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IDEOLOGY AND POLITICS: THEIR STATUS IN AFRO-AMERICAN SOCIAL THEORY 
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the above mentioned phenomenon and to  condemn i t  as neo-colonialism. Thus  

Amiri Baraka has so concluded in terms of his discussion of Kenneth Gibson, 

Mayor of Newark, New Jersey: 
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t o  modify the real relationship of black people t o  them and the black e l i t e  I 
functions today in a si tuation in which the prior subordfnation of the i r  I 
constituency i s  accepted as a given.7 Their honest art iculation o f  this gives 



1 them a credibi l i ty  not t o  be found among those who play on variations of 

"blacks should take the  lead" slogans.8 Indeed such clarion c a l l s  can only 

be considered threatening when viewed by the potential agents themselves. As 

was true of Washington, modern leadership ideology has the positive aspect 
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I 
t h e o r e t i c a l  formulat ions?0 A more d i r e c t  statement o f  the  tendency, a l b e i t  

one t h a t  approved it, can be found i n  Gunnar Myrdal 's  c l a s s i c  work AMERICAN 
I 

DILEMMA w r i t t e n  a f t e r  the American p a t t e r n  o f  race r e l a t i o n s  had been set. 

O f  b lack t h i n k i n g  he said: 

Negro t h i n k i n g  i s  almost completely determined by 
whi te  op in ions--negat ive ly  and p o s i t i v e l y .  I t de- 
velops as an answer t o  the  popular theor ies  prevalent  
among whites by which they r a t i o n a l i z e  t h e i r  up- 
ho ld ing o f  caste, I n  t h i s  sense it i s  a d e r i v a t i v e ,  
o r  secondary th ink ing,  The Negroes do n o t  formulate 
t h e  issues t o  be debated; these a re  s e t  f o r  them 
by t h e  dominant group. Negro t h i n k i n g  develops 
upon the  presupposit ions o f  whi te  th ink ing.  I n  
purest  form i t  i s  b l u n t  den ia l  and a r e f u t a t i a  
o f  wh i te  opinions. 8 1 
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e f f o r t s  o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  people i n  one epoch. s c i e n t i s t i c 1 4  though predisposes 
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' Th is  essay i s  developed from comments f i r s t  prepared f o r  presentat ion a t  t h e  
f i f t h  annual Conference o f  t h e  Associat ion o f  A f r i c a n  H is to r ians ,  Center 
f o r  Inner C i t y  Studies, Chicago, I L ,  Feb., 13-16, 1975. Because t h e  subject  
mat te r  o f  t h i s  essay i s  seldom evaluated i n  terms used here I had p ro jec ted  
numerous extended substant ive footnotes. These have been kept t o  a minimum 
both f o r  reasons o f  t ime and t o  l i m i t  d igress ions from the  argument. 

General ly I use t h i s  term "soc ia l  i n s t i t u t i o n s "  t o  cover th ree  d i s t i n c t  forms 
of i n s t i t u t i o n s ;  p o l i t i c a l  , economic and c u l t u r a l  which may be i s o l a t e d  f o r  
purposes o f  ana lys is  b u t  which i n t e r a c t  d i a l e c t i c a l l y  t o  c rea te  a g iven s o c i a l  
s i t u a t i o n .  The epistemological basis f o r  t h i s  procedure i s  i n  t h e  work of 
Harold Cruse. See h i s  CRISIS OF THE NEGRO INTELLECTUAL (New York: Wi l l i am 
Morrow, 1967), passim. 

Frantz Fanon, A DYING COLONIALISM (New York: Grove, 1965), t rans,  by Haakon 
Cheval i e r  w i t h  i n t r o .  by Ado1 f o  G i l  ly. Cf. E.J. Hobsbawn, "Passionate 
Witness," 20 NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS (Feb., 22, 1973), 6-10 and Jack Woddis, 
THE NEW THEORIES OF REVOLUTION (New York: I n t e r n a t i o n a l  , 1972). 

The s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  c lass  categor ies a re  t i e d  t o  t h e  product ive r e l a t i o n s h i p s  
i n  modern c a p i t a l i s t  soceity.  Yet the  advantages such a soc ie ty  mainta ins 
i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  o ther  s o c i e t i e s  (e.g. neo-colonial ism) depends on p o l i t i c a l l y  
s i g n i f i c a n t  groups who may have no economically product ive ro le .  "Class" 
then i s  a s t ra ined  use which, i n  these cases, may depend more on s ta tus  o r  
custom and have a d i f f e r e n t  func t iona l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  than i s  usua l l y  t h e  case. 
I cont inue t o  use "class," though w i thou t  any " s c i e n t i f i c "  pretent ions and 
consider i t p a r t  o f  t h e  broader problem o f  taxonomy t h a t  I b r i e f l y  discuss 
below a t  p. 6. 

I f  i t  i s  the  outgrowth o f  p r i o r  h i s t o r i c a l  trends, probably a b ias  t h i s  
author would support, we might use b lack bourgeois ie  as developed i n  E. F r a n k l i n  
Fraz ier ,  BLACK BOURGEIOISE: THE RISE OF A NEW MIDDLE CLASS (1957). Cf. 
however, the  reservat ions s ta ted  i n  01 i v e r  Cox, " In t roduct ion '  i n  Nathan Hare, 
THE BLACK ANGLO-SAXONS (New York: Macmil 1 an, 1965). 

Amir i  Baraka, "Newark Seven Years La te r :  !Unidad y Lucha! ," 26 MONTHLY 
REVIEW (Jan. , 1975), 16-24 

' Alex Poinset t ,  "Class Pat terns i n  Black P o l i t i c s , "  28 EBONY (August 1973), 3 5 f f .  

The tendency i s  associated w i t h  Grace and James Boggs i n  t h e i r  conception o f  t h e  
new American Revolution. Most r e c e n t l y  i t  took the  form of a slogan on b lack 
workers f o r  t h e  A f r i c a n  L i b e r a t i o n  Support Comnittee. See Abdul Akalimat 
and Nelson Johnson, "Toward the  Ideo log ica l  Un i t y  o f  t h e  A f r i c a n  L i b e r a t i o n  
Support Comnittee: A Response t o  C r i t i c i s m s  o f  the  A.L.S.C. Statement o f  
P r inc ip les ,  " (1 974). 

I n  contemporary c i r c l e s  o f  " s c i e n t i f i c "  analysts  i t  might  be c a l l e d  "mater ia l is t . "  
Thus we could emphasize the actual  impact o f  the  adjustments on t h e  d a i l y  l i v e s  
o f  the people and exorc ise attempts t o  make t h i s  j u s t  happy-go-lucky surv iva l ism.  
But the  r e s o r t  t o  so-ca l led mate r ia l i sm among t h i s  group hard ly  reassures me 



t h a t  they w i l l  be ab le  t o  grasp r e a l i t y  any b e t t e r  than A l i c e  i n  Wonderland! 
I n  f a c t  t h e i r  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l i s t  method, i n  s p i t e  o f  numerous 
formal d e f i n i t i o n s ,  i s  cons is ten t  w i t h  t h e  opening statement i n  chapter 11 o f  
D = l n l  '5 l e t t e r  t o  t h e  Hebrews as recorded i n  Chapter 11, verse 1 o f  the  King r a w ,  i 
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