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     On July 16th, Harvard professor Henry Louis Gates was arrested for disorderly conduct at his Cambridge home.  This incident exposed the deep fissions concerning contemporary racism.  Probably a majority of Americans believe that we now live in a “post-racialism” society in which racism has increasingly become isolated phenomena, no longer systemic and no longer a major impediment to black economic and social advancement.  By contrast, most leftists contend that given the persistence of large economic and social disparities, notions of post-racialism are simply an updated versions of “benign neglect;” a term coined by Daniel Moynihan in the 1960s to characterize white Americans disregard of pervasive racial injustices and inequalities.  Not surprisingly, these leftists immediately seized on the incident to defend their position that racist practices remain a core explanation for racial disparities.

        Most liberals have inhabited a middle ground, agreeing that we are not yet in a post-racial era where government efforts to combat racial discrimination are no longer necessary but also believing that some black behavioral traits have become an impediment to black advancement and must also be addressed.   The main focus of this essay is why the liberal New York Times op-ed and blog columnists strongly supported Gates in this controversy.

Rush to Judgment

        Immediately after the incident, leftist critics picked up on the story that was effectively framed by Gates.  His initial comments focused on the actions of what he considered a “rogue cop.”  In an interview in the online magazine he supervises, The Root, Gates stated.  “I’m outraged. I can’t believe that an individual policeman on the Cambridge police force would treat any African-American male this way, and I am astonished that this happened to me; and more importantly I’m astonished that it could happen to any citizen of the United States, no matter what their race.”  He considered it “the worst example of racial profiling [because] the 911 report said that two big black men were trying to break in with backpacks on.”
   Gates continued, 
       “Now it’s clear that he had a narrative in his head: A black man was inside someone’s house, probably a white person’s house, and this black man had broken and entered, and this black man was me … I want to file a complaint because of the way he had treated me at the front door. He didn’t say, ‘Excuse me, sir, is there a disturbance here, is this your house?’—he demanded that I step out on the porch, and I don’t think he would have done that if I was a white person.”

         The details of his interaction with the police officer, William Crowley, however, was mostly left to his surrogate, Harvard Law School professor Charles Ogletree who issued a statement on Gates’ behalf.   Finding the front door jammed, Gates and his driver were able to force the front door open, allowing them to enter the home owned by Harvard University.  According to Ogletree:

     “As Gates was talking to the Harvard Real Estate office on his portable phone in his house, he observed a uniformed officer on his front porch. When Professor Gates opened the door, the officer immediately asked him to step outside. Professor Gates remained inside his home and asked the officer why he was there. … Professor Gates informed the officer that he lived there and was a faculty member at Harvard University. The officer then asked Professor Gates whether he could prove that he lived there and taught at Harvard. Professor Gates said that he could, and turned to walk into his kitchen, where he had left his wallet. The officer followed him. Professor Gates handed both his Harvard University identification and his valid Massachusetts driver’s license to the officer. 
        “Professor Gates then asked the police officer if he would give him his name and his badge number. He made this request several times. The officer did not produce any identification nor did he respond to Professor Gates’ request for this information. After an additional request by Professor Gates for the officer’s name and badge number, the officer then turned and left the kitchen of Professor Gates’ home without ever acknowledging who he was or if there were charges against Professor Gates. As Professor Gates followed the officer to his own front door, he was astonished to see several police officers gathered on his front porch. … As Professor Gates stepped onto his front porch, the officer who had been inside and who had examined his identification, said to him, ‘Thank you for accommodating my earlier request,’ and then placed Professor Gates under arrest. He was handcuffed on his own front porch.”

      Gates also left it to his sociology colleague, Lawrence Bobo, to shape the politics of the incident.   In the subheading to his missive, Bobo leaves little doubt what the larger context is: “The Skip Gates arrest shows how little some features of the national racial landscape have changed over time.”  Bobo emphasized why Gates was correct not to accede to the initial request to step outside his house.  Bobo stated,
   “The officer in my friend’s case was really motivated by a simmering cauldron of anger that my friend had not immediately complied with his initial command to step out of the house. In hindsight, that was the right thing to do since I think my friend could have been physically injured by this police officer (if not worse) had he, in fact, stepped out of his home before showing his ID. Black Americans recall all too well that Amadou Diallo reached for his identification in a public space when confronted by police and, 42 gun shots later, became the textbook case of deadly race-infected police bias.
       “This officer continued to insist that my friend step outside. By now, it is clear to my friend that the officer has, well, ‘an attitude problem.’ So, as I suspect would happen with any influential, successful person, in their own home, who has provided authoritative identification to a policeman would do in this situation: My friend says, ‘I want your name and badge number.’ The cop says nothing sensible in response but continues to wait at the door.
       “The request for the officer’s name and badge number is pressed again. No response. Social scientists have plenty of hard data showing that African Americans, across the social-class spectrum, are deeply distrustful of the police. The best research suggests that this perception has substantial roots in direct personal encounters with police that individuals felt were discriminatory or motivated by racism. But this perception of bias also rests on a shared collective knowledge of a history of discriminatory treatment of blacks by police and of social policies with built-in forms of racial bias (i.e., stiffer sentences for use of crack versus powder cocaine).”

       It is not surprising that Gates and his colleagues used The Root to get across the most favorable interpretation of the incident and, just as importantly, to justify the claim that the culprits were racial profiling and racist police behavior.   Gates’ behavior was beyond reproach: he quickly provided the necessary documentation and only created a conflict when he asked for Crowley’s badge number.  No editorializing, no shouting, just a reasonable request asked in a measured but persistent manner.  And given this more than reasonable behavior, any reasonable person could reach only one conclusion: Gates was subject to racial profiling and was arrested because he was a black man who was not servile enough.  

The National Media Enters

       In the immediate days after the incident, the Gates-engineered storyline spread through the left-leaning blogs and black-led media.  It reached the national stage when President Obama decided he wanted to make a statement.  At a July 22nd  press conference on health care, Obama had a Chicago-area reporter Lynn Sweet asked him to comment.  Prefacing his assessment by noting that Gates was a personal friend and he did not know the details, Obama stated, “The police did a stupid thing arresting someone who had already shown documentation of being in his own house.”  Obama continued, “There is a long history of African American and Latino men being stopped by police disproportionately.” 

      By the next morning, the liberal media entered the fray.  The New York Times had an editorial page article by Brent Staples applauding Obama’s willingness to inject himself into the struggle against racism.  Staples noted that there had been a misperception that Obama was solely focused on black self improvement and not racist practices.  Staples noted a recent Washington Post interview in which President Obama made clear his dual concerns.
   Reflecting on the impact of Obama’s comments on the Gates incident, Staples concluded, “People who have heretofore viewed Mr. Obama as a ‘postracial’ abstraction were no doubt surprised by these remarks. This could be because they were hearing him fully for the first time.”
    In the same paper, a two-page article recounted stories told by black professionals of the racial profiling they experienced.

     That same morning, on the CBS Early Show, co-host Harry Smith interviewed one of Gates’ daughters, Elizabeth Gates.  She spoke about her father’s generally calm demeanor and striving to always be law abiding.  “My father may be,” she claimed, “The last black man who believed in the justice system.”  Prodded by Smith’s question – “Was there a point your father thought ‘I am not going to take this.’ – Ms. Gates ventured that once the police came into his home, her father felt “violated and his defenses went up.”  Ever sympathetic, Smith then asked, “Does your father feel heart broken?”  Of course, Ms. Gates agreed and they both were shocked that the police officer would not offer an apology for his actions, her father’s sole request.
  
      This initial support for Obama’s comments quickly eroded.  In response, Crowley gave his side of the story and the publication of the police report made it clear that Gates was anything but acquiescent or civil.  It was clear that Gates did more than simply ask persistently for Crowley’s name and badge number.  Crowley indicated that Gates first produced his Harvard ID which did not have an address.  When the Harvard ID was insufficient, forcing him to produce his driver’s license, Crowley stated that Gates began yelling, “That’s how a black man is treated in Cambridge.”  Crowley was perplexed since this behavior was "something you wouldn't expect from anybody that should be grateful that you're there investigating a report of a crime in progress.”
   Crowley also explained why he initially asked Gates to step outside: being the sole officer on the scene where there were reportedly two burglars, it is standard procedure to ask the occupant to step outside.
       Once his background became known, Crowley became a quite sympathetic figure.  When working at Brandeis University, Crowley used mouth-to-mouth resuscitation in a valiant attempt to save the life of the black basketball player Reggie Lewis.  In Cambridge, defense lawyers praised his professionalism in domestic violence cases.  And for five years, Crowley has co-led the police academy’s training of new officers in how to avoid racial profiling.  As a result, one late-night talk show host joked, Gates picked on the one Boston cop who wasn’t racist.    

        Support for Crowley’s account came from the statement of the lawyer representing the 911 caller, Lucy Whalen.  When asked if her client heard anything said between Gates and the police officer, the lawyer said that from the street her client heard Gates yelling but could not make out what he was saying.  This news conference was held to verify what the 911 tapes indicated: her client never said that the two men were black.  When the 911 operator asked if the men were white, black or Hispanic, the caller said that one of the men may have been Hispanic but she really couldn’t tell.  Thus, the claim that there was racial profiling by the 911 caller, or by the police responding to the call, falls apart. 
      The New York Times reporting does respond to this new evidence.  It published an interview with Crowley in which he described the dynamics of the incident and the factors that led him to arrest Gates for disorderly conduct.   Crowley recounts that “he tried to identify himself several times but the professor was shouting too loudly to hear.”  According to Crowley, Gates continued his “tirade even after being warned multiple times — probably a few more times than the average person would have gotten. He was cautioned in the house, ‘Calm down, lower your voice.’ ” Sergeant Crowley noted, however, that when he was leaving, “I was aware that now he was following me [onto the porch] because he was still yelling about racism and black men in America, and that he wasn’t somebody to be messing with.”  Crowley concluded, “The professor at any point in time could have resolved the issue by quieting down and/or by going back in the house.”
   
       The New York Times that day also had a long story on the way police handle situations when an individual gets loud and verbally abusive with a police officer.  It found that there is no hard and set rule when officers choose to arrest the individual for disorderly conduct and when they do not.  The paper’s reporting continued, however, to avoid confronting Gates on his initial accusations.  When Abby Goodnough asked Gates to comment on Crowley’s claims, Gates emailed that he had “used no racial slurs,” “employed no profanity” and “made no threats.”
 These general comments in no way clear up some of the pertinent issues: Did Gates consistently shout at Crowley both inside and outside his home?  Did he call Cowley or the police department racist?  Did he still consider Crowley a “rogue cop?”
  Did he give Crowley his Harvard ID simultaneously or sequentially?  Goodnough does not follow up nor does New York Times op-ed columnist Charles Blow who spent a good deal of time with Gates.
          It was becoming quite clear that the incident was much more complex than the initial Gates-orchestrated reports in The Root. This forced President Obama to respond.  He did not apologize to Crowley and continued to believe it was inappropriate to “pull someone out of his house after showing proof of residency.” In a July 24th news conference, however, Obama admitted that he could have “calibrated his response better” and now believed that both sides overreacted.  Obama then invited both Crowley and Gates to the White House for a beer.
      The media emphasized that President Obama made this statement because the incident was taking the focus away from health care.  They never confronted Obama or his surrogates on the use of the phrase “recalibrated better:” Did they think President Obama should offer an apology to the Cambridge police department?

         Just as important, they minimized evidence from a Pew Foundation survey which found that Obama’s initial comments were damaging his ratings with white Americans.  In its summary, Pew stated, 
“Obama’s comments on the arrest of Henry Louis Gates Jr. appear to have played some role in his ratings decline. … [T]he president’s approval ratings fell among non-Hispanic whites over the course of the interviewing period as the focus of the Gates story shifted from details about the incident to Obama’s remarks about the incident.  Interviews Wednesday and Thursday of last week found 53% of whites approving of Obama’s job performance. This slipped to 46% among whites interviewed Friday through Sunday as the Gates story played out across the nation.” 

      With Obama’s retreat, The Root changed its defense of Gates.  In a July 25th article, One of its columnists, Sophie Nelson, defended President Obama’s decision not to apologize to Crowley.  She argued,   “Officer Crowley was right to be insulted and offended by Gates’ verbal attacks on him. But did it rise to the level of arresting Gates? He had no weapons; he did not strike anyone; he was not throwing anything—he was trash talking— ‘playin' the dozens’ with the officer in a way that maybe only black folks truly understand.  [However,] Crowley an expert in racial profiling … should have expected the response he got from Gates as a black man who was in his own home and was being wrongly questioned by the police under suspicion of breaking and entering.”
  Thus, there was an acknowledgment that Gates was unruly but now the focus was on the inappropriateness of his arrest.
      Despite the new information, the New York Times op-ed and blog writers continued to present Gates in the most positive light possible while casting Crowley as the villain.  Charles Bow continued to argue that Gates had finally joined the club of victims of racial profiling.  He wrote, “Mr. Gates may be able to take some solace in the fact that his rite of passage came later in his life – a life that he told me on Thursday had been insulated ‘by a cocoon of racial tolerance, enlightenment and reason.’  Still as one commenter on my Face book page put it: ‘Tell Doc, welcome to the ‘club’”
  
      Faced with the undeniable evidence that Gates acted unruly and was loud and verbally abusive to Crowley, Judith Warner gives the most sympathetic explanation for this behavior:  Gates had an objectively-based fear of law enforcement:

       “Had he been white, a request for ID would probably not have sounded like an insult, or worse, a potential danger. It would probably not have stirred up memories of black men like Amadou Diallo, the Guinean immigrant who in 1999 was killed by police in the Bronx as he reached for his wallet. He very likely would not have seen what Gates was sure he saw in Crowley’s face, as the cop scanned the professor’s Harvard ID, trying to take in the fact that the man before him was not an intruder. ‘He’s trying to unpack a narrative … He was so sure that he had a catch,’ Gates recalled to King. ‘That is when everything turned.’”

        Despite any evidence that Crowley’s interaction with Gates was anything but professional, Warner projects negative attitudes onto him.   Warner ignores the risks Crowley faced from two potential burglars who could possibly have had weapons. Instead, focusing on Gates’s diminutive size, Warner judged that Crowley’s “report and later statements seem to attest to a greatly outsized sense of vulnerability and victimization.”  She uses this to leap to the following analogy:  “In Crowley’s excessive ultimate reaction to Gates’s angry accusations, I was reminded of the story candidate Obama told in his race speech in Philadelphia last year, when he talked of beleaguered working- and middle-class white Americans who don’t ‘feel that they have been particularly privileged by their race’ and who, when held accountable for institutional racism, respond with a long-nursed ‘resentment.’ ”
   Thus, like Gates’s surrogate Lawrence Bobo, Warner projected Crowley to be just another angry white man who has deep-seated resentments towards blacks.  
     Like the other New York Times writers, Maureen Dowd refused to challenge Gates’s statements.  She accepted at face value his comment to her that “Crowley was so ‘gruff’ and unsolicitous ‘the hair on my neck stood up.’ ” She doesn’t counter that given two possibly armed burglars, Crowley should be expect to be cautious and direct.   Dowd then wrote, “Gates told his daughter Elizabeth in The Daily Beast: “He should have gotten out of there and said, ‘I’m sorry, sir, good luck. Loved your PBS series — check with you later!’ ”
  By now evidence was overwhelming that Crowley did leave but the confrontation continued because Gates still yelling followed him outside.  But why contradict her good friend Gates?
     Another New York Times blogger, Stanley Fish, also weighed in.  Fish began his essay by recounting the racist treatment Gates experienced when he taught at Duke some twenty years ago: Whites could not believe that Gates could live in a grand house in an expensive neighborhood.  As the title of his article “Henry Louis Gates: Déjà vu all over again” makes clear, Fish believes that Gates has experienced this same racist treatment once again.  Drawing a parallel with recent attacks on President Obama, Fish wrote,
    “The problem is again the legitimacy of a black man living in a big house, especially when it’s the White House. Just as some in Durham and Cambridge couldn’t believe that Gates belonged in the neighborhood, so does a vocal minority find it hard to believe that an African-American could possibly be the real president of the United States.  Gates and Obama are not only friends; they are in the same position, suspected of occupying a majestic residence under false pretenses.”
  
       After Obama’s retreat, Gates began saying that he wanted to move past the incident. This stance was dramatically different than his initial statement: “I’m deeply resolved to do and say the right things so that this cannot happen again.”
  In response, the New York Times ethicist Randy Cohen urged Gates to file a law suit after the White House meeting. Sympathizing with Gates’s experience, Cohen wrote, “A lawsuit by Gates could lead to a formal examination of the troubled history of police interactions with African-Americans.” 

      Despite Cohen’s plea, Gates remained resolute that he would not pursue the issue further.  After all, a legal suit would expose Gates to cross examination undermining his entire strategy of avoiding having to defend his statements by making sure to only speak to trusted allies and friends.  Indeed, Gates chose to make light of the whole event at a Martha’s Vineyard book event. Without a scant reference to the havoc his actions had generated, Gates jokingly indicated that he would be helpful in getting Crowley’s children into Harvard on one condition: Crowley promises not to arrest him again.  
      What the liberal media chose to ignore was that Gates had a responsibility to respond to the pain he caused three people to endure.  Besides Crowley, there was the 911 caller, Lucy Whalen, who was in tears when she described the personal abuse she experienced.  There was Leon Lashley, the black police officer who was at the Gates home and supported completely Crowley’s statement and actions.  Lashley was vilified in the Boston-area media as being an Uncle Tom and worse.  He wrote a personal letter to Gates that Crowley delivered at the White House meeting.  This letter was ignored by Gates and the media.
  
       A forceful demand that Gates inappropriately tarnished reputations came from Harvard Professor Ruth Wisse.  In a Harvard Crimson letter, Wisse noted that Cambridge is a quite left-of-center city in which police officers are expected to maintain a high level of professionalism, especially when issues of race are concerned.  She pointed to the sensitive manner in which they handled the shooting of a black student on the Harvard campus.   Wisse then questioned Gates’s motive: “Rather than taking offense at being racially profiled, weren't you instead insulted that someone as prominent as you was being subjected to a regular police routine? A Harvard professor and public figure—should you have to be treated like an ordinary citizen?”  Suggesting that Gates owed the Cambridge police an apology, Wisse concluded, “I'm concerned for you, but would not like to see the authority of our police diminished, their effectiveness reduced, or their reputation unfairly tarnished. Since, inadvertently I assume, you have made the work of our police force more difficult than it already is, I wish that you would help set the record straight. You are the man to do it.” 

Why Such Liberal Support for Gates
      The willingness of the New York Times opinion writers to defend Gates should not be surprising.   For the last fifteen years, he had socialized with them through his many PBS broadcasts and his membership on the boards of many notable NYC institutions including the New York Public Library, Jazz at Lincoln Center, the Studio Museum of Harlem, the NAACP Legal Defense Fund,  and HEAF (the Harlem Educational Activities Fund).   (There is an even closer relationship with the Washington Post which publishes The Root.  Not surprisingly, its opinion writers, Michael Kinsley and Eugene Robinson were resolute to the end in their belief that Gates was a victim of racial profiling.
)
       While social and business intermingling is important, I suggest that the liberal media’s resolute defense of Gates was based fundamentally on the perfect meshing of political perspectives which cemented the social ties.   In the early 1990s, the leftist perspective that white racist attitudes and behavior were central causes of racial economic disparities dominated black studies programs nationally.  From this perspective, any references to personal inadequacies or dysfunctional behaviors, however well intentioned, resulting in “blaming the victim” and would undermine the societal changes necessary to reduce racial inequities.  The leading black public intellectual was Cornel West who cleaved to this perspective.   
         While Gates was well known and had finally landed a permanent position on the Harvard faculty after less than successful positions at Yale, Cornell, and Duke, he was overshadowed by West and a number of other black academics.  His status changed dramatically in 1992.   Gates published an op-ed piece in the New York Times that forthrightly criticized not only the purveyors of anti-Semitism in the black community but the unwillingness of many (leftist) black intellectuals to condemn them.  Gates wrote,
      “Many Jews are puzzled by the recrudescence of black anti-Semitism in view of the historic alliance. The brutal truth has escaped them that the new anti-Semitism arises not in spite of the black-Jewish alliance but because of it. For precisely such trans-racial cooperation -- epitomized by the historic partnership between blacks and Jews -- is what poses the greatest threat to the isolationist movement. 
     “In short, for the tacticians of the new anti-Semitism, the original sin of American Jews was their involvement -- truly ‘inordinate,’ truly ‘disproportionate’ -- not in slavery, but in the front ranks of the civil rights struggle. 
      “For decent and principled reasons, many black intellectuals are loath to criticize ‘oppositional’ black leaders. Yet it has become apparent that to continue to maintain a comradely silence may be, in effect, to capitulate to the isolationist agenda, to betray our charge and trust.”


This article signaled to the liberal establishment that there was an eloquent academician with substantial scholarly credentials who would not kowtow to leftist and black nationalist sentiment.  For New York Times liberals there was a need to have such a black public intellectual since they believed that black advancement required correcting personal inadequacies and dysfunction behaviors.  These liberals considered Clinton’s welfare policies to be a successful effort to free many black women and their families from attitudes and behaviors that trapped them in longstanding poverty and hopelessness.
        Among these liberals were New York Times reporters, Jason De Parle and David Shipler. Both relied on a culture of poverty thesis to explain the persistence of black poverty.  In his award winning book, The Working Poor, Shipler spent a whole chapter describing the difficulty that many black women have had adjusting to work after living without paid employment:

   “They enter [the labor market] burdened by their personal histories of repeated failure: failure to finish school, failure to resist drugs, failure to maintain loving relationships, failure to hold jobs.  ... They admitted gently that they were afraid of making the phone call, of getting no reply, of filling out the application, of going to the interview.”

    To illustrate how difficult it can be to move poor women into the world of work, Shipler discussed Camellia Woodruff.  She had dropped out of school high school, started getting into the “street life,” into an abusive relationship, and watched her mother die of a drug overdose.  Camellia had worked sporadically because “getting up for work everyday seems hard.”   When a caring caseworker used personal contacts to obtain a job selling jewelry at the local Macy’s, Camellia failed to show up for her orientation because “she could not find her way through the tangled anxieties and excuses.”
 These examples led Shipler to believe that for many black women, low-wage labor can make people successful only if support programs develop the self confidence and work ethic necessary for stable employment.  
         In his best seller, American Dream, DeParle tells the story of welfare reform through the lives of three Milwaukee women, all members of the Staples clan: Angie, Opal, and Jewell.  DeParle reported that the majority of their Staples forbearers were involved in violent black-on-black encounters that either took someone’s life or landed them in jail.    Nor is the epidemic of domestic violence absent.  Jewell’s grandmother, Mama Hattie, recalled being sexually molested by her grandmother’s boyfriend at the age of seven.  ‘Men back then didn’t allow girls to have much of a childhood,’ she said.”

    Describing Mama Hattie arrival in Chicago, DeParle echoed the classic culture-of-poverty explanation for how urban life intensifies dysfunctional behavior:  “There had always been chaos is black southern life.  But the stabilizing forces of the rural world – church, schools, communal networks – carried less weight in an anonymous city, where someone looking to live the wild life could do it on a grander scale.”

        While DeParle praised the work ethics of the Staples clan that migrated to Chicago, their children – the post-migration generation – lacked a strong work ethic.     DeParle noted, “It took Jewell two and half years in Milwaukee just to apply for a job.”
   When Angie is employed for eighteen months, “since no one else [of the three other women and two men] in the compound had a regular job, child care was not a problem.”
   However, as long as Angie was able to receive a welfare check, she was unwilling to be a steady worker.  As for Opal, work was something to avoid and her efforts were even more sporadic than Jewell’s.   And while these women continued to collect welfare, they partied all night long.  DeParle then documents how welfare-to-work policies had a transformative effect on their behavior.
       New York Times op-ed columnists also have supported a cultural explanation for the lack of academic success among black students.  Bob Hebert wrote, “I have no idea what the stats are, but I know this perverse peer pressure to do less than your best in scholarly and intellectual pursuits is holding back large numbers of black Americans, especially black boys and men.''
  According to Brent Staples, antebellum laws against black literacy “created a legacy of alienation from books and reading that has had a lingering effect on African-American achievement. … [Today,] Black students who … excel are routinely attacked by their friends for ‘selling out’ and becoming ‘white.’ Still others find themselves confronted by teachers and counselors who cannot conceive of them as academically inclined and discourage them from taking advanced courses. … The current crop of black high achievers, then, is battling hostile cultural conditions.”

      This perspective on racial inequality dovetailed well with Henry Louis Gates. He criticized leftists who attacked Bill Cosby’s crusade against the black oppositional culture.   Gates wrote,

    “Why has it been so difficult for black leaders to say such things in public, without being pilloried for ‘blaming the victim’? Why the huge flap over Bill Cosby's insistence that black teenagers do their homework, stay in school, master standard English and stop having babies? … ‘If our people studied calculus like we studied basketball,’ my father, age 91, once remarked as we drove past a packed inner-city basketball court at midnight, ‘we'd be running M.I.T.’   Yet in too many black neighborhoods today, academic achievement has actually come to be stigmatized.
      “Scholars such as my Harvard colleague William Julius Wilson say that the causes of black poverty are both structural and behavioral. Think of structural causes as ‘the devil made me do it,’ and behavioral causes as ‘the devil is in me.’ Structural causes are faceless systemic forces, like the disappearance of jobs. Behavioral causes are self-destructive life choices and personal habits. To break the conspiracy of silence, we have to address both of these factors.”

What Were Its Lessons?

      Both liberals and leftists desire an activist government to combat racial economic inequities.  Whereas leftists stress rooting out racist behavior and practices, liberals stress government programs to transform black behaviors that limit individual advancements.  While the liberal view is consistent with some notions of “post-racialism,” they too fear that the country is slowing moving into a new era of “benign neglect.”   This is the most important reason why both liberals and leftists rushed to Gates’s defense.
      For the liberal columnists, especially those employed at the New York Times, there were additional reasons.  Gates is the preeminent public face of their perspective.  He is not a rabble rouser who emotionally presents uncomfortable stories about victimized blacks.  Gates supports the helping hand approach that so embodies the liberal perspective.  This perspective which they held in common cemented their personal and social ties, leading liberal columnists to be as aggressive as possible in supporting and defending him. 
      Unfortunately, the incident turned out to be an example of typical misuse of police authority not racial profiling or racist practices.  Why should anyone be surprised that despite warnings, once Gates continued his yelling and name-calling in a public space, witnessed by those passing by, that he would be arrested?  While this is clearly a misuse of authority, it is a widespread occurrence impacting on whites and blacks alike.  
       This assessment is consistent with the lessons Glen Loury emphasized in his New York Times op-ed piece. Loury complained,

      “[T]his much-publicized incident is emblematic of precisely nothing at all. Rather, the Gates arrest is a made-for-cable-TV tempest in a teapot. It is the rough equivalent of a black man being thrown out of a restaurant after having berated an indifferent maître d’ for showing him to a table by the kitchen door, all the while declaring what everybody is supposed to know: this is what happens to a black man in America.”

      Loury then takes Gates to task for focusing his attention so narrowly.  Loury wrote, “I find laughable, and sad, Professor Gates’s declaration that he now plans to make a documentary film about racial profiling. Is that as far as his scholarship on the intersection of race and policing in America extends? Where has this eminent scholar of African-American affairs been these last 30 years, during which a historically unprecedented, politically popular, extraordinarily punitive and hugely racially disparate mobilization of resources for the policing, imprisonment and post-release supervision of those caught up in the criminal justice system has unfolded?
        Unlike Brent Staples, Loury is highly critical of Obama’s behavior: “It is a shame that it takes an incident like this to induce a (black!) president to address these issues forthrightly. President Obama spoke to the N.A.A.C.P. this month, reaffirming the standard racial narrative while lecturing the black community on the need for better family values. But he barely uttered a word about the ways in which public policies — policies over which he might exert no small influence — have resulted in the hyper-incarceration of poor black men.”

        Trying to sustain this problematic (and trivial) incident as an example of racial profiling or racist practices has already eroded support for President Obama’s health care initiative by about five percentage points.  It alienated a white constituency who might be willing to support modest government programs to reduce racial inequities.  More long term, however, it will erode support for responses to real racial abuses because they will more likely be seen as just other examples of misperceived black victimization.  Thus, it is now much harder to gain support for the initiatives Loury desires to improve the lives of poor black men and women, many of whom are truly victimized by the current criminal justice system.
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