INTRODUCTION

REGARDING GOOD NEGRO
GOVERNMENT

| N 1805, TWO DECADES AFTER HIS STATE MOVED FROM THE
egalitarian innovations of Reconstruction to an oppressive " Re-
demption,” South Carolina congressman Thomas Miller appealed

to the state’s constitutional convention:

We were eight years in power. We had built schoolhouses,
established charitable institutions, built and maintained the
penitentiary system, provided for the education of the deaf
and dumb, rebuilt the ferries. In short, we had reconstructed

the State and placed it upon the road to prosperity.

By the 1890s, Reconstruction had been painted as a fundamentally

corrupt era of “Negro Rule.” It was said that South Carolina stood

t of being “Africanized” and dragged into barbarism
and iniquity. Miller hoped that by highlighting black achievement

in governance and marshaling a credible defense of black morality,

he might convince the doubtlessly fair-minded people of South
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Carolina to preserve the citizenship rights of African Americapg
His plea went unheeded. The 1895 constitution added both literacy
tests and property requirements as qualifications for enfranchjse.
ment. When those measures proved insufhicient to enforcing whjt.
supremacy, black citizens were shot, tortured, beaten, and maimeg

Assessing Miller’s rebuttal and the 1895 convention, W.E B
Du Bois made a sobering observation. From Du Bois’s perspective,
the 1895 constitutional convention was not an exercise in mora re-
form, or an effort to purge the state of corruption. This was simply
cover for the convention’s true aim—the restoration of a despotic
white supremacy. The problem was not that South Carolina’s
Reconstruction-era government had been consumed by unprece-
dented graft. Indeed, it was the exact opposite. The very successes
Miller highlighted, the actual record of Reconstruction in South
Carolina, undermined white supremacy. To redeem white suprem-
acy, that record was twisted, mocked, and caricatured into some-
thing that better resembled the prejudices of white South Carolina.
“If there was one thing that South Carolina feared more than bad
Negro government,” wrote Du Bois, “it was good Negro govern-
ment.

The fear had precedent. Toward the end of the Civil War, hav-
ing witnessed the effectiveness of the Union’s “colored troops,” a
flailing Confederacy began considering an attempt to recruit blacks
into its army. But in the nineteenth century, the idea of the soldier
was heavily entwined with the notion of masculinity and citizen-
ship. How could an army constituted to defend slavery, with all of
its assumptions about black inferiority, turn around and declare
that blacks were worthy of being invited into Confederate ranks?
As it happened, they could not. “The day you make a soldier of
them is the beginning of the end of our revolution,” observed
Georgia politician Howell Cobb. “And if slaves seem good soldiers,
then our whole theory of slavery is wrong.” There could be no win
for white supremacy here. If blacks proved to be the cowards that
“the whole theory of slavery” painted them as, the battle would
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literally be lost. But much worse, should they fight effectively—
and prove themselves capable of “good Negro government —then
the larger war could never be won.

The central thread of this book is eight articles written during
the eight years of the first black presidency—a period of Good
Negro Government. Obama was elected amid widespread panic
and, in his eight years, emerged as a caretaker and measured archi-
tect. He established the framework of a national healthcare system
from a conservative model. He prevented an economic collapse and
neglected to prosecute those largely responsible for that collapse.
He ended state-sanctioned torture but continued the generational
war in the Middle East. His family—the charming and beautiful
wife, the lovely daughters, the dogs—seemed pulled from the
Brooks Brothers catalogue. He was not a revolutionary. He steered
clear of major scandal, corruption, and bribery. He was deliberate
to a fault, saw himself as the keeper of his country’s sacred legacy,
and if he was bothered by his country’s sins, he ultimately believed
it to be a force for good in the world. In short, Obama, his family,
and his administration were a walking advertisement for the ease
with which black people could be fully integrated into the un-
threatening mainstream of American culture, politics, and myth.

And that was always the problem.

One strain of African American thought holds that it is a vio-
lent black recklessness—the black gangster, the black rioter—that
strikes the ultimate terror in white America. Perhaps it does, in the
most individual sense. But in the collective sense, what this coun-
try really fears is black respectability, Good Negro Government.
It applauds, even celebrates, Good Negro Government in the un-
threatening abstract—The Cosby Show, for instance. But when it
becomes clear that Good Negro Government might, in any way,
empower actual Negroes over actual whites, then the fear sets in,
the affirmative-action charges begin, and birtherism emerges. And
this is because, at its core, those American myths have never been
colorless. They cannot be extricated from the “whole theory of
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slavery,” which holds that an entire class of people carry peonage
in their blood. That peon class provided the foundation on which
all those myths and conceptions were built. And as much as we can
theoretically imagine a seamless black integration into the Ameri-
can myth, the white part of this country remembers the myth as it
was conceived.

I think the old fear of Good Negro Government has much ex-
planatory power for what might seem a shocking turn—the elec-
tion of Donald Trump. It has been said that the first black presidency
was mostly “symbolic,” a dismissal that deeply underestimates the
power of symbols. Symbols don’t just represent reality but can be-
come tools to change it. The symbolic power of Barack Obama’s
presidency—that whiteness was no longer strong enough to pre-
vent peons from taking up residence in the castle—assaulted the
most deeply rooted notions of white supremacy and instilled fear
in its adherents and beneficiaries. And it was that fear that gave
the symbols Donald Trump deployed—the symbols of racism—
enough potency to make him president, and thus put him in posi-
tion to injure the world.

There is a basic assumption in this country, one black people are
not immune to, which holds that if blacks comport themselves in a
way that accords with middle-class values, if they are polite, edu-
cated, and virtuous, then all the fruits of America will be open to
them. In its most vulgar form, this theory of personal Good Negro
Government denies the existence of racism and white supremacy as
meaningful forces in American life. In its more nuanced and repu-
table form, the theory pitches itself as an equal complement to anti-
racism. But the argument made in much of this book is that Good
Negro Government—personal and political—often augments the
very white supremacy it seeks to combat. That is what happened to

Thomas Miller and his colleagues in 189s. It is what happened to
black people all through South Carolina during Redemption. It is
.what happened to black people on the South Side of Chicago dur-
ing the postwar implementation of the New Deal. And it is what, I
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contend, is right now happening to the legacy of the country’s first
black president.

Each of the essays in the book takes up some aspect of an ongo-
ing argument, mostly in my own head, about the utility and place
of Good Negro Government. They are me in motion, thinking
matters through, a process that continues even as I write this intro-
duction. I do not doubt, for instance, that, say, wearing a suit and
tie affects how some sectors of people react to one another. I'm just
not sure that lack of a suit and tie is the real problem. (In terms of
Good Negro Government, Barack Obama was the best of us. And
when he left office, a majority of the opposition party did not be-
lieve he was a citizen.) Before each of these essays there is a kind of
extended blog post, one that attempts to capture why I was writing
and where I was in my life at the time. Taken together they form a
loose memoir, one that I hope enhances the main pieces. At the end
of the book, there is an epilogue that attempts to assess the post-
Obama age in which we now find ourselves.

I wanted these articles—all eight of them originally published
in The Atlantic—collected in a single volume. But I also had an urge
to try to make something new of them. This book is made in this
way because I enjoyed the challenge of doing so. If I can communi-
cate half of that joy to you, then I will have done my job.




