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Introduction

For the past eight years I have had the wonderful opportunity to teach African
American politics on the college and university level at both a large research
institution - The University of Georgia — and most recently at a small, private,
liberal arts university — Oglethorpe University. In both of my professional aca-
demic experiences, I've noticed some interesting commonalities as it relates
to the study, analysis, and discussion of racial politics in the United States of
America. First, a large portion of students in both environments have been
misinformed and seemingly misguided as Carter G. Woodson (1933) con-
tended in The MIS-Education of the Negro as it relates to the political ambitions,
desires, setbacks, obstacles, and accomplishments of African Americans in the
United States. One seemingly never-ending example is affirmative action. In
both of my academic environments it has not been uncommon for students to
believe that affirmative action is a government-mandated and enforced quota
system that hires and promotes unqualified African Americans at the expense
and detriment of qualified Whites. Rarely have my students been aware of
the history of the presidential executive order, the changes that occurred as a
result of Bakke vs. University of California Regents (1978), or the data which
solidify the fact that the greatest beneficiaries of affirmative action policies in
the United States have been White women.

Another commonality I've experienced in both environments is that stu-
dents tend to have pre-established opinions about the economic, political,
and educational failures and successes of the African American community.
For example, many students believe that African Americans are not doing as
well as other groups because they do not work hard enough. Interestingly, the
“not working hard enough” beliefs are in alignment with national survey data
trends that reflect the same beliefs related to African Americans. A final com-
monality I've experienced in both environments is the tendency of African
American students to engage in fight or flight as they either become overly
defensive of the African American liberation struggle in America — sometimes
to the point of intimidating all other voices (fight) - or, as in other instances
I've witnessed, African American students completely shut down to the point
that they have become clock watchers who leap from their seats as soon as our
75 minutes have expired (flight).

In spite of these occasionally awkward yet always interesting scenarios, over
the course of my academic journey I've personally witnessed students in both
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environments engage in a change of heart concerning their initial thoughts
and predispositions. It is my sincere belief that the change of heart is the result
of the creation of a learning environment which sheds light on the compli-
cated mix of pain, promise, triumph, testing, shame, and success that has all
been a part of the African American political, economic, and sociocultural
experience in America. In this regard, the classroom environment becomes
a laboratory of genuine dialogue, exchange, exposure, and uplift as I seek to
take my students on a journey of intellectual empowerment and emancipa-
tion that allows them to be both the judge and jury as it relates to the African
American experience. I have sought to do the same thing in African American
Politics in that I hope to take you — my readers — on a journey of the political
successes, failures, and persistent challenges of the African American collec-
tive community in America.

A ground rule about our journey

Both my personal and professional academic experiences have led me to
believe that discussions of race, similar to discussions of politics and religion,
produce some of the most severe “knee-jerk” reactions since everyone has an
opinion about racial topics and issues. As such, similar to the discussion eti-
quette I establish in my courses on African American Politics and the Politics of
Hip-Hop, I'd like to establish a ground rule at the beginning of our journey.

To be clear, our ground rule is actually a disclaimer. In particular, it is
important to share with you - the reader — that African American Politics is not
another in a long list of “so-called” victimization books that blames the infa-
mous (White) “man” for all of the ills and misfortunes of African Americans. As
African American Politics is designed to provide analytical insight into arguably
one of the most complex political cadres in America, it is important for the
reader to approach the book from the vantage point of it being an exploratory
analysis of how Black people have navigated the thicket of political institu-
tions, structures, policies, and leaders that shape and guide American politi-
cal, economic, and sociocultural life.

In this regard, African American Politics is designed to shed light on both the
problems and promises of Black politics predominantly in the post-civil rights
era. Using both historic and present-day political phenomena as its backdrop,
African American Politics incorporates US Census data, a variety of election
survey data, landmark Supreme Court rulings, speeches, personal interviews,
and political commentary as a means of capturing the compass of the collec-
tive interests and sometimes contrasting ideologies of the Black community
in the United States.

One of the underlying themes expressed in this book is the importance of
recognizing and understanding the difference between symbolic and substan-
tive political acts/policies. Nearly four decades after Dr Martin Luther King, Jr
delivered his “Give Us the Ballot” speech, and despite the election of a Black
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man to the highest office in the land, African American political incorpora-
tion and empowerment in America remains highly symbolic and relatively
limited in terms of “actual” political power. There are a variety of examples
of the limitations of African American political power we will examine
throughout the book. However, one glaringly disappointing example of the
limited power of African Americans occurred during the 2000 presidential
election fiasco. Although there were documented cases around the nation of
African Americans being denied the right to vote, African American mem-
bers of the House of Representatives could not get even one member of the
United States Senate to support their election recall proposal. The failure of a
member of the US Senate to align with African American members of the US
House of Representatives denied these members the ability to exercise power
and protect the political interests of their constituencies. The film Fahrenheit
911 provides an excellent portrayal of the pain and frustration of the African
American representatives as one by one they spoke on the floor of the House,
presided over by former Vice-President Al Gore, to no avail.

Keeping this example in mind, the reader is challenged to look beyond the
surface level of seemingly positive political gains, i.e., the post-civil rights era
election of African American members of Congress, and explore what, if any,
substantive (tangible) political gains have been accomplished as a result of an
increase in the number of Black elected officials in the United States. Moreover,
the book hopes to provide a compass for and road map of African American
political success as well as of areas of growth in the midst of the election of the
nation’s first African American president — Barack Hussein Obama.

Terminology

I will use both the term African American and Black interchangeably through-
out the text. I have opted to use both terms as each has its own historical and
political significance and potency. For example, it is virtually unthinkable to
discuss the more radical political ideologies of Huey Newton absent the use of
the term “Black” in relation to his party’s mission and Ten Point Plan. Similarly,
it is rather unthinkable, given all of the political correctness of the 1990s,
to discuss the positive gains of Blacks absent the introduction of the term
“African American.” As such, this text will incorporate both terms, using one as
opposed to the other when and where the author deems such use necessary.
African American Politics also uses biblical references to characterize some of
the historical experiences and journeys of Blacks in America. These references
are purposive in that one of the most distinguishable characteristics of the
African American experience in America has been the reliance on “faith in God”
and the implementation of spirituality as a means of overcoming racial, politi-
cal, economic, and sociocultural oppression. Further, the Black Church has been
the most viable and long-standing African American institution in the United
States. The Black Church, especially during the movement from slavery through
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civil rights, served as an intra-<community producer of both economic, leader-
ship, and demographic resources. Today, the Black Church, specifically Black
Mega-ministries, have become multi-million dollar corporations that use their
spiritual influence in a variety of political, economic, and social capital arenas.

Finally, I use the term “hip-hop” to reflect a holistic lifestyle of music, dance,
language, clothing, and artwork. In African American Politics, “hip-hop” con-
notes the interchangeable relationship between the five elements of the genre
as well as the political influence and acts of some of its key voices including
Jay-Z, Outkast, P. Diddy, Kanye West, and Nas.

Overview of chapters

African American Politics is divided into four thematic areas. Part I sets the founda-
tion and framework of our journey as it details a variety of factors that impact
African American political behavior and participation both historically and in
the post-civil rights era. As such, chapter 2 provides an overview of democracy
in America, examines both traditional (pluralism and elitism) and non-tradi-
tional (colonialism and coalition politics) models of governance as a means of
accessing the political inroads, incorporation, and empowerment of African
Americans, and explores the differences between, as well as significance of,
symbolic and substantive policies on African American political outcomes. In
an effort to illuminate the theoretical frameworks introduced in the preceding
chapter, chapter 3 details the inability of “political acts” to produce substan-
tive social and economic gains for African Americans. In particular, chapter 3
employs socio-economic data from the US Census in an attempt to shed light
on the ways in which historical legislative acts including The Civil Rights Act
of 1964, The Voting Rights Act of 1965, The Fair Housing Act of 1968, and the
Community Reinvestment Act 0of 1991 impact the racial divide in key areas such
as home ownership, college education, and income in America. We conclude
Part I by providing an examination of African American voting behavior and
participation and the ways in which group consciousness, linked fate, and the
Black utility heuristic play a deterministic role in the political agenda of African
Americans. Chapter 4 also examines the impact of the hip-hop community on
African American voting behavior, the impact of the 2000 and 2004 presiden-
tial elections on African American voting behavior, and the future of African
American voting behavior and participation.

African Americans and American political institutions

The second theme of African American Politics deals with the nature of the
relationship between African Americans and American political institutions.
Chapter 5 begins with a basic introduction of the purposes and functions
of the United States Congress as well as the constitutional requirements of
office for members of the United States House Representatives and the Senate.
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Additionally, the chapter explores some of the inroads and challenges faced by
African American members of Congress from the Black Reconstruction Period
to the present, the creation, development, and leadership of the Congressional
Black Caucus, and the political activity and power of Black elected officials at
the local, state, and national level.

From the insidious comments of former Supreme Court justice Roger Taney
to what some contend was the hyperactivity of the Warren Court, in chapter
6 we explore the seemingly schizophrenic, on-again/off-again nature of the
American judiciary as it relates to African American political incorpora-
tion and empowerment. Additionally, chapter 6 explores the ways in which
African American liberty and justice remain subject to the political currents
of US Supreme Court justices, public opinion, and larger institutional and
structural tides. In chapter 7, we explore the executive branch and the ways in
which this long-standing institutional structure has both assisted and denied
African Americans in their quest for political incorporation and empower-
ment. Dating back to the mixed political bag of Abraham Lincoln to the
largely symbolic acts of former President Bill Clinton to the political charades
and contradictions of the Bush II administration, chapter 7 also examines
the political leadership of presidential administrations on African American
politics.

Chapter 8 begins with an overview of the purpose, objectives, and political
scope of political parties. Chapter 8 also examines the relationship between
African Americans and the two major political parties and the ways in which
the Democratic and Republican Party have evolved over time in relation to
the political inclusion and empowerment of Blacks in America. Chapter 8
also discusses the role of the Congressional Black Caucus (CBC), the nature of
Black conservatism in America, and the rise of Black Elected Officials (BEOs)
in the post-civil rights era. Finally, chapter 9 begins with a discussion of the
role and nature of interest groups as well as the resources and incentives of
interest groups. Chapter 9 concludes with a discussion of African American
interest groups, recent African American interest group activity, and the rise
of alternative voices of African American interest articulation including the
Black Church and the hip-hop community.

Behind the veil of African American political activism and
leadership

The third part of African American Politics delves into the non-traditional
political activity and activism of African Americans in the post-civil rights
era. Chapter 10 predominantly focuses on the civil rights/Black Power move-
ment of the 1950s and 1960s and the ways in which non-traditional political
activism and leadership served to reshape and realign the political landscape
of America. Additionally, chapter 10 examines the leadership styles and strat-
egies of African American leaders and organizations including Dr Martin L.
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King, Jr, Malcolm X, Huey Newton, Fannie Lou Hamer, the NAACP, SCLC, the
Black Panther Party, and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC). Chapter 10 concludes with a discussion of the viability of protest poli-
tics as a means of African American political activism, leadership, and service
delivery in the post-civil rights era. In chapter 11, we explore the role of the
Black Church and the ways in which it has served as a long-standing leader of
African American political voice, leverage, and incorporation.

Chapter 11 also details the rise of Black Mega-churches and the ways in
which they have been able to utilize their spiritual capital to advance political,
economic, and sociocultural agendas of transformative change. Additionally,
chapter 11 highlights several African American Mega-ministries, explores the
controversial “Stop the Silence” march of 2004, and examines the apparent
divide between the traditional civil rights vanguard and the Mega-church
leadership elect.

Part III concludes with one of the most innovative approach to the study of
African American political activism and leadership as we explore the impact
of the hip-hop community on African American politics. Chapter 12 also
explores the ways in which hip-hop has provided a voice to those impacted
by political and economic events as well as the ways in which the culture has
been impacted by political invitations and access granted as a result of its
global and economic veracity over the past 30 years. Finally, chapter 12 exam-
ines whether the social and economic capital of hip-hop can be transformed
into a powerful political engine of change in the post-civil rights era.

Where do we go from here?

The final chapter of African American Politics also encapsulates our final theme
in that it seeks to provide some concluding thoughts about the future of
African American politics in the new millennium and beyond. Utilizing Dr
Martin L. King, Jr's landmark 1967 SCLC 10th Anniversary keynote address —
“Where Do We Go from Here?” — chapter 13 looks at the ways in which the
African American community can align together to engage in the politics
of growth as well as utilize pre-established access, influence, and power to
impact the economic, political, and sociocultural life of African Americans in
the United States.

Author’s hope

It is my hope that African American Politics piques the reader’s interest to raise
questions and engage in discussion about the political participation, behav-
ior, and incorporation of Blacks in America. I also hope that students, scholars,
activists, and everyone reading this book obtain a better understanding and
appreciation of the economic, political, and sociocultural strides and set-
backs of African Americans from slavery through freedom and into the new
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millennium. Moreover, similar to the experiences of many of my students,
I also hope that you will gain new perspective on and depth of knowledge
of Black political life in America. Finally, I hope that this book becomes an
instrument for discussion, debate, and healing as it relates to the peculiar
phenomenon of “race” in America.
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