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African American
American Freedo

No idea is more fundamental to Americans’
sense of themselves as individuals and as a
nation than freedom. The central term in our
political vocabulary, freedom (or its “twin,”
liberty) is deeply embedded in the documen-
tary record of our history and the language of
everyday life. The Declaration of Indepen-
dence lists liberty among mankind’s inalien-
able rights; the Constitution announces as its
purpose to secure liberty’s blessings. The
United States fought the Civil War to bring
about a new birth of freedom, World War II
for the Four Freedoms, and the Cold War to
defend the “free world.” “Every man in the
street, white, black, red or yellow,” wrote the
educator and statesman Ralph Bunche in
1940, “knows that this is ‘the land of the free’

. ‘the cradle of liberty.””

Too often, Americans, including many his-
torians, assume that freedom has had a fixed
definition throughout our past. Generally, they
ground American freedom in ideas that have
not changed essentially since the ancient
world or in forms of constitutional government
and civil and political liberty inherited from
England and institutionalized by the founding
fathers. Such an approach fails to recognize
that the history of what the historian Carl
Becker called this “magic but elusive word” is
a tale of debates, disagreements, and struggles
rather than a set of timeless categories or an
evolutionary narrative toward a preordained
goal. Freedom has always been a terrain of
conflict, subject to multiple and competing in-
terpretations, its meaning constantly created
and re-created. Debates over freedom in
American history have involved all of the con-
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cept’s myriad dimensions—including politi-
cal, economic, and personal freedom—as well
as the boundaries of freedom: Who, in other
words, is entitled to enjoy it?

Freedom has been as central to African-
American political culture as to that of other
Americans, and black Americans have em-
braced definitions of freedom shared by the
society at large—freedom as economic au-
tonomy, for example, or freedom as the op-
portunity for individual self-fulfillment. But
because of their unique historical experience,
freedom for African Americans has taken on
a distinctive aura. Surveying public opinion
during World War 11, political scientist Ho-
race Gosnell concluded that “symbols of na-
tional solidarity” had very different meanings
to white and black Americans. If in whites’
eyes, freedom was a birthright, a “possession
to be defended,” to blacks and other racial
minorities, it remained a “goal to be
achieved.” Although many whites throughout
American history have felt their freedom to
be endangered, whether by large corpora-
tions, political machines, or a too-powerful
federal government, Gosnell’s point is well
taken. Whatever their specific political agen-
das and ideologies, black Americans have
seen freedom as an aspiration, whose full en-
joyment lay in the future and whose attain-
ment involved struggle of both an individual
and collective nature. Blacks’ quest for free-
dom as they themselves understood it has in-
spired movements as diverse as abolitionism
and Garveyism. And this quest has been cru-
cial to the evolution of freedom for the soci-
ety at large. Blacks’ struggle to achieve free-
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slavery was primarily a political category,
shorthand for the denial of one’s personal and
political rights by arbitrary government. Only
a few patriotic writers, such as James Otis,
mad.e a direct connection between slavery as a
rea.hty and slavery as a metaphor. Despite the
universalist language of the Declaration of In-
dependence, slavery for blacks did not neces-
.Sarlly contradict white Americans’ understand-
ing of freedom—a point driven home by a
1780 Virginia law that rewarded veterans of
the War for Independence with 300 acres of
la“d-—find a slave. But the slaves themselves
appreciated that by defining freedom as a uni-
versall right, the revolutionists had devised a
;)h:lonc thaF (:.ould be deployed against chattel
ndage. Living amid freedom but denied its
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the nation to under-
stand slavery as a concrete, brutal reality, not
an abstract condition or metaphor.

The revolution revealed the contradictio™
which has persisted to the present, between
America’s self-proclaimed image as an "
pire of liberty” and the reality of severe
racial inequality. And throughout the ensuing
decades, African Americans would seize
upon the nation’s official rhetoric to clai®
for themselves the benefits of liberty while
giving their own distinctive cast to the idea
of freedom. The long contest over slavery
gave new meaning to personal liberty, pomi'
cal community, and the rights attached t©©
American citizenship. Abolitionists, plack
and white alike, insisted that the inherent
natural, and absolute, right to persona1 lib-
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ceiving . . - the work of another man, ax'ld not
by his consent.” Freedom meant “placing us
where we could reap the fruit of our own Ila-
por.” Genuine economic freedom, Frazier in-
sisted, could only be attained through owner-
ship of land, for without land, blacks’ labor
would continue to be exploited by their former
owners. Although the freed people failed to
achieve full freedom as they understood it,
their expansive definition did much to shape
the nation’s political agenda during the turbu-
lent era of Reconstruction that followed the
Civil War. Their economic aspirations were
largely thwarted, but it was the actions of
African Americans, along with white allies in
the North, that placed the issues of civil and
political equality on the national agenda, re-
sulting in the passage of civil rights laws and
constitutional amendments that established the
pninciples of birthright citizenship and equality
before the law. As a result, the meaning of
freedom was expanded for all Americans.

The remarkable political and social gains of
Reconstruction, of course, proved short-lived.
By 1900, a new racial system, resting on disen-
franchisement and segregation, and reinforced
by a coercive legal system and widespread ex-
tralegal violence, had been imposed in the
South. Black leaders struggled to find a strat-
egy to rekindle the national commitment to
equality that had flickered brightly, if briefly,
during Reconstruction. No one thought more
deeply, or over so long a period, about the
problem of black freedom and the challenge it
Posed to American democracy than W.E.B. Du
:::Z.;;All my life,” Du Bois later wrote, “I
betweene,:rﬁalpﬁlny aware of the dichotomy

-°h American freedom for whites and the
contmfxmg subjection of Negroes.” In 1906,
I;‘;n?o:;zfed to organizie tl"xe Niagara move-
tons ‘of ot éou-gh[ to remvigorate tpe tradi-
claim for Our;)er;lsm jmd Reco‘nstrucnon.. “We
B0UD's manifos Vej, Du ].3015 wrote in the
10085 10 4 frecbony At S At be-

m American, political, civil,
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and social; and until we get these rights we will
never cease to protest and assail the ears of
America.” Five years later, he joined with a
group of white reformers in creating the Na-
tional Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP), which launched a
long legal struggle for the enforcement of the
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments.

With the notable exception of the militant

. Boston editor William Monroe Trotter, most

black leaders saw American participation in
World War I as an opportunity to make real
the promise of freedom. The black press ral-
lied to the war, insisting that the service of
black soldiers would result in the dismantling
of racial inequality. Du Bois himself, in a
widely reprinted editorial in the NAACP’s
monthly magazine, The Crisis, called on
black Americans to ‘“‘close ranks” and enlist
in the segregated army, to help “make our
own America a real land of the free.”

The war unleashed social changes that al-
tered the contours of American race relations.
The combination of increased wartime produc-
tion and the cutoff of immigration from Europe
opened thousands of industrial jobs to black la-
borers, inspiring a massive migration from
South to North. Many motives sustained the
Great Migration—higher wages in Northern
factories (even if blacks remained confined to
menial and unskilled positions), opportunities
for educating their children, escape from the
threat of violence in the South and the back-
breaking work of sharecropping, the prospect
of exercising the right to vote. All of these and
more were understood as components of free-
dom. Indeed, even after the bloody Chicago
race riot of 1919, when blacks were asked what
they most prized about life in the North, nearly
all of those interviewed by the city’s Comimis-
sion on Race Relations answered, “Freedom.”
Yet that riot, the worst of several violent con-
frontations that shattered cities throughout the
country, also exposed the vast disappointments
that migrants encountered—severely restricted

Souls + Winter1999 19




e, MG

v
£

E
E

i,

g

e

g

s

s

&  TTTA " TT T W T 1T T1gr Wt 3 T Lol T T 3 L = "W 1+ 3 A
R R

s African Americans and the Story of American Freedop

employment opportunities, exclusion from
unions, rigid housing segregation, and machine
control of urban politics that limited the impact
of the right to vote. The result was a feeling of
deep betrayal that affected everyone from Du
Bois, who had traveled to Paris to plead the
cause of colonial independence, to ordinary
black Americans. In the new black ghettos of
the North, the disappointed hopes of World
War I kindled widespread support for the sepa-
ratist movement launched by Marcus Garvey, a
recent immigrant from Jamaica. Freedom for
Garveyites meant national self-determination;
they demanded for blacks the same internation-
ally recognized identity now enjoyed by Poles,
Czechs, and the Irish. “Everywhere we hear the
cry of freedom,” Garvey proclaimed in 1921.
“We desire a freedom that will lift us to the
common standard of all men . .. freedom that
will give us a chance and opportunity to rise to
the fullest of our ambition and that we cannot
get in countries where other men rule and dom-
inate.”

Even more than World War I, World War
1I put the question of black freedom on the
national agenda. Official rhetoric—FDR’s
Four Freedoms, the widespread repudiation
of Nazi theories of a master race—empha-
sized freedom as a universal entitlement,
without racial boundaries, and helped to in-
spire a new black militancy. Racism, a black
steelworker declared in 1944, was “an evil
characteristic of our fascist enemies,” and
when the president “said that we should
have the Four Freedoms,” he meant to in-
clude “all races.” The Four Freedoms, how-
ever, took on a distinctive meaning for
African Americans. To them, freedom from
fear meant, among other things, an end to
lynching; freedom from want included
an end to the racial job ceiling that relegated
most to low-wage unskilled employment.

An uncompromising demand for political,
economic, and civil equality provided the
unifying theme of What the Negro Wants, a
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book of essays by fourteen prominent black
leaders, edited by historian Rayford Logan
and published in 1944. Virtually every essay
called for the enfranchisement of black voterg
in the South, the dismantling of segregation,
and access to “the accepted American stap.
dard of living.” “The Negro,” A. Philip Rap-
dolph insisted in the book’s most impatient
essay, “is not free. . . . He is not free because
he is not equal to other citizens.” Reflecting
how the war had inspired among black Amer-
icans an intense identification with the strug-
gles for independence of the “subject peo-
ples” of the colonial world, several essays
also insisted that with peace must come an
end to European imperialism. “We want the
Four Freedoms,” wrote Logan, “to apply to
black Americans as well as to the brutalized
peoples of Europe and to the other underpriv-
ileged peoples of the world.”

World War II was the seedbed of the mod-
ern civil rights movement. But it was not until
the 1960s that the movement succeeded in rev-
olutionizing American race relations. Freedom
was its watchword. More than elevating blacks
to full citizenship, declared the writer James
Baldwin, the movement challenged the United
States to rethink “what it really means by free-
dom.” With their freedom rides, freedom
schools, freedom songs, freedom marches, and
the insistent cry “Freedom now,” black Ameri-
cans and their white allies reappropriated the
central term of Cold War discourse—reduced
during the 1950s to a sterile slogan encom-
passing little more than consumerism and anti-
communism—and rediscovered its radical po-
tential. The movement inspired a host of other
challenges to the status quo, including 2
mostly white student movement known as the
New Left, the “second wave” of feminism, and
claims by other dispossessed minorities. To-
gether, they made freedom once again the ral-
lying cry of the dispossessed.

From the beginning, the language of free-
dom pervaded the black movement. It res-
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onated in the speeches of civil rights leaders
and in the impromptu declarations and hand-
Jettered placards of the struggle’s foot soldiers.
On the day of Rosa Parks’s court appearance
in December 1955, even before the bus boy-
cott had officially been announced, a torn
piece of cardboard appeared on a bus shelter in
Montgomery’s Court Square, advising passen-
gers: “Don't ride the buses today. Don’t ride it
for freedom.”

“None of us knew exactly what it meant,”
one participant later recalled, “but we were
saying freedom.” During the Freedom Summer
of 1964, when the Student Nonviolent Coordi-
nating Committee (SNCC) established “free-
dom schools” for black children across Missis-
sippi, lessons began with students being asked
to define the word. Some answers were spe-
cific (“going to public libraries”), some more
abstract (“standing up for your rights”). Some
youths associated freedom with “having power
in the system,” others with “hatred of restraint.”
Some insisted that freedom meant legal equal-
ity; others saw it as essentially a “state of
mind.” Freedom meant equality, power, recog-
nition, rights, opportunities. It required eradi-
cating a multitude of historic wrongs—segre-
gation, disenfranchisement, exclusion from
public facilities, confinement to low-wage me-
nial jobs, harassment by the police, and the
ever-present threat of extralegal violence.

To participants in the struggle, the goals of
public and private freedom—strictly sepa-
rated in the era’s dominant liberal dis-
co.urse-were inseparable. “Freedom of the
mind,” insisted SNCC, was the greatest free-
dom of all. And it was “in the very act of
;g;;‘;%"f:i;h;: impersonal cause of racial
Congres; o {imes F@ner, a leader of the

acial Equality {CORE), that “a
Man experiences, almost like grace, a large
::;F;;“Zi:afngg‘s;eoi;ejﬁg .f.}.lhan int’\,ﬁtion

But it was i ires of his self. .

€ soaring oratory of Martin

L .
uther King Jr., who more than any single in-
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dividual came to lead and symbolize the
movement, that the protesters’ many under-
standings of freedom fused into a coherent
whole. From the beginning of his national
prominence as chief spokesman for the
Montgomery movement, freedom was central
to King’s rhetoric. For the title of his first
book, relating the history of the bus boycott,
King chose Stride Toward Freedom. His most
celebrated oration, the “I Have a Dream”
speech of 1963, began by invoking the unful-
filled promise of emancipation (“one hundred
years later, the Negro still is not free”) and
closed with a cry borrowed from a black spir-
itual: “Free at last! Free at Last! Thank God
Almighty, we are free at last!” Central to his
theology was the story of Exodus, a mainstay
of black preaching that interpreted the
African-American experience as a divinely
guided progress toward Canaan, the promised
land of freedom. Among other things, Exodus
suggested that individual rights and group
empowerment were interdependent and rein-
forcing, a point King drove home when he
proclaimed, “We as a people will get to the
promised land.”

At a time when Cold War ideology had high-
lighted the danger to liberty from excessive
government and made respect for the distinc-
tion between “civil society” and the realm of
politics a cornerstone of liberal thinking, civil
rights activists resurrected the vision of federal
authority as the custodian of freedom. Despite
the long history of federal complicity in segre-
gation, blacks’ historical experience suggested
that they had more hope for justice from na-
tional power than from local governments or
the voluntary acquiescence of well-meaning
whites. This conviction was reinforced not only
by Southern resistance to integration but by the
failure of Northern states to enforce the fair
employment laws of the late 1940s. Far from
being a bastion of liberty, moreover, the institu-
tions of civil society—businesses, unions,
homeowners’ associations, private clubs, and
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the like—were riddled with racism, which only
federal power could eradicate.

Yet even at its moment of triumph, the civil
rights movement confronted a crisis as it
sought to move from access to schools, public
accommodations, and the voting booth to the
intractable economic divide separating blacks
from other Americans. In the mid-1960s, the

economic dimensions of freedom rose to the

forefront of the civil rights agenda. With black
unemployment two and a half times that of
whites and average black family income little
more than half the white norm, the movement
groped for ways to “make freedom real and
substantive” for black Americans. In 1966,
black unionist A. Philip Randolph and civil
rights veteran Bayard Rustin proposed the
Freedom Budget, which envisioned spending
$100 biltion over a ten-year period for a fed-
eral program of job creation and urban rede-
velopment. In the same year, King launched
the Chicago Freedom movement, with de-
mands quite different from its predecessors in
the South—upgrading black employment,
ending discrimination by employers and
unions, providing equal treatment in granting
mortgages, and constructing low-income
housing scattered throughout the region. His
aim was nothing less than to dismantle the
black ghettos and make Chicago an “open
city.” But Southern tactics—marches, sit-ins,
mass arrests—proved ineffective in the face of
the less overt but no less pervasive structures
of racial inequality in the North.

Together with the civil rights movement it-
self, government action opened doors of oppor-
tunity for black Americans, spurring an enor-
mous expansion of the black middle class. But
millions of African Americans remained
trapped in poverty. By the 1990s, the historic
gaps between white and black in education, in-
come, and access to skilled employment had
narrowed considerably. But the median wealth
of white households remained quadruple that
of blacks, unemployment was far lower, and
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nearly one-fourth of all black children fiveq in
poverty. Shortly before her death, Fannie Lou
Hamer, who had risen from sharecmppmg ob-
scurity in Mississippi to become a natiopy
symbol of the civil rights struggle, remarked 1,
a friend, “Mac, we ain’t free yet”

With the waning of the civil rights impulse,
the language of freedom was increasingly ap-
propriated by the Right. Ronald Reagan, who
used the word in his official speeches and pro-
nouncements more frequently than any other
president, made “freedom” a byword for an yp-
regulated market, limited government, and 3
triumphalist celebration of American excep-
tionalism. By the mid-1980s, many black
Americans were extremely skeptical of Reagan
and his definition of freedom, a reaction evi-
dent in the celebration of the centennial of the
Statue of Liberty in 1986. “For us, the Statue of
Liberty is a bitter joke,” wrote James Baldwin.
Some black leaders, like John Jacob, head of
the Urban League, urged blacks to take part in
the ceremonies. “We must refuse to cede the
symbols of liberty, freedom, and equality,” Ja-
cob wrote, “to ideologues of the right” His
plea, however, may well have come too late.

Today, freedom is most insistently pro-
claimed by antigovernment libertarians, free
market advocates, and upholders of consumer
choice, in personal life as well as in the larger
economy. It remains to be seen whether an
understanding of freedom grounded in a se-
ries of negations—of government, of social
citizenship, of restraints on individual self-
definition, of a common public culture—can
provide an adequate language for compre-
hending the world of the twenty-first century:
One can hope that alternative traditions noW
in eclipse and closely associated with the
black political tradition—freedom as eco-
nomic security, freedom as active participa-
tion in democratic governance, freedom
social justice for those long disadvantaged—
will be rediscovered and reconfigured to mee!
the challenges of the new century.
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