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THE CHALLENGE OF A BLACK SCHOLAR


The first black scholar I ever knew was a professor at a small Negro college in Oklahoma, at the same time mayor of the town (all-Negro) and poet laureate of Liberia (Africa).   Though he had only a bachelor’s degree, he easily was the superior of his Ph.D. colleagues in debate and discussion (whenever he could corner them) and used to wind up on occasion telling them that they needed to go back to school.


A scholar is a man who contributes original ideas, new insights and information to the existing fund of knowledge – whether or not he has a string of academic degrees or executes his scholarly activities in a manner appropriate to the traditions and conventions of the existing world of scholarship.


But a scholar is even more than that and a black scholar is still another species apart.  It will be an irony of recorded history, we have hypothesized, though almost an axiomatic one, that black scholars will provide the catalysts not only for black liberation but perhaps for the ultimate resolution of America’s pathology now infecting, in some form or fashion, the entire world.  


On the shoulders of the black scholar falls an enormous task.  He must de-colonize his mind so that he may effectively guide other intellectuals and students in their search for liberation.


The white ruler not only distorted and destroyed the educational development of blacks and colonial peoples but also miseducated himself.  Thus the society he dominates is increasingly corrupt and bloody with no clear future.  The air is filled with pollution and the land and forests are being destroyed as human alienation and conflict remain on the rise.

The connection between white colonialism and its scholarship has always been apparent to blacks and other victims of it.  However, an examination of this relationship is in order.


Thorsten Veblen’s observations on white scholarship in such books as The Theory of the Leisure Class and The Higher learning in America, though decades old, remain quite applicable today.  Veblen described the leisure class mentality of the wealthy class who sought to conspicuously display their apartness from the manual worker through the attachment of prestige to non-productive endeavor.  Thus education, which was largely private at the time and afforded only by the well-to-do emphasized the abstract as over against the practical.  Much time was pent on such matters as syntax, footnotes (implying the leisure to spend on the reading of many books), and the mastery of lofty jargon which, being incomprehensible, could be taken as profound.  Even today a student can pass all of his courses with A’s but fail to graduate because he flunks the French test though he may never see Paris and would not know enough to communicate well if he did.  Black scholars today, obeying the dictates of scholarly ritualistic tradition, are compelled to footnote, when writing, say, about the slavery era during which their ancestors were forbidden by law and custom to learn to read and write.  They must footnote the white slave-masters or historians acceptable to a society which condoned black slavery. 


The forces of production which eventually led to over-urbanization and industrialization have produced a concomitant specialization of learning and a rise of gadgeteering, but the leisure-class legacy has nevertheless remained.


Neither leisure class education nor specialized education is sufficient to transform black consciousness – or white consciousness for that matter – into a revolutionary creative instrument for dynamic change.  Leisure class education creates dilettantes; specialized education creates pragmatists and moral zombies devoid of imagination or compassion in the exercise of their skills.


Black scholars too, members of the “black bourgeoisie” described by the late E. Franklin Frazier have failed in their roles up to now.  Aside from a disproportionate number of “house niggers” descendants among them, most received their early training at Negro colleges where the perfunctory trivia of white academia are mimicked and exaggerated.  When I taught at Howard University, for example, there were an average f ten mandatory academic (or cap & gown) processionals yearly. 


Now there has developed, out of the black studies call for black professors, a mass migration of many such individuals to the staid milieu of the white college faculty, but mainly what they bring there is their Ph.D. degrees and their social fraternity pins, with the same old style of teaching and attitudes toward matters intellectual. The remain isolated and alienate fundamentally from their non-professional fellows, as well as their students, perhaps to an even greater degree than is characteristic of the white professor.  Thus whatever scholarly endeavors they execute are prone to be separated and in discord with the needs of their people’s struggle.  They pant after professorial elevation, conforming to the criteria set forth by white racist administrators, while their people pursue liberation without benefit of a viable ideology or theory. 

In the late spring of 1962, E. Franklin Frazier, who had been largely responsible for attracting e to Howard University just before his death, delivered an address at Atlanta University on “The failure of the Negro Intellectual.”  This had followed by three decades Carter 
G. Woodson’s The Miseducation of the American Negro (based on his experiences in acquiring the master’s degree at the University of Chicago and the Ph.D. at Harvard).  An expanded and refined version of these two indictments, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual, was published by Harold cruse.  The paradox is that only Cruse, who was not college trained, has been able, in this era, to write such a book.

Such criticisms have been both well taken and well made, but now is the time to take up the work of DuBois, who actually sought decades earlier to launch a program of black research and scholarship.  In an essay entitled, “Science and Empire,” DuBois told how, when he went to Atlanta University around the turn of the century, he encountered grave problems which not only obstructed his efforts but eventually led to his firing.

“Social thinkers were engaged in vague statements and were seeking to lay down the methods by which, in some distant future, social law analogous to physical law would be discovered . . . But turning my gaze from fruitless word-twisting and facing the facts of my own social situation and racial world, I determined to put science into sociology through a study of the conditions and problems of my own group. . . . I entered this primarily with the utilitarian object  of reform and uplift; in contrast to Herbert Spencer who had issued ten volumes using biological analyses and the trappings of science but without true scientific results, but nevertheless, I wated to do the work with scientific accuracy . . . I did not have any clear conception or grasp of the meaning of that industrial imperialism which was beginning t grip the world…


I tried to isolate myself in the ivory tower of race.  I wanted to explain the difficulties of race and the ways in which these difficulties caused political and economic troubles. It was this concentration of thought and action and effort that really, in the end, saved my scientific accuracy and search for truth.  

 …..  continually I was forced to consider the economic aspects of world movements as they were developing at the time.  Chiefly this was because the group in which I was interested were workers, earners of wages, owners of small bits of land, servants.  The labor strikes interested and puzzled me.  They were for the most part strikes of workers led by organizations to which Negroes were not admitted.


Eventually, after much persecution from blacks and whites, DuBois came to the conclusion that knowledge is not enough, that people know pretty much what needs to be done, if they would only act.  And so, he switched, in his own words, from science to propaganda.  Thus we lost the inestimable value of his scientific inquiry with regard to the way in which we should act and how to move other men to action.

The importance of the intellectual in the struggle for national liberation has always been apparent.  In a book titled Black intellectuals Come to Power, for instance, the author told how, in Trinidad,

When the People’s Educational Movement in 1956 became the People’s national Movement, more was changed than just one word in the name of the organization, but much in the way of policy and key personnel had already emerged.  The period of pre-party activity not only established the dominant themes on which the party platform would be based, but had also been a time in which the norms of leadership and influence within the organization took shape.


The black scholar must recognize and study this and other movements, their successes and failures, as well as the nature of the oppressor and his ways.  To date, there has been a tendency to be preoccupied with the study of his own group alone, influenced in part no doubt by the Establishment-sponsored white research to study the victim, as if to say that his own shortcomings, not the policy of oppression, bring on his problems.  Thus there are shelves and shelves of books on blacks.  Recently, I received a book called Black on Blue,  and there are studies of “Negroes and cotton-Picking in South Georgia,”  “The Correlation Between Negro unemployment and the Price of Coons in Creek County, Oklahoma” without an increase in insight and  understanding of what is necessary for black liberation.  A wealthy foundation not long ago gave $10 million to a group of white scholars to study “the Negro.”  We black scholars at last have recognized that they have been studying the wrong man.   We want $10 million, at least, to study the white man.

The black scholar suffers from the problem of economic dependency and the Establishment’s increasing monopoly on the world of grants as well as the publication and dissemination of materials.  The black scholar must break free from this dependency as well as his fundamental enslavement to Western concepts of scholarship. 


Let’s examine a few of those concepts.  One case in point is the taboo against taking a stand on matters of right and wrong.
  Objectivity, or its façade, has been made synonymous with neutrality, allowing the scholar to remain ostensibly impartial while catering actually to the wishes of the status quo.  Objectivity and impartiality are neither synonymous nor mutually inclusive.  As a matter of fact, if a scholar is biased against bias he is possessed by a bias.  The belief in neutrality is itself a value-judgment.


On the question of objectivity, the late Louis Wirth in his prefatory remarks to Karl Mannheim’s Ideology and Utopia, has written.

It would be naïve to suppose that our ideas are entirely shaped by the      objects of our contemplation which lie outside of us or that our wishes and our fears have nothing whatever to do with what we perceive or with what will happen. . . . the most important thing, therefore, that we can know about a man is what he takes for granted, and the most elemental and important facts about a society are those that are seldom debated and generally regarded as settled.


The black scholar must look beneath the surface of things and, wherever necessary and appropriate, take a stand against the bias of white scholarship.  He must be biased against white bias, must be an iconoclast, rallying to the call to arms of all the black intelligentsia, to destroy obsolescent norms and values and create new ones to take their place.

. . . the defetishization of “values,” “ethical judgments,” and the like, the identification of the social, economic, psychic causes of their emergence, change, and disappearance, as well as the uncovering of the specific interests which they serve at any particular time, represent the greatest single contribution that an intellectual can make to the cause of human advancement.


The black scholar can no longer afford to ape the allegedly “value-free” approach of white scholarship.  He must reject absolutely the notion that it is “not professional” ever to become emotional, that it is somehow to be “bitter” as a black man, that emotion and reason are mutually exclusive.  Anna Freud, in The Ego and Its mechanisms of Defense, suggests that it is, on the contrary, normal to be bitter in a bitter situation.  If someone sticks a pin in you or a certain portion of your anatomy and you do not yell out, then there is probably something wrong with you or that portion of your anatomy.  Emotion and reason may not only go together but may n fact be stimulants to each other.  If one is truly cognizant of adverse circumstances, he would be expected, through the process of reason, to experience some emotional response.


To paraphrase racist Rudyard Kipling, if you can keep calm while all around you is chaos, maybe you don’t fully understand the situation.

If someone points a pistol at you and threatens to gun you down at the count of five (having shot your brother at the count of five, and your mother at the count of five), then gets to three and a half on you and you do not get emotional you probably are guilty of being unreasonable.


In any case, the “ideological fog” of the black scholar, which prevents his endeavors from leading to a central body of knowledge, stems in part from this very aping of pseudo white scholarship camouflaged by grandiosity.

 Scholarship is not realized in the individual in synthesis alone, but also in analysis.  No true historical analysis is possible without the constant interpretation of meaning.  In order to begin an analysis, there must already be a synthesis present in the mind.  A conception of ordered coherence is an indispensable precondition even to the preliminary labor of digging and hewing.


Let us look at an example of the way in which one’s perspective or ideology influences interpretation.  In the Moynihan report on the black American family, where a correlation was illustrated between black unemployment and illegitimacy, ideology determines whether one concludes that it is the employment factor which must be changed in order to stabilize the family or, as Moynihan concluded, the family must be stabilized as a prerequisite to economic stability.  Ideology enabled him to overlook the fact, though he had the figures showing, that there are thirty-three extra non-white females for every one hundred non-white females for every one hundred non-white males between the ages of 25 and 40 in New York City and that that demographic condition itself hampers family stability so long as blacks are impelled to adhere to white Western ideals (practiced only superficially) of monogamy and fidelity.  Monogamous fidelity assumes a one-to-one sex ratio else the alternatives of celibacy or infidelity regardless of “moral” ideals.

Therefore, I decided to develop a Hare report in response to the Moynihan Report.  I sought to make a simple study of marital happiness with the methodological notion of planting tape recorders in the bedrooms of relatives and neighbors.  A professor said in horror that that would be both unethical (ideology) and crude (methodology).  He instructed me to utilize a scale of intensity under which respondents would be asked if they were very happy, somewhat happy, somewhat unhappy, or very unhappy.

I discovered that some women would say that they were very happy but, should their husbands leave the room, would switch to say that, as  a matter of fact, they actually were not happy.  When told of this, the professor said that I would have to be methodologically more sophisticated, that people sometimes did not know their own true feelings and also might be reluctant under certain circumstances to tell an interviewer the truth.  I must then, he said, construct an index to measure happiness by indirection.  He suggested kissing as an indicator of marital happiness (as I thought of Judas), and respondents were asked how many times they kissed their spouses per day.  Those who kissed their spouses five times or less a day were regarded as very unhappy; from six to 10 times a day, somewhat unhappy; from 11 to 15 times a day, somewhat happy;  and those who kissed their spouses 16 or more times a day were – I felt certain – very tired at the end of the day.


The black scholar must develop new and appropriate norms and values, new institutional structures, and in order to be effective in this regard, he must also develop and be guided by a new ideology.  Out of this new ideology will evolve new methodology, though in some regards it will subsume and overlap existing norms of scholarly endeavor.


He must understand the social function of knowledge in general; he must re-assess the traditions, values and mores of Western European scholarship; and finally he must achieve a black perspective of all his training and experience, so that his scholarly tools can become effective instruments for black liberation.


The black scholar must not only develop a new ideology with appropriate methodology, but he must raise new and serious questions even when he cannot immediately find the answers.  For “where no clear question is put, no knowledge will give response.  Where the question is vague, the answer will be at least as vague.”


In Algiers last summer I happened to raise the question to Stokely Carmichael (as a teacher realizing that I could learn from a former student) what he thought the role of a black scholar should be.  Stokely replied:

That is not an easy role, because what the black scholar must now do is to begin to find values that are anti-racist and anti-colonial.  That means that the scholars must find a way to promulgate the idea of community where  black people are, without actually saying that.  Because that’s the job of the black scholar, to give black people values very subtly because values people accept most are the most subtle values.
Black scholars must be culture carriers, recognizing that the Europeans living in America are not going to allow them to do that, are going to fight them in every way.


Which all boils down to what Paul A. Baran was speaking of when he observed that a genuine intellectual possesses at least two characteristics—the desire to tell the truth and the courage to do so.

As such he becomes the conscience of society and the spokesman of such progressive forces as it contains in any given period of history.  And as such he is inevitably considered a ‘troublemaker’ and a ‘nuisance’ by the ruling class seeking to preserve the status quo, as well as by the intellect workers in its service who accuse the intellectual of being utopian or metaphysical at best, subversive or seditious at worst.


To conclude, then, the black scholar’s main task is to cleanse his mind – and the minds of his people—of the white colonial attitudes toward scholarship and people as well.  This includes the icons of objectivity, amoral knowledge and its methodology, and the total demolition of the antisocial attitudes of Ivory-Tower-ism.  Such is the challenge facing the black scholar.
***
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