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any Americans, from all racial backgrounds,
are rightly proud that their nation has elected its
½rst black president.1 In a society long weary of its
race problem, such a momentous event has led
some to assert that we have, de½nitively, realized
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s dream. King, though
still reviled in some quarters, is widely regarded
as one of the founders of our new post-segregation republic. His interpretation of the American
dream is a touchstone for measuring racial progress in the post–civil rights era. It is therefore an
appropriate time to revisit Dr. King’s vision for
race relations in U.S. society.
Indeed, Obama is frequently compared to King.
Some of the comparisons flatter the president;
others do not. However, I will not weigh side by
side the personal character or practical achievements of the two men. Clearly, both leaders are
highly educated and charismatic; both have a gift
for oratory and the ability to inspire; and both
have made indelible marks on U.S. history. But
because of differences in their respective vocations–mass movement leader and minister, on
the one hand; Democratic Party politician and
elected of½cial, on the other–and because Obama
is operating within a very different historical context than did King, any such comparison is likely
to be misleading and unfair. Yet we can reflect on,
and learn from, these ½gures’ respective visions
for American race relations. With this purpose
in mind, I focus on ideas, on the philosophy that
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should underpin political practice. My
primary concern is the mounting influence of a particular vision of race in the
United States, one that I believe deserves
more skepticism, or at least much less
enthusiasm, than it is currently receiving.
Any vision for race relations in America should ½rst be rooted in an honest and
historically informed assessment of existing racial realities. Second, it should outline basic ideals, the intermediate and ultimate goals for which we ought to strive.
Finally, the vision should specify the
means by which we are to realize its stated ideals given prevailing racial realities.
I am not interested in utopian fantasies
but in realistic ideas. Though they often
speak of their “dreams” and “hopes,”
King and Obama are both practical thinkers. Their writings and speeches on race
explain where we are (including how we
got here), where we should be going, and
how we can get there. Their visions have
much in common. But Obama’s vision,
politically shrewd and pragmatic though
it may be, is marred by its defective moral content. Comparing his vision with
King’s reveals this de½ciency.

In his famous “I Have a Dream” speech

(1963), King described the racial realities
of his day.2 He emphasized that although
slavery in the United States had ended
one hundred years before, black Americans were still not free. Life chances for
blacks were severely diminished, “crippled” by racial segregation and widespread discrimination. Blacks were mostly poor despite living in a society with
tremendous wealth. A great many were
socially marginalized and isolated in
slums. Blacks did not have equal citizenship because they were denied the rights
to vote and hold public of½ce. They were
victims of police brutality and vicious
acts of domestic terrorism. Under constant assault by racist ideology, blacks
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struggled to maintain self-respect and
self-esteem.
The Civil Rights Act (1964) and the
Voting Rights Act (1965) helped to break
through the legal barriers to black inclusion in American social life, to curb discrimination, and to empower blacks politically. King thus proclaimed in Where
Do We Go from Here? (1967) that many
whites had come to accept racial equality, at least in principle, and to reject de
jure segregation and discrimination. Nevertheless, troubling racial disparities–in
income, education, wealth, employment,
health, and poverty–caused by continuing discrimination and centuries of gross
mistreatment and abuse, remained unaddressed. He argued that racist opposition was not the only reason these disparities had yet to be met with an adequate response. An equally if not more
dif½cult obstacle was that most whites,
even many who rejected racism, resisted
racial justice measures that might have a
personal cost. As King wrote, “The great
majority of Americans . . . are uneasy with
injustice but unwilling yet to pay a significant price to eradicate it.”3 In response
to this resistance, King reminded us that
meaningful attempts to bring about a just
society have unavoidable costs. Quality
education for all children, decent and
well-paying jobs for adults, and the eradication of slums for the bene½t of the
poor require great resources.
King was committed to the fundamental ideals of racial equality and integration. He understood the former as a demand of social justice that could be described in terms of two principles. First,
each citizen, regardless of his or her race,
should enjoy equal civic standing and
the equal protection of the law. Justice
does not permit second-class citizenship
on the basis of race. Second, government
should ensure that no one’s basic rights
are curtailed or general life prospects

reduced because of the racial prejudice
of others. It is not enough that the state
refrain from treating some citizens as if
they were civic inferiors unworthy of
equal concern and respect. Private individuals and associations must be made
to follow suit, at least when individuals’
basic liberties or vital socioeconomic
opportunities are at issue.
Moving toward racial equality required
a concrete policy of desegregation. The
primary goal of desegregation was to
abolish the unfair exclusions and prohibitions of Jim Crow, a social system that
gave whites privileges and advantages
they did not merit, deprived blacks of
rights and opportunities they deserved,
and generally stigmatized black people
as inferior. To end discrimination in
housing, education, employment, and
lending, nondiscrimination laws needed
to be enacted and scrupulously enforced.
In the political sphere, achieving racial
equality meant granting blacks the unfettered right to vote and hold political
of½ce.
The civil rights movement, through litigation and persistent pressure on Congress and several presidents, abolished a
hideous and terrifying race-based regime.
Previously, the subordination of blacks
was the law of the land in the South, and
discrimination against blacks was widespread throughout the country. Many,
then and now, see this tremendous victory as the end of the struggle for racial
equality. King did not share this view.
He recognized that the many decades of
slavery and Jim Crow had severely disadvantaged blacks (especially in education,
employment, wealth, and housing) and
had injured their self-respect and psychological well-being. Even if the new civil
rights laws were impartially and effectively enforced, the damage inflicted by the
long reign of white supremacy would
remain. Repairing it was an urgent issue

of racial justice. Certainly, in a market Tommie
society, where competition determines Shelby
most people’s life prospects, “the pursuit
of happiness” as an equal right of all citizens would not be guaranteed until blacks
were no longer handicapped by the legacy of white domination.
According to King, justice, in its most
basic sense, means giving persons what
they are due. Ful½lling this demand often
means treating everyone the same. But
sometimes it calls for treating people
differently. This point has particular relevance with regard to serious injustices,
whereby a certain class of persons has
suffered mistreatment and is disadvantaged as a result. As King says in Why
We Can’t Wait (1963), “[O]ur society has
been doing something special against the
Negro for hundreds of years. How then
can he be absorbed into the mainstream
of American life if we do not do something special for him now, in order to
balance the equation and equip him to
compete on a just and equal basis?”4
Many people–perhaps relying on the
familiar line about being judged by the
content of one’s character rather than
by one’s skin color–wrongly believe
that King rejected reparations and all
other race-targeted, compensatory measures for black Americans. In fact, he
supported such recompense:
Few people consider the fact that, in
addition to being enslaved for two centuries, the Negro was, during all those
years, robbed of the wages of his toil.
No amount of gold could provide an
adequate compensation for the exploitation and humiliation of the Negro in
America down through the centuries.
Not all the wealth of this affluent society could meet the bill. Yet a price can
be placed on unpaid wages. The ancient
common law has always provided a remedy for the appropriation of the labor of
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one human being by another. This law
should be made to apply for American
Negroes. The payment should be in the
form of a massive program by the government of special, compensatory measures which could be regarded as a settlement in accordance with the accepted practice of common law.5

In addition to the ideal of racial equality, King advocated integration. From a
political perspective, integration is linked
to the requirements of justice. Certainly,
blacks and other racial minorities should
not be formally excluded from participating in the social, economic, and political
life of the nation. But these previously
excluded groups should also be actively
included as equal and indispensable
participants. Such inclusion should not
amount to tokenism, in which a small
non-white elite is created, integrated,
and made to represent symbolically the
“progress” of their respective groups,
leaving most in those factions still socially marginalized and politically powerless. Justice requires that whites fully
share power and decision-making with
non-whites, erasing all signs of white
domination. The members of different
racial groups must ultimately recognize
their mutual dependence and equal status; they must solve their problems together. Integration, in this sense, is the
realization of the republican ideal of
collective self-determination in a multiracial society.
King was also intensely concerned with
the ethical side of integration. In “The
Ethical Demands for Integration” (1962),
he explained that our goal should not be
mere desegregation and nondiscrimination.6 Rather, we must aim to build a society in which the members of different
races have a sense of goodwill toward one
another and think of themselves as collectively constituting one people. We
98
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should not be content with interracial
détente; we should strive for interracial
civic friendship–that is, fraternity in a
multiracial society of equals. This unity
should be founded on mutual respect
and understanding. King evokes the ethical dimension of integration in his memorable line, “I have a dream that one day
on the hills of Georgia, sons of former
slaves and sons of former slave-owners
will be able to sit down together at the
table of brotherhood.”7
The goal of mere desegregation is de½cient in part because it suggests that
we should be satis½ed if nondiscrimination laws are obeyed out of prudence
(to avoid legal sanctions, for example)
or out of general respect for the law. For
King, it was crucial that we obey these
laws not simply because we fear punishment or recognize the authority of law,
but because such laws are morally right:
because they embody the worthy ideal
of integration.
Racial equality and political integration,
King insisted, were pressing matters of
justice and thus enforceable through law.
On the other hand, he did not believe
that the ethical ideal of interracial unity
could be enforced. Implementing legislation, along with its steadfast enforcement,
is de½nitely essential to regulating the
behavior of those who refuse to respect
the demands of justice. Furthermore,
a racially just polity is a necessary condition for genuine interracial fraternity. However, trust, respect, and mutual
concern cannot be achieved through law
enforcement. A complete resolution of
the race problem in America therefore
requires that each individual willingly
commits to integration.
To achieve his stated ends, King supported militant mass protest. He believed
in uncompromising dissent from and
active agitation against racial injustice.
This resistance should take the form of

Tommie
organized boycotts, civil disobedience,
political violence could achieve some
and public demonstrations. These tactics intermediate goals–such as curbing po- Shelby
sought to highlight egregious wrongs and lice brutality and discouraging white terexpose hypocrisy, to awaken and motivate rorism–it would undermine the ultimate
the morally complacent majority, and to goal of interracial fraternity.
put economic and political pressure on
King also rejected black separatism, not
those with the power to change condionly as an ideal but as a means to black
tions. King is part of a long and veneraliberation. Undertaking the struggle for
ble tradition of freedom ½ghters who
racial equality and integration demandfervently believe that injustices are never
ed interracial cooperation. Beyond the
corrected without the determination
pragmatic point that blacks could not
and hard work of individuals openly
succeed alone, King objected to racial
½ghting together for what is right.
separatism on moral grounds. Not all
King held central the precept that in the whites are untrustworthy or malicious,
struggle to achieve racial equality and in- he contended, and blacks should not treat
tegration, we must use means that are as them as if they were. To reject white parpure as the ends we seek. The principle
ticipants in the movement would dishon“by any means necessary” was not to his or those whites who made great sacri½ces
mind a morally permissible stance, even –including the ultimate sacri½ce–in the
for a severely oppressed people. Morepursuit of racial justice. Moreover, interover, he was convinced that morally sus- racial fraternity will arrive only after the
pect measures could never realize our
various racial groups in America recogideals; the ethical means available were
nize that they have a “common destiny”:
suf½cient. King further cautioned against to live together as one people. Such mudestroying our chances of reaching our
tual understanding and respect between
ultimate goals by using means designed
the races can come about only through
to secure short-term or intermediate ends. frequent contact and cooperation. In
For these reasons, King believed that
Where Do We Go from Here? King makes
the ½ght for racial justice and integration this point forcefully and eloquently:
must be nonviolent. He frequently ad“Since we [black people] are Americans
monished blacks to reject political viothe solution to our problem will not come
lence and not to succumb to hatred and
through seeking to build a separate black
blanket mistrust of whites. To be sure,
nation within a nation, but by ½nding
violent resistance would be ineffective:
that creative minority of the concerned
blacks lacked the resources and tactical
from the oft-times apathetic majority,
means to win a confrontation with white
and together moving toward that colorracists; black aggression would give white less power that we all need for security
supremacists an excuse to slaughter blacks and justice.”8
not in the movement, thus undermining
black communal support; and violence
n his books and speeches (especially
would alienate needed white allies and
those focused on race), Obama frequently
obscure the moral issues the struggle
invokes, explicitly and implicitly, King’s
meant to highlight. King also objected
dream for America.9 He endorses King’s
to political violence on moral principle.
ideals of racial equality and integration,
Such tactics were simply wrong, regardregarding an end to discrimination and
less of whether they could secure conprejudice, the elimination of racial discessions from those in power. Even if
parities, and interracial unity as ultimate
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goals. Though many of his supporters–
and detractors, for that matter–view his
ascent to the presidency as con½rmation
that the bounced check King lamented
has ½nally been cashed, and that we now
live in a “post-racial” society, Obama has
consistently cautioned against this interpretation of current racial realities. In
The Audacity of Hope (2006), for example,
he writes, “[T]o say that we are one people is not to suggest that race no longer
matters–that the ½ght for equality has
been won, or that the problems that minorities face in this country today are
largely self-inflicted.”10
In “A More Perfect Union” (2008), the
famous speech Obama delivered in Philadelphia (“the city of brotherly love”),
he forthrightly stated that, while we have
made undeniable progress, the problem
of race has not been solved.11 Existing
racial disparities–in education, wealth,
and income–are, he claims, in part the
debilitating consequences of slavery and
Jim Crow. Pervasive discrimination in
the past–in housing, employment, and
lending–explains the current racial disparities in wealth and income. The fact
that blacks were prevented from amassing assets they might pass on to their
children largely accounts for urban and
rural poverty. As he observed in his remarks at the 2009 naacp Centennial
Convention, the highest barriers to racial equality today are the structural inequalities that are the legacy of racial
injustice in the United States.12
Indeed, while Obama often emphasizes how the injustices of the past still
shape our present, he also highlights
current racial injustices. In The Audacity
of Hope, he explains how degrading racial stereotypes and unconscious bias
lead to discrimination in employment
and law enforcement. In his controversial statements about the arrest of Professor Henry Louis Gates, Jr.–remarks
Dædalus Winter 2011

that, in his haste to quell the controversy, he did not retract–Obama made it
clear that he believes racial pro½ling of
blacks and Latinos remains a serious
problem. He has publicly registered his
opposition to a recent immigration law,
passed in Arizona in April 2010, on the
grounds that it will invite racial pro½ling and harassment of Latinos. In his
Philadelphia speech on race, he called
the racial achievement gap a result of the
segregated and inferior public schools
that serve minorities. Black families are
often weak or broken not just because of
irresponsible fathers, but because black
men have been denied equal economic
opportunity. He claimed that a lack of
basic public services in poor black neighborhoods (effective law enforcement,
parks, regular garbage pick-up, and
building-code enforcement, for example) has fostered urban violence and
blight. Though some blacks, he noted,
have heroically triumphed over many
obstacles to succeed (sometimes aided
by af½rmative action policies), others
have been unable to defeat these unfair
odds. Instead, they often dwell in our
deteriorated urban centers or languish in
our prisons without hope or prospects.
What is to be done? As Obama said
on the one hundredth anniversary of the
establishment of the oldest civil rights
organization in America, “[T]he ½rst
thing we need to do is make real the words
of the naacp charter and eradicate prejudice, bigotry, and discrimination among
citizens of the United States.” He has also
consistently made clear the need to vigorously enforce nondiscrimination and
civil rights laws. In other words, a person’s ability to acquire a stable and wellpaying job, decent and affordable housing, credit at fair interest rates, or quality
education should not be hampered by
the racial prejudice and bias of others.
Moreover, it is the responsibility of gov-

ernment to ensure that this principle is
realized; market forces are not suf½cient.
Obama also believes that we must guarantee fairness and impartiality in our
criminal justice system. Due process is
a basic civil right, and racism, whether
conscious or not, must not be allowed
to abridge this fundamental liberty.
How are we to respond to the racial
disparities and inherited disadvantages
caused by historical injustices? Obama
does not support reparations for the
descendants of slaves or the victims of
the segregation regime, though he concedes that af½rmative action in higher
education can be a useful, if limited,
tool to expand opportunity for underrepresented racial minorities. Instead,
he favors universal programs that aim to
help all who are disadvantaged, regardless of race, over policies that aim to
compensate or aid speci½c racial groups.
Because racial minorities are disproportionately disadvantaged, he reasons, they
will reap a large share of the bene½ts of
such policies.
In The Audacity of Hope, Obama offers
two reasons to explain why an emphasis
on universal programs over race-speci½c
ones makes good political sense. The
½rst is that white guilt has run out. White
Americans now resent blacks’ continuing grievances and sense of victimhood.
Thus, they do not support policies that
grant the legitimacy of black claims of
injustice. Second, whites perceive that
spending our limited public resources on
further attempts to create racial equality
or end ghetto poverty runs contrary to
their self-interest. Such efforts not only
mean higher taxes; they mean fewer public resources to aid whites. Obama concludes that policies to help all in need–
which would, in theory, disproportionately aid racial minorities–should be
favored in the current context. He believes universal policies will more likely

Tommie
garner multiracial support, including
Shelby
white support. Like King, Obama is
convinced that we cannot establish a
just society without interracial cooperation. Thus, we must chart a course to
bridge the racial divide and foster racial conciliation.
But there are further obstacles to the
realization of this vision, and Obama is
keenly aware of them. In “A More Perfect Union,” he explained that as a result
of our history of racism and the pain it
has caused, many blacks remain angry–
at times, bitter. Though sometimes justi½ed, anger can be counterproductive.
Not only can it blind blacks to their responsibility to improve their own condition, but it can prevent the formation
of interracial alliances essential for real
social change. Obama noted that some
working- and middle-class whites are
angry, too. They do not believe they are
privileged by their race; they believe they
have earned everything they have. They
were not the ones who committed the
injustices against blacks and thus feel no
obligation to correct historical wrongs.
Besides, they face serious economic challenges of their own, challenges that threaten their hopes and dreams. They resent
when desegregation efforts mean their
children are bused to schools outside
their neighborhoods; when af½rmative
action allows racial minorities to gain advantages in employment and education;
and when they are accused of racism for
expressing fears about black crime.
As with black anger, Obama insists that
white resentment toward racial minorities is often counterproductive. It distracts, he said, from the “real culprits”
behind the economic insecurity that all
working- and middle-class people experience: namely, a corporate culture of
greed, a government that answers to corporate interests but is unresponsive to
the needs of ordinary citizens, and ecoDædalus Winter 2011
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nomic policies that favor the wealthy. At
times, Obama seems committed to an
underlying social theory that considers it
counterproductive to challenge whites
directly for clinging to racist ideologies.
These ideologies, so the theory goes, are
ultimately rooted in a widespread sense
of economic insecurity and political powerlessness among whites. It is better to
attack the roots of the problem–corporate dominance over our lives and our
democracy–without condemning whites
for harboring racist attitudes and accepting racial stereotypes. If, through interracial cooperation and collective resolve,
we ½x these underlying problems, then
this kind of racism should, more or less,
take care of itself. In the meantime, we
shore up enforcement of nondiscrimination laws so that blacks and Latinos are
protected from the most serious consequences of white racism.
Obama thinks we can, or at least should,
set aside old racial divisions and work
together to achieve common goals. For
blacks, such cooperation is not possible
without equal citizenship and just treatment in all dimensions of American life.
But blacks should not insist that their
particular grievances be addressed independently of measures designed to ensure justice and opportunity for all. There
are non-blacks, including whites, who
also need government to protect them
and provide economic opportunity. He
calls on the white community to acknowledge that black disadvantage is caused in
part by discrimination, past and present.
Nonetheless, he thinks we should address
these inequities not through race-speci½c
policies but through enforcement of nondiscrimination laws and universal policies that create more opportunity for all.
The famous Philadelphia speech on
race ends with an anecdote about two
campaign workers, one white and one
black, a story Obama says he ½rst told
Dædalus Winter 2011

on King’s birthday at Ebenezer Baptist
Church, where both King and his father
had served as pastor. The lessons we are
to take from the story are, I believe, these:
whites who lack economic security should
not blame blacks and Latinos but, rather,
should seek them out as allies against the
injustices caused by corporate greed, corrupt political leadership, and the superwealthy who want to keep all bene½ts
of economic growth for themselves and
their progeny; blacks and Latinos, in
turn, should not allow their racial grievances and sense of victimhood to prevent
them from forming productive alliances
with whites who have similar problems.

O

bama’s fundamental goals of racial
equality and integration are worthy.
Moreover, his assessment of current racial realities and their historical roots is,
I believe, accurate. However, I am troubled by his proposed way forward. I see
four related problems, all of which stem
from Obama’s failure to heed King’s precept: to use means as pure as our ends.
First, Obama asks blacks to shoulder too
much of the burden of racial conciliation
and demands too little of whites. Indeed,
in the name of interracial unity, his approach would actually reward white resistance to racial-justice measures. Second, Obama’s vision would require that
we use morally suspect tactics, including compromising with, and remaining
silent in the face of, injustice and racial
prejudice. Third, setting aside their questionable moral standing, the means
Obama advocates are not aligned with
his stated ends of racial equality and interracial fraternity, appearances notwithstanding. Finally, his strategy, though
perhaps it would secure some intermediate and worthwhile goals, might inhibit our ability to reach the ultimate
objectives of racial justice and interracial comity.

Obama has consistently stated that
both current discrimination and the legacy of past discrimination help explain
existing racial inequalities and black disadvantage, and he believes these injustices have not been adequately addressed.
If this interpretation is correct, then
blacks’ sense of grievance–their continuing anger–is warranted. Of course, when
this anger becomes rage and thus leads
to cathartic violence or irrational hatred
of all whites, which it sometimes has, it
is not just counterproductive but abhorrent. It is not hard to see why whites
would be put off by such anger, especially
those with a demonstrated commitment
to racial justice. But when properly targeted and proportionate to the wrong
that has elicited it, anger can be politically constructive and a healthy sign of
self-respect. It can open one’s eyes to
similar injustices suffered by others; it
can inspire one to take action; and, when
understood to be widely shared, it can
lead to collective mobilization. Indeed,
a lack of anger among persons unfairly
treated and burdened by injustice would
be disquieting, suggesting that the afflicted had either given up hope or lacked
self-respect, that they had succumbed to
cynicism or surrendered to injustice, and
that they had ceased to put up a ½ght. Justi½ed indignation should not alienate
whites. And if whites respond to this kind
of anger with resentment toward racial
minorities, dismissing their just claims
for redress as a desire for handouts or
excuses for their own failings, then the
darker races should be angry about this
reaction, too, and deeply suspicious.
I suspect that some of the opposition
to racial justice measures runs deeper
than the desire of economically vulnerable whites not to lose further ground in
an economy that no longer satisfactorily
rewards their hard work. It also springs
from their desire to keep racial minori-
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ties in a subordinate or disadvantaged
position in relation to whites as a group. Shelby
Though they are reluctant to admit it
publicly (and maybe even to themselves),
some whites seem determined to hold
on to their comparative advantages; they
view policies that promote the cause of
racial justice as threats to white dominance.13 On grounds of self-respect,
blacks should not seek a political solution to the problem of racial inequality that compromises with or yields
ground to this sentiment. This attitude
must not be accommodated, worked
around, or ignored.
In both “A More Perfect Union” and
The Audacity of Hope, Obama rightly
points out that Republican politicians
and right-wing demagogues have long
exploited white anger over welfare and
af½rmative action and white fear of black
crime. Where he falters is in failing to
hold accountable working-class whites
who scapegoat blacks and Latinos for
problems caused by corporate and political elites. He might believe such scapegoating is racist; calling it racist, however,
might seem unwise or divisive. Perhaps
he is simply counseling disadvantaged
racial minorities to swallow their anger,
bite their tongues, and console themselves with the thought that economic
causes underlie resentment toward nonwhites. He wants racial minorities to
recognize what they share with low- to
moderate-income whites: a common
interest in altering these damaging
economic forces.
However, it is unreasonable and impractical to expect racial minorities simply to overlook or excuse such racist attitudes. How can they regard reactionary
whites as allies if these whites will not
confront their own racism? How can people of color work together with whites
who believe that blacks and Latinos have
caused the economic problems that the
Dædalus Winter 2011
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white working class faces? Whites who
scapegoat darker peoples do not yet see
who the common enemy is; therefore,
they cannot be relied on as allies in the
½ght against that enemy. In this way,
Obama’s compromise with white racial
resentment cannot achieve his stated
aim of interracial unity.
But let us suppose that this kind of racism is a minor problem, one that can be
adequately contained with vigorous enforcement of civil rights laws. The real
problem, Obama might argue, is that
many whites believe that policies aimed
at correcting racial injustices are contrary
to their economic self-interest. They harbor no ill will toward racial minorities;
nor are they attracted to white nationalist ideas. They simply do not want to pay
the costs associated with ½ghting or correcting racial injustice.
As King emphasized, we cannot possibly realize our ultimate ideals if we allow
this stance to reign unchallenged. We all
must accept that justice, including the
correction of injustice, comes at a cost–
though one well worth paying. Any effort
to respond effectively to racial injustice
will inevitably cost whites something.
Indeed, it will cost many racial minorities as well. For example, given residential segregation patterns, there is no way
to abolish de facto segregated schools
without either integrating neighborhoods
or busing some students to schools outside their neighborhoods. Why should
all the kids who are bused be racial minorities? Though it would mean abandoning King’s ethical ideal of integration,
we could try to improve urban public
schools without regard to their racial
makeup, but that would take a lot of
resources, which means higher taxes,
including higher taxes for whites.
Many whites dislike af½rmative action
policies because such measures offend
their sense of fairness.14 But if we abanDædalus Winter 2011

don that set of policies (which some
states already have), then any serious
effort to deal with black educational
and employment disadvantages will
require us to devote more resources
to the task, which again means higher
taxes, including higher taxes for whites.
These costs cannot be escaped–at least
not if we intend to take racial justice
seriously. One response, not without
merit, is to insist that the wealthy should
bear these ½nancial burdens; those who
are themselves struggling economically
should not. This tactic would mean collectively pushing for a more progressive
tax scheme and higher estate taxes. But
many middle-class and working-class
whites do not favor this approach either;
presumably, they doubt they would bene½t from such efforts–though some might
say it has more to do with their legitimate
opposition to “big government.”
Obama’s response to this political
reality is to combat the legacy of racial
injustice by advocating universal measures that aim to help the members of all
racial groups, including whites. The idea
is that if whites will bene½t, and the policies are not explicitly tailored to aid or
appease “angry” racial minorities, we
can gain greater support for progressive
goals. But even with backing from a
number of whites, this strategy would
intentionally obscure the morally important difference between creating more
opportunity for all and remedying the
effects of past racial injustices. From a
moral point of view, these are not the
same goals, even though they are compatible and might both be furthered by
the same policy. Obama advocates universal policies that he believes would,
as a by-product, reduce glaring racial disparities. But he purposefully refrains
from construing these policies as racial
redress. Therefore, whites are not required to concede the legitimacy of
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blacks’ grievances. To establish genuine
[black people] work to get rid of the eco- Tommie
racial conciliation, though, whites must
nomic strangulation that we face as a re- Shelby
willingly support policies that reduce
sult of poverty, we must not overlook the
racial inequality because doing so is what
fact that millions of Puerto Ricans, Mexracial justice demands.
ican Americans, Indians and Appalachian
Some would reply that if universal pol- whites are also poverty-stricken. Any seicies will reduce racial disparities and im- rious war against poverty must of necesprove the lives of minorities, there is no
sity include them.”15 Rather, the issue
is whether we can openly defend a policy
good reason to insist that race-speci½c
policies be used instead. But the question on the grounds that it is, at least in part,
is not which policies will most effectively a response to racial injustice and still garner
reduce racial inequality; rather, it is why wide support for it. If we cannot generate such support, especially among whites,
race-targeted policies are off the table.
There is nothing intrinsically wrong with what does such an outcome say about
the state of race relations and the possipolicies designed to help speci½c groups
bility for further racial progress in this
of people rather than everyone. From
society? If we have good reason to susthe standpoint of justice, we should not
have to conceal the intent behind the im- pect that a signi½cant number of whites
plementation of such policies. Sometimes seek to hold on to their advantages–
despite the fact that some of these have been
speci½c classes of persons (women, disgained because of a history of racial injustice
abled persons, immigrants, rural resi–or, worse, that a signi½cant number of
dents, victims of natural disasters, and
whites want to keep racial minorities
so on) have needs that require specially
trapped in an inferior social position,
tailored remedies. Indeed, so-called unithen people of color have reason to reversal policies are not really universal
sent this lack of support and to withhold
since they are not meant to help everysolidarity from those who would deny
one, just those who have been socioecothem what they are due.
nomically disadvantaged by recent govMoreover, we should not have to pay
ernment action and changes in the strucoff–in essence, to bribe–the white mature of the economy. It is at least possible
that the black urban poor is another group jority in order to secure justice for racial
in need of special intervention. Again, it minorities. Already, many whites refuse
seems that the only reason to preemptively to accept the costs associated with achieving racial justice. Now, in order to reduce
rule out such remedies is that they would
racial inequalities caused by nearly four
arouse the unjusti½ed hostility of many
centuries of injustice, we must adopt only
whites.
those measures that provide whites with
Nor is the issue whether speci½c policies should be unmistakably labeled “for material bene½ts? The moral perversity
of this approach should be readily apparpoor black people” or “to reduce racial
ent. Blacks ought to demand that their
disparities.” Policies designed to help all
fellow citizens not only acknowledge that
those who are unfairly disadvantaged,
black disadvantages are caused, at least
regardless of race, are also justi½ed and,
given the overlapping interests involved, in part, by past and ongoing injustices–
no doubt easier to enact. In our determi- a position that Obama himself articulates–but they should also continue to
nation to heal black wounds, we must
not ignore the fact that others are suffer- insist that their fellow citizens demonstrate a commitment to remedying these
ing, too. As King reminds us: “As we
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disadvantages, even if the necessary
remedies do not bene½t these citizens
directly. This admittedly dif½cult route
is the only path to true racial conciliation. There is no bypass.

I

f, despite his lofty rhetoric, Obama’s
vision is less about achieving racial justice and interracial fraternity than simply making disadvantaged racial minorities somewhat better-off materially–
using whatever means, morally tainted
or not, that are available–his vision has
obvious merit. It offers a pragmatic strategy for navigating hazardous racial waters
in a way that could improve the socioeconomic circumstances of disadvantaged
racial groups. If this political maneuver
works, numerous people, including many
members of racial minority groups, will
receive much-needed help.
However, if Obama’s racial philosophy
is to be understood as an updated version
of King’s vision–a recalibration to ½t
the racial realities of our time–then it
leaves much to be desired. Judged alongside King’s transformative vision of racial equality and integration, Obama’s
philosophy is morally de½cient and uninspiring. Relying as it does on dissimulation and subtle bribes, it does not keep
faith with King’s precept: to use means
as pure as our ends. Obama’s vision
would ask racial minorities to give up on
true racial equality and to form bonds of
solidarity with whites who refuse to recognize blacks’ legitimate demands for
redress. It fails to insist that whites carry

their fair share of the burden to end racial inequality. And it tries, futilely, to
build interracial fraternity on the basis
of overlapping material interests rather
than on a shared commitment to justice.
Perhaps we should not expect Obama
to be a moral leader on issues of race.
After all, he is a black elected of½cial
who largely depends on other elected
of½cials to enact domestic policy. He is
therefore constrained by a sometimes recalcitrant and racially divided populace.
It is no doubt dif½cult to insist that one’s
fellow citizens rise above their unjusti½ed
anger, prejudices, and sel½shness if, to
get their votes and campaign donations,
one must remain silent in the face of, or
even reward, these very attitudes. That
Obama has not openly defended the need
to reduce racial inequality and ghetto
poverty on grounds of justice but has
instead relied on stealth methods and
“universal” policies is revealing. It shows
that he believes he must accommodate
race-based hostility and illegitimate
white group interests to make modest
improvements in the lives of disadvantaged racial minorities. Regrettable and
distasteful as it is, perhaps this is the
price that must be paid to protect the
weak and vulnerable from grave harm.
But such actions should be seen for what
they are: moral compromises necessitated by the imperative to meet urgent
needs. They should not be cast or interpreted as recti½cations of racial injustice or stepping-stones to interracial
fraternity.
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