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There is a perception in our society, put forward by whites as well as many African-

Americans, that African-Americans are so caught up in the throes of  the impact of racial 

oppression that daily survival consumes all of our time. This formulation has been put 

forward by the white intellectual and professional establishment and the progressive 

sectors of the peace movement to explain our exclusion from discussions on foreign 

policy. This perception exists in spite of the historical evidence to the contrary. 

 

Since the days of Paul Cuffee and Martin Delaney in the eighteenth century to the 

contemporary example of Jesse Jackson, the African-American struggle against racial 

oppression in this country has been bound up with an astute understanding that our 

struggle was part and parcel of a world-wide struggle against oppression. 

 

Frankly, it is not surprising that the contribution that African-Americans have made in 

international affairs is ignored – in many situations, denigrated. It coincides with the 

articulation that the concerns of African-Americans can be categorized as a special 

interest group. Yet virtually every segment of American society has benefited from the 

struggles of African-Americans. This includes all people of color in our society, white 

woman, white men, handicapped people and senior citizens. 

 

Nevertheless it is in the arena of foreign policy that our influence has been particularly 

disregarded. I would like to challenge this perception by putting forward what I call an 

African-American perspective on foreign policy. This perspective has three basic tenets 

which I will discuss below. I should qualify this formulation with two caveats. The first is 

that this perspective is true for African-American leadership which has viewed its 

primary constituents as the African-American community. Therefore, I am not talking 

about a Ralph Bunche or a Colin Powell. The other is that African-Americans, like every 

other ethnic group, have a diversity of opinion on any given issue. However, I suggest 

that a framework has emerged from our history in this country which frames the prism in 

which we view foreign policy. 

 

The first tenet of this perspective is that African-Americans have always sought to link 

domestic policy with foreign policy. To illuminate this point one has only to cite 

Muhammad Ali's famous assessment that "no Vietcong ever called me nigger." However, 

looking deeper at twentieth century leadership of our community, individuals such as 

W.E.B. Dubois, A. Phillip Randolph, Marcus Garvey, Paul Robeson, Malcolm X, Martin 

Luther King, Stokely Carmichael, Julian Bond and Jesse Jackson (to name a few) all 
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addressed the critical foreign policy of their era. They did not do this as another political 

agenda from our domestic reality but as a fundamental aspect to understanding our 

problems and formulating solutions. Moreover they were always punished if the views 

they articulated were critical of U.S. foreign policy. 

 

Our insistence on linking foreign policy with domestic policy has always put us at odds 

with the establishment and progressive white people. Recent disclosures through the 

Freedom of Information Act indicate that African-American leadership which challenged 

U.S. foreign policy was the target of particular wrath from the FBI of J. Edgar Hoover. 

Starting with Hoover's labeling of A. Phillip Randolph as "the most dangerous Negro in 

the U.S." (because of his views regarding WWI) and the subsequent raids on his 

newspaper by then-Attorney General Palmer, the African-American struggle has always 

borne the brunt of political repression. Many of us are from the era that saw the military 

draft used as a weapon to silence African-American dissent as well as the genocidal 

treatment of the Black Panther Party. 

 

The period of American history which has become known as the McCarthy era saw the 

African-American community depart from the majority population by not caving into this 

assault on our democratic traditions. When W.E.B. DuBois was indicted under the 

McCarren Act and both he and Paul Robeson had their passports seized by the State 

Department, the African-American community supported them. It should be noted that 

this support came not only from the left of the African-American community but also 

from such mainstream sectors as the churches, newspapers, sororities and fraternities. 

 

During the civil rights movement of the 1960's organizations like the Student Non-

Violent Coordinating Committee, Southern Christian Leadership Conference and the 

Congress of Racial Equality made the political connection between opposition to the war 

in Vietnam and the racial oppression of African-Americans. Again, we can see the brunt 

of repression against the anti-war movement being crystallized on our community as 

Julian Bond was refused his seat in the Georgia State Legislature because he supported 

the anti-war statement of SNCC. Moreover, all civil rights organizations that opposed the 

war lost many of their white supporters. It is interesting that virtually all white historians, 

regardless of political persuasion, characterize the anti-war movement as a white 

movement with some black support. 

 

The second tenet which I have identified is an opposition to the arms race. Throughout 

our electoral history we generally do not support candidates who call for a large defense 

budget and who support the U.S. imperial role in the world. Opinion polls consistently 

indicate that the African-American community opposes the arms race. Over the past 15 

years the Congressional Black Caucus has presented an alternative federal budget which 

challenges the enormous expenditures on nuclear armaments. Moreover, U.S. military 

intervention such as in Vietnam, Korea, Dominican Republic, Grenada, the bombing of 

Libya and the refusal to give a visa to Yasser Arafat, the contra war in Nicaragua, and 

support for the racist regime in South Africa all have been opposed by the African-

American community. 
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Yet when this history is cited our community receives little credit for having a 

sophisticated political understanding about world affairs. We are treated as hustlers 

(which George Bush called Jesse Jackson during the 1988 presidential campaign) who 

merely want money for "our problems." Indeed when African-American leadership such 

as Jackson, Ron Dellums, John Conyers and others address these issues many would 

suggest that they do this in spite of their constituency and not because of it. Yet any 

opinion poll from Gallop to Americans Talk Security will indicate that our leaders are 

usually politically to the right of our community and not to the left.  

 

The third tenet which I want to discuss is that the African-American community usually 

sides with the oppressed when addressing international and domestic issues. Here again, 

racist interpretations of our behavior are in vogue. For those who do concede the previous 

two tenets, we are generally relegated to being concerned about South Africa because it is 

a black-white issue. The suggestion is that if it involved other people our concern would 

be nil. However, history does not validate this analysis.  

 

A reading of the documents from the Pan African Congress movement organized and led 

by W.E.B. Dubois indicates that they took a position on every colonial question of the 

period. This included Southeast Asia, the Indian sub-continent, and the U.S. policy 

toward Latin America. Indeed the Non-Aligned Movement is a direct outgrowth of the 

Pan African Congress movement. During the establishment of both the League of 

Nations and the United Nations, African-American leadership fought for anti-colonial 

policies and the human rights covenant. In 1944 the NAACP (not considered a radical 

organization) called for the independence of Puerto Rico. In 1954 its national organ, the 

Crisis magazine, published an article opposing the war in Vietnam. I remind you that the 

French were still in Vietnam in 1954. 

 

Historians and political scientists who address American history treat any unique 

contribution which we make the same way that any contribution of African-Americans is 

treated – that is, any good behavior which we collectively represent is either individually 

exceptional or instinctive. For those of you who watch sports you know that the heady, 

hustling, intelligent gym rat is white. On the other hand the gifted athlete with natural 

ability is black. When Debbie Thomas was competing with Katrina Witt, one was strong, 

aggressive and street smart while the other was feminine and graceful. You guess which 

was which! Similarly, rather than assess our political understanding as visionary, humane 

and inclusive, we are treated as uninformed and selfish. 

 

Most of what I have described has necessarily been a protest history – outside of the 

mainstream – because of the racist practices in our society. However, the past decade has 

seen a departure from this as the struggle of African-Americans has forced our views on 

foreign policy into the mainstream. Most notable is the legislation that imposes economic 

sanctions on South Africa. Moreover, the comprehensive foreign policy program put 

forward by Jesse Jackson was clearly a distillation of the views prevalent in the African-

American community. 
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Today as we attempt to formulate an African-American agenda for the nineties and into 

the twenty-first century, it is incumbent upon us to continue and expand this legacy. 

Today we are witnessing the most fundamental change in international relations since 

WWII. The most profound change is unquestionably the rapproachment between the U.S. 

and the Soviet Union. While this occurrence helps to lessen tension in the world, 

particularly tension caused by the presence of nuclear weapons, the implications of this is 

more complex and far reaching. For example last year the Pentagon commissioned a 

panel of establishment gurus such as Henry Kissinger, Zbigniew Brzezinski and others to 

project U.S. foreign policy options for the future. 

 

The document they produced, Discriminate Deterrence, suggested that anti-communism 

could no longer be used to justify U.S. incursions into the Third World (something the 

African-American community has always known) but other rhetorical justification will 

have to be utilized. Specifically, they suggested that drug interdiction and terrorism are 

issues which might supplant the anti-communism of the past. Not coincidentally this past 

spring the Pentagon labeled the African National Congress, which had been officially 

labeled a communist organization, as a terrorist organization. In the same vein the state 

department and the Pentagon have discussed using both the excuse of drugs and terrorism 

to overthrow former George Bush ally, Manuel Noriega of Panama.  

 

Another phenomenon occurring in the world can be understood by the self-description of 

“a common European house”. The concrete manifestation of this concept is the plan for 

European economic integration in 1992. This plan is the response by Europe to economic 

competition of the U.S., but more significantly the Third World. While this plan only 

includes the twelve countries of the European communities, many Warsaw pact countries 

– including the Soviet Union – want to be in this “house”. 

 

Along with this concept is a growing xenophobia in the western European countries that 

is making the process of immigration to countries such as Great Britain, France and 

Germany a difficult and demeaning process from people of the Third World. There is a 

growing recognition that the nuclear arsenal of the U.S. will not have to be used against 

the Soviet Union and that the U.S. needs non-nuclear weapons to defend what the policy 

makers consider the national interest of our country. This, of course is the Third World. 

Increasingly we find more NATO installations being established in the southern 

European countries of Italy and Spain and the reduction of the manpower in Germany. A 

reading of the map of Europe suggests that the only reason to concentrate weapons in 

southern Europe is for mobility to intervene into the Third World and not for defense 

from the Soviet Union. 

 

Throughout the Third World people are still being oppressed by home grown oligarchies, 

often sponsored by the U.S. Many of these societies such as El Salvador, South Africa 

and the Middle East, are significant concerns for U.S. foreign policy makers. In fact U.S. 

troops could be introduced into these conflicts in the future.  

 

Of course these issues are but a few which our society will be addressing in the future. I 

would argue that had the views of African-American leadership been treated seriously 
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during this century that the U.S. would be a stronger country today. It is incumbent upon 

African-American leadership to remember that we are not just victims in this society. We 

also must assert our role as problem solvers in both the domestic and foreign arena. We 

should remember that, in the field of international relations, there is no such thing as a 

white issue. 

 

 

 

Copyright © 1989 Michael Simmons  
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