In Defense of Black Sentiment
Now to talk to me about black studies as if it’s something
that concerned
black people is an utter denial. This is the history of
Western civilization.
C.L.R. James1
A formidable and respected scholar at the University of
Illinois-Chicago, Cedric Johnson has written an important
essay, “The Panthers Can’t Save Us Now” (Catalyst, Spring
2017). Johnson is adamant about the need to strongly and
collectively advance left social justice demands in a
political context that is starved of “the popular power needed
to end the policing crisis.” The author wants those of us in
the United States to grapple with the challenge of mobilizing
substantial numbers so as to be a significant enough force to
effect “concrete political gains” in an era of neoliberalized
power. In particular, Johnson is concerned that “Black Power
militancy and nostalgia” (as perpetuated by the “digital
afterlife of movement imagery”) and the related “Black ethnic
essentialism,” such as the author locates in contemporary
Black Lives Matter activism, forestall the development of
broad, interracial coalitions that can together create lasting
social change. For Johnson, race- or identity-based political
organizing belies the cultural and class diversity of Black
America. Johnson points out that those with proximity to power
opportunistically use identity-based politics for their own
gains, building a conservative “elite-driven” Blackprofessional-managerial class that profits from a patronclient “bourgeois class politics.” The production of this kind
of “Black exceptionalism” co-constructs what Johnson frames as
“commercial Keynesianism,” and he posits that these are
practices that doom working-class solidarity across ethnoracial lines because there is a tendency to “see urban Black

life as fundamentally distinct from that of whites.” Johnson’s
standard for critique is whether we are moving closer to
“achieving concrete, substantive reform that might curtail
police violence and ensure greater democratic accountability.”
For these reasons, Johnson posits that Black ethnic politics
“forestalls honest conversations about the real class
interests dominating today’s neoliberal urban landscape.” In
response, the author wants us to prioritize a “class-centered
politics.”
It has been somewhat difficult to figure out how to feel about
the positions Johnson takes in his important piece—positions
that I can gather many people have and perhaps do not speak
openly about, and positions I respect. The difficulty is
partly because we are both Black people in academia (I am a
mixed-Black woman of African American and immigrant Korean
heritage), and for me our Blackness matters in the sense that
these ambiguously overlapping histories make a feeling in my
speech and in my mind—something of a contradiction perhaps to
what the author is asking for. He in fact asks the reader not
to pivot on certain ethnically motivated political
affiliations (for the purposes of sustained social change)
lest we lose our class-conscious focus, and yet I find myself
thinking about Black study (a condition of possibility, see
Alexander Weheliye’s Habeas Viscus, 2014) as I write and
respond here, specifically about the ways Blackness is
constructed in the arguments presented and how that matters.
Wherever the differences in approach lay, I believe we need
Johnson’s perspective just as much as we need loving
resistance to it. To address some of the author’s concerns I
offer the following.
We can agree that “racial identity” as a given set of
universally held and experienced ideas may not exist (or may
be a series of dream-killing enclosures), and we can agree
that as a concept, it fails to grasp and attend to the
galactic expression of Black diasporic experience that the

author points to. In this vein, “race” requires clarity.
Weheliye’s straightforward formulation for race is helpful:
Race should be viewed not as an ideology or the erroneous
ascription of social meaning to existent biological
classifications … but, in the words of Dorothy Roberts,
as “a political system that governs people by sorting
them into social groupings based on invented biological
demarcations. … Race is not a biological category that is
politically charged. It is a political category that has
been disguised as a biological one”2
Operationally, race is “an ongoing set of political relations
that require, through constant perpetuation via institutions,
discourses, practices, desires, infrastructures, languages,
technologies, sciences, economies, dreams, and cultural
artifacts, the barring of non-white subjects from the category
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of the human as it is performed in the modern west.” This
system produces racism as defined by Ruth Wilson Gilmore
(Golden Gulag, 2006) as premature vulnerability to statesanctioned violence, functioning on different scales
simultaneously—body, city, state, memory, and territory—and
justified by race-based common sense.
Thus, race as an assemblage (where race, location, and time
together inform what it means to be human, see Katherine
McKittrick, Sylvia Wynter on Being Human as Praxis, 2015)
produces certain expressions of “Black ethnic politics,” and
though these expressions might represent a complex and
evolving Pandora’s box, we know for certain that Black
identification processes far predate the Black Lives Matter
(BLM) movement, and that they exist as a source of survival
and support against a violent modern humanity committed to a
“race” system (which of course, includes white people). What I
suggest with these ideas is that a truly “interracial”
landscape of working-class solidarity with white people is
most deeply possible through and with Black study, with a

naked focus on race. If we thought about race in the manner of
Sylvia Wynter, McKittrick, and Weheliye, there would be no way
to circumvent capitalism, genocide, and immigrant and migrant
dispossession. There would be no way to exclude white people.
This would address our need for a more syncretic narrative of
practical history, one which is found for example in the work
of Lisa Lowe (The Intimacies of Four Continents, 2015), where
she “investigates the often obscured connections between the
emergence of European liberalism, settler colonialism in the
Americas, the transatlantic slave trade, and the east Indies
and China trades in the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.” In a similar effort, Ciccariello-Maher explores
the need for a radical dialectical politics, writing that “for
those relegated to nonbeing and condemned to invisibility, to
even appear is a violent act—because it is violent to the
structures of the world and because it will inevitably be
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treated as such.” Thus, these scholars suggest that concrete
resistance requires we avoid “ontological apartheid” (the
impulse to rank and make commensurate our histories and
emplaced experiences). Intimacy would require that we deny the
divisibility of class from race and gender (where one must
become the standpoint through which the others are subsumed),
in order to engage in a dialectical tension that keeps our
solidarities stretching and unfinished.
Johnson develops a critique that the Black Panther Party
movement (BPPM) failed to marshal broad-based support on the
level of the New Deal, as an example of a universal program
purported to have helped everyone. Yet the New Deal is widely
critiqued for failing Black people,5 specifically because most
New Deal programs discriminated against Blacks, authorized
separate and lower pay scales for Blacks, refused outright to
support Black applicants (for example the Federal Housing
Authority refused to guarantee mortgages for Blacks who tried
to buy in white neighborhoods), and the Civilian Conservation
Corps maintained segregated camps. The Social Security Act

excluded those job categories Blacks traditionally filled
(domestic work), and the Agricultural Adjustment
Administration policies forced more than 100,000 Blacks off
the land in 1933 and 1934. At the same time there was
widespread working-class nonsupport for an anti-lynching bill
and a bill to abolish the poll tax.
We could posit that it would be difficult to name a movement
(including the BPPM) that was or is not limited in scope,
scale, and purpose and that we could reframe our understanding
of the impact of movements to continue learning from them. A
counterdiscourse would be one that admitted we do not always
understand, or could not always have understood, a movement’s
shaping forces. “It is not possible,” Ciccariello-Maher
writes,
to decolonize without radicalizing. Any process of
decolonization that shies away from incessant dialectical
tensions, the contingency of struggle, and the
indeterminacy of the future risks reiterating the history
of actually existing decolonization that Fanon
unceremoniously dismissed as the “dead end” and “sterile
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formalism” of bourgeois nationalist rule.

However, specific to the BPPM it does bear noting that in fact
this movement did produce the sort of tangible policy outcomes
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Johnson finds most compelling —notably the nationwide adoption
of the Black Panther Party’s (BPP’s) free breakfast programs.
Heynen investigates “how the BPP’s Free Breakfast for Children
Program was used as a political program for ensuring survival
and social reproduction, but also how it was central to a
dynamic rendering of utopian politics around the Black
Community”8 (our own Pandora’s box), finding that
the ways in which the BPP struggled for social
reproduction through their breakfast program in their
Black communities, and how it allowed them to organize

chapters across the United States, and then produce an
internationally recognized moment of revolutionary
potential, exhibits how individual actors transform and
reproduce the material foundations of life in scaled
ways, and transform the geographies of survival.
Alondra Nelson finds that the BPP led the first nationally
organized breakfast program in the United States, either in
the public or private sector, and that the party’s focus on
health care was ideological, proceeding from the idea that
Black people’s access to health was a basic human right.9
Johnson speaks of a “mystification” whereby an adherence to
“racial-standpoint epistemology” (BLM providing a key example
per the author) obscures the “differing and conflicting
material interests and ideological positions that animate
Black political life in real time and space,” yet he requires
his Black readers take up this very same elision in order to
prioritize “working-class interests” before commitments to the
divisive Black ethnic politics he outlines. This seems like a
double-mystification that requires a second sight that is not
reciprocated (the terms of which DuBois spoke of with “double
consciousness” in The Souls of Black Folk), one in which Black
Americans in fact have historically engaged every midterm and
general election. Much has been made of the very durable trend
of Black women voters (followed by Black male voters)
overwhelmingly aligning with the Democratic Party up and down
midterm and general-election tickets. These are the most
predictable Democratic voters in the United States, and they
already and loyally vote with a diverse, white-led political
party that purports to be about the people but falls victim to
its “neutrality” and to neoliberal capital pranks on a regular
basis. In other words, there is little evidence that Black
voters are not already doing what Johnson ask they do because
when Black folks are overwhelmingly voting Democratic, they
are not voting with a Black Power sentiment—they are voting to
make the best decision possible under conditions of

heteropatriarchal, capitalist, imperial white supremacy. We
are still where we are, surveilled and killed while walking,
breathing, doing our jobs, leaving a vacation, visiting
friends, or driving a car. Thus, to ask Black readers to shrug
off race as a central analytic is to ask them to 1) do what
they already do on a regular basis to survive as good liberal
subjects, as if they don’t, and 2) pretend that the very
reason survival is so fraught has nothing to do with the same
reason we are ignored as an electorate. As Lentin states, “If
the function of race is to determine the boundaries of who is
considered human and who is at its borders (not-quite-human)
or indeed, completely outside (nonhuman), then any attempt to
theorize race without placing centrally the thoughts and
experiences of those precisely defined as not-quite and
nonhuman reenacts a racializing violence.”
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Finally on this point we might also ask ourselves whether in
public life we could ever make similar political demands of
indigenous North Americans or any indigenous group without
risking real incredulity from even the most cynical Fox News
pundit. It likely surprises no one for instance, to hear that
indigenous tribes living in the Amazon rainforest are
protesting (on the basis of eco-genocide) Brazilian Presidentelect Jair Bolsonaro’s public commitments to state-sponsored
violence and neocolonial dispossession. On what basis could we
suggest that their problems lay in their militancy (as Johnson
suggests with regard to BPPM and BLM)? In the North American
indigenous context, we know that “Indians” were often
consolidated onto multi-tribe “reservation” enclosures,
speaking different languages and having distinct geographical
and cultural ways-of-knowing, and yet despite these
diversities and diasporas, nonindigenous audiences witness a
simultaneous, ongoing demand that indigenous cosmologies,
treaties, and lives be reckoned with.
Black Solidarity:
Politics, Not Biology

At the end of his magisterial book We Who Are Dark (2009),
Tommie Shelby chooses to quote W.E.B. Du Bois’ thinking and
feeling from Dusk of Dawn (1940), where Du Bois examines a
kind of “pragmatic nationalism” (not related to the nationstate):
But one thing is sure and that is the fact that since the
fifteenth century these ancestors of mine and their other
descendants have had a common history, have suffered a
common disaster, and have one long memory. The actual
ties of heritage between the individuals of this group
vary with the ancestors that they have in common and many
others: Europeans and Semites, perhaps Mongolians,
certainly American Indians. But the physical bond is
least and the badge of color relatively unimportant save
as a badge; the real essence of this kinship is its
social heritage of slavery, the discrimination and
insult, and this heritage binds together not simply the
children of Africa, but extends through yellow Asia and
into the South Seas. It is this unity that draws me to
Africa.
Shelby uses this excerpt as a foundation for two related
positions: 1) that Black political solidarity as understood
through the common experience of racial oppression (one’s
vulnerability to anti-Black racism) continues to be a valuable
source of motivation and strength in the face of unrelenting
vulnerabilities, death, alienation, despair, and selfdoubt—and toward a vigor “necessary for both self-respect and
collective self-defense,” and 2) a more robust solidarity must
include a “specifically political mode of Blackness practiced
through certain principles such as anti-racism, equal
educational and employment opportunity, and tolerance for
group differences and individuality, and to emancipatory
goals,
such
as
achieving
substantive
racial
equality—especially in employment, education, and wealth—and
ending ghetto poverty.” Interestingly, Shelby explicitly calls

for Blacks to resist political centralization, for the very
reasons Johnson points to, and says Black self-organization is
important, should be voluntary, and should be rooted in
particular communities of interest—a multi-sited public sphere
focused on dialogue and participation. In this sense, while
Black interests can be advanced through multiracial
associations or within a multiracial polity, the well-being of
Blacks always also requires—as a means to attend to
accumulating, historical, unfair disadvantage—a collective
sense of Black self-determination.
Johnson critiques “the liberal decoupling of race and class
that supplanted more radical versions of working-class left
politics,” citing the BLM and the BPP movements as examples of
why focusing on race is misguided and critiquing these
movements for a lack of outcomes. We can agree that the
decoupling is a problem, but it is a problem because raceclass is an always-present (and often ignored) intersectional
assemblage, present whether or not the guise is a focus on
“class-consciousness.” The influence of these movements cannot
be measured only in static outcomes (although there are in
fact real outcomes, such as the federal free breakfast program
and a deeper public tension and engagement with Black
vulnerability to “premature death”; see Gilmore’s 2006 Golden
Gulag). The benefits of universal programs such as the New
Deal cannot be misremembered as materially transforming for
the better the lives of the most marginalized Black Americans.
Continued deep grappling with race and white supremacy by
Black Americans can help us cultivate a Black political
consciousness and solidarity from which to strengthen raceclass articulations, whereas the pivot to support class
political interests along party lines with the kind of power
and influence Johnson seeks has not demonstrated to Black
Americans the kinds of mutuality and support required in an
ongoing, historically and cumulatively race-class reality.
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