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As Minister of Information for the radical Black Panther Party, El-
(dridge Cleaver was the author of the bestselling memoir Soul on
Ice (1968). Having served iwelve years in California state prisons,
he left the United States in 1968 rather than face a return to prison
because of his involvement in a Black Panther gun battle with the
Oakland police. Critical of the work of authors like Barakd and
Reed, Cleaver did not consider himself a member of the Black Arts .
Movement. This excerpt from Soul on Ice is from the chapter
“The White Race and Its Heroes.”

FROM SOUL ON ICE

THIS MOST ALIENATED VIEWof America was preached by the Aboli-
* tionists, and by Harriet Beecher Stowe in her Uncle Tom’s Cabin. But
such a view of America was too distasteful to receive wide attention,
and serious debate about America’s image and her reality was engaged
in only on the fringes of society. Even when confronted with over-
whelming evidence to the contrary, most white Americans have
found it possible, after steadying their rattled nerves, to settle com-~
fortably back into their vaunted belief that America is dedicated to
. the proposition that all men are created equal and endowed by their
Creator with certain inalienable rights—Ilife, liberty and the pursuit of
' happiness. With the Constitution for a rudder and the Declaration of
Independence as its guiding star, the ship of state is sailing always to-
ward a brighter vision of freedom and justice for all.

‘ Because there is no common ground between these two contra-
. dictory images of America, they had to be kept apart. But the mo-

. ment the blacks were let into the white world—let out of the

voiceless and faceless cages of their ghettos, singing, walking, talking,

dancing, writing, and orating their image of America and Ameri-
~ cans—the white world was suddenly challenged to match its practice
to its preachments. And this is why those whites who abandon the
white image of America and adopt the black are greeted with such un-
mitigated hostility by their elders.

"For all these years whites have been taught to believe in the myth
they preached, while Negroes have had to face the bitter reality of
 what America practiced. But without the lies and distortions, white

Americans would not have been able to do the things they have done.
. \When whites are forced to look honestly upon the objective proof of

eir deeds, the cement of mendaciFX holding white society together
swiftly disintegrates. On the other hand, the core of the black world’s
vision remains intact, and in fact begins to expand and spread into the -
i psychological territory vacated by the non-viable white lies, i.e., into
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the minds of young whites. |It is remarkable how the system worked
for so many years, how the majority of whites remained -effectively
unaware of any contradiction between their view of the world and
that world itself. The mechanism by which this was rendered possible
requires examination at this point.

Let us recall that the white man, in order to justify slavery and,
later on, to justify segregation, elaborated a complex, all-pervasive
myth which at one time classified the black man as a subhuman beast
of burden. The myth was progressively modified, gradually elevating
the blacks on the scale of evolution, following their slowly changing
status, until the plateau of separate-but-equal was reached at the close
of the nineteenth century. During slavery, the black was seen as a
mindless Supermasculine Menial. Forced to do the backbreaking
work, he was conceived in terms of his ability to do such work—
“field niggers,” etc. The white man administered the plantation, do-
ing all the thinking, exercising omnipotent power over the slaves. He
had little difficulty dissociating himself from the black slaves, and he
could not conceive of their positions being reversed or even re-
versible. :

Blacks and whites being conceived as mutually exclusive types,
those attributes imputed to the blacks could not also be imputed to
the whites—at least not in equal degree—without blurring the line
separating the races. These images were based upon the social func-
tion of the two races, the work they performed. The ideal white man
was one who knew how to use his head, who knew how to manage
and control things and get things done. Those whites who were not
in a position to perform these functions nevertheless aspired to them.
The ideal black man was one who did exactly as he was told, and did
it efficiently and cheerfully. “Slaves,” said Frederick Douglass, “are
generally expected to sing as well as to work.” As the black man’s po-
sition and function became more varied, the images of white and
black, having become stereotypes, lagged behind.

The separate-but-equal doctrine was promulgated by the Su-
preme Court in 1896. It had the same purpose domestically as the
Open Door Policy toward China in the international arena: to stabi-
lize a situation and subordinate a non-white population so that racist
‘exploiters could manipulate those people according to their own self-
ish interests. These doctrines were foisted off as the epitome of enlight-
ened justice, the highest expression of morality. Sanctified by religion,
justified by philosophy and legalized by the Supreme Court, separate-
but-equal was enforced by day by agencies of the law, and by the
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'KKK & Co. under cover of night. Booker T. Washington, the Martin

Luther King of his day, accepted separate-but-equal in the name of all
Negroes. W. E. B. DuBois denounced it.

Separaee—but—equal marked the last stage of the white man’s flight
into cultural neurosis, and the beginning of the black man’s frantic
striving to assert his humanity and equalize his position with the
white. Blacks ventured into all fields of endeavor to which they could
gain entrance. Their goal was to present in all fields a performance
that would equal or surpass that of the whites. It was long axiomatic
among blacks that a black had to be twice as competent as a white in
any field in order to win grudging recognition from the whites. This
produced a pathological motivation in the blacks to equal or surpass
the whites, and a pathological motivation in the whites to maintain a
distance from the blacks. This is the rack on which black and white
Americans receive their delicious torture! At first there was the color
bar, flatly denying the blacks entrance to certain spheres of activity.
When this no longer worked, and blacks invaded sector after sector of
American life and economy, the whites evolved other methods of
keeping their distance. The illusion of the Negro’s inferior nature had
to be maintained.

One device evolved by the whites was to tab whatever the blacks
did with the prefix “Negro.” We had Negro literature, Negro athletes,
Negro music, Negro doctors, Negro politicians, Negro workers. The ma-
lignant ingeniousness of this device is that although it accurately, de-
scribes an objective biological fact—or, at least, a sociological fact in
America—it concealed the paramount psychological fact: that to the
white mind, prefixing anything with “Negro” ‘automatically con-

signed it to an inferior category. A well-known example of the white
necessity to deny due credit to blacks is in the realm of music\ White
musicians were famous for going to Harlem and other Negro cultural
centers literally to steal the black man’s music, carrying it back across
_the color line into the Great White World and passing off the
watered-down loot as their own original creations. Blacks, mean;
while, were ridiculed as Negro musicians playing inferior coon musig,

The Negro revolution at home and national liberation move-
ments abroad have unceremoniously shattered the world of fantasy in
which the whites have been living. It is painful that many do not yet
see that their fantasy world has been rendered uninhabitable in the last
half of the twentieth century. But it is away from this World that the
white youth of today are turning. [The “paper tiger” hero, James
Bond, offering the whites a triumphant image of themselves, is saying
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what many whites want desperately to hear reaffirmed: I am still the
White Man, lord of the land, licensed to kill, and the world is still an empire
at my feet. James Bond feeds on that secret little anxiety, the psycho-
logical white backlash, felt in some degree by most whites alive ]It is
exasperating to see little brown men and little yellow men from the
mysterious Orient, and the opaque black men of Africa (to say noth-
ing of these impudent American Negroes!) who come to the UN and
talk smart to us, who are scurrying all over our globe in their strange
modes of dress—much as if they were new, unpleasant arrivals from
another planet. Many whites believe in their ulcers that it is only a
matter of time before the Marines get the signal to round up these
truants and put them back securely in their cages. But it is away from
this fantasy world that the white youth of today are turning.

In,the world revolution now under way, the initiative rests with
people. of color. That growing numbers-of white youth are repudiat-
ing their heritage of blood and taking people of color as their heroes
and models is a tribute not only to their insight but to the resilience of
the human spirit. For today the heroes of the initiative are people not
usually thought of as white: Fidel Castro, Che Guevara, Kwame
Nkrumah, Mao Tse-tung, Gamal Abdel Nasser, Robert E Williams,
Malcolm X, Ben Bella, John Lewis, Martin Luther King, Jr., Robert
Parris Moses, Ho Chi Minh, Stokely Carmichael, W. E. B. DuBois,
James Forman, Chou En-lai.

E‘,he white youth of today have begun to react to the fact that the
“‘American Way of Life” is a fossil of history. What do they care if
their old baldheaded and crew-cut elders don't dig their caveman
mops? They couldn’t care less about the old, stiffassed honkies who
don’t like their new dances: Frug, Monkey, Jerk, Swim, Watusi. All
they know is that it feels good to swing to way-out body-rhythms in-
stead of dragassing across the dance floor like zombies to the dead beat
of mind-smothered Mickey Mouse mu'si:gls it any wonder that the
youth have lost all respect for their elders, for law and order, when for
‘as long as they can remember all they’ve witnessed is a monumental
bickering over the Negro’s place in American society and the right of
people around the world to be left alone by outside powers? They
have witnessed the law, both domestic and international, being spat
upon by those who do not like its terms, Is jt any wonder, then, that
they feel justified, by sitting-in and freedom riding, in breaking laws
made by lawless men? Old funny-styled, zipper-mouthed political
night riders know nothing but to haul out an investigating committee
to look into the disturbance to find the cause of the unrest among the
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youth. Look into a mirror! The cause is you, Mr. and Mirs. Yesterday,
you with your forked tongues.
A young 'white today cannot help but recoil from the base deeds

of his people. On every side, on every continent, he sees racial arro-

gance, savage brutality toward the conquered and subjugated people,
genocide; he sees the human cargo of the slave trade; he sees the sys-
tematic extermination of American Indians; he sees the civilized na-
tions of Europe fighting in imperial depravity over the lands of other
people—and over possession of the very people themselves. There
seems to be no end to the ghastly deeds of which his people are guilty.

GUILTY. The slaughter of the Jews by the Germans, the dropping of

atomic bombs on the Japanese people—these deeds weigh heavily
upon the prostrate souls and tumultuous consciences of the white
youth. The white heroes, their hands dripping with blood, are dead.

The young whites know that the colored people of the world,
Afro-Americans included, do not seek revenge for their suffering.
They seek the same things the white rebel wants: an end to war and
exploitation. Black and white, the young rebels are free people, free in
a way that Americans have never been before in the history of their
couptry. And they are outraged.

here is in America today a generation of white youth that is

truly worthy of a black man’s respect, and this is a rare event in the
foul annals of American history. From the beginning of the contact
between blacks and whites, there has been very little reason for a
black man to respect a white, with such exceptions as John Brown
and others lesser known. But respect commands itself and it can nei-
ther be given nor withheld when it is'due. If a man like Malcolm. X
could change and repudiate racism, if I myself and other former Mus-
lims can change, if young whites can change, then there is hope for
America. It was certainly strange to find myself, while steeped in the
doctrine that all whites were devils by nature, commanded by the
heart to applaud and acknowledge respect for these young whites—
despite the fact that they are descendants of the masters and I the de-
scendant of slaves. The sins of the fathers are visited upon the heads of
the children—but only if the children continue in the evil deeds of
the fatherg :




