit the incapability of a racial
group to be civilized and developed, segregationist policics.arc
geared toward segregating, enslaving, incarcerating, deporting
and killing. Since antiracists posit that the racial groups are alre%dy
cwvilized, antracist policies are geared toward reducing racial 11~
equities and creating equal Opportunity.

White people have generally advocated for both assimilation-
st and segregationist policies, People of color have generally ad-
vocated for both anuracist and assimilationist policies. The
ro is the history of this strife,” 0
the strife between the assimilationist and the
between mass civilizing and mass equalizing. In Du
Bow’s Black body,

HEmy parents’ Black bodies, in my young Black
body, this double desire,

“history of the American Neg
quote Du Bois—

ANTIracise,

this dueling consciousness, vu-Lh-d an
nner strife between Black pride and a yearning to be White. My
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own assimilationist ideas stopped me from noticing the racist pol-
icies really getting high during Reagan’s drug war.

THE DUELING WHITE consciousness has, from its position of rel-
ative power, shaped the struggle within Black consciousness. 1De-
spite the cold truth that America was founded “by white men for
white men,” as segregationist Jefferson Davis said on the floor of
the U.S. Senate in 1860, Black people have often expressed a de-
sire to be American and have been encouraged in this by Ameri-
ca’s undeniable history of antiracist progress, away from chattel
slavery and Jim Crow. Despite the cold instructions from the likes
of Nobel laureate Gunnar Myrdal to “become assimilated into
American culture,” Black people have also, as Du Bois said, de-
sired to remain Negro, discouraged by America’s undeniable his-
tory of racist progress, from advancing police violence and voter
suppression, to widening racial inequities in areas ranging from
health to wealth.

History duels: the undeniable history of antiracist progress,
the undeniable history of racist progress. Before and after the
Civil War, before and after civil rights, before and after the first
Black presidency, the White consciousness duels. The White
body defines the American body. The White body segregates the
Black body from the American body. The White body instructs
the Black body to assimilate into the American body. The White
body rejects the Black body assimilating into the American
body—and history and consciousness duel anew.

The Black body in turn experiences the same duel. The Black
body is instructed to become an American body. The American
body is the White body. The Black body strives to assimilate into
the American body. The American body rejects the Black body.
The Black body separates from the American body. The Black
body is instructed to assimilate into the American body—and
history and consciousness duel anew.

But there is a way to get free. To be antiracist is to emancipate
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oneself from the dueling consciousness. To be antiracist js 1, con
quer the assimilationist consciousness and the segregationist C()ﬁ_
sciousness. The White body no longer presents itself 4 the
American body: the Black body no longer strives to be the
American body, knowing there 1s no such thing as the Americay
body, only American bodies, racialized by power.




