What does ‘Ronald Reagan and Black America’ tell us about the dividing views of black Americans surrounding Reagan? 
When Ronald Reagan entered office, the black American community faced a mixture of reactions as to what his presidency would mean for their future. Ronald Reagan and Black America is a 1981 documentary, presented by anchor Tony Brown, which provides a strong insight into how the black community felt at the time. One way in which the documentary provides an insight on the dividing opinions present surrounding Reagan is by making it clear that most of the community voted against him and his political party, thereby illustrating that those who vote for him are a minority. In addition to this, the documentary interviews multiple notorious black Republicans, providing their perspective as to why the black community should switch to voting Republican rather than Democrat. Notably, Brown interviews Dr Thomas Sowell, an economist and key figure of the conservative movement during the Reagan era, as well as Reverend Hosea Williams, a former Civil Rights leader during the Civil Rights era, and an early follower of Martin Luther King Junior. Furthermore, the criticisms of the leaders of numerous Civil Rights groups towards black Republicans is illustrated, providing a stark contrast between the two groups. Throughout the documentary it is evident that each side believes that the actions of the other is deeply harmful to the wider black community. Overall, the documentary is a very strong primary source for informing us of the divisions which existed within the black American community in 1981. However, it is also limited in value because of the fact that Brown only interviews individuals who are sympathetic towards the Republican Party, with the documentary neglecting to interview either a black American who votes Democrat or a current Civil Rights leader, instead only letting us know what they think through Browns commentary.
First and foremost, the documentary lets us know of the dividing views of black Americans surrounding Reagan by informing us that most of the black American community support Jimmy Carter and the Democrat Party, i.e., they are opposed to Reagan. This would mean that most of the black community is not divided but rather united, politically, against Reagan and the Republican Party. “The racist charges against Ronald Reagan during the campaign and a basic misgiving about the Republican Party resulted in blacks being the only voting bloc of the crumbling Democratic coalition not to jump ship, and the only group to stick with Jimmy Carter, the landslide looser.”[footnoteRef:1] The unanimity of blacks for the Democratic Party can be observed in the writings of Chuck Stone, the first president of the National Association of Black Journalists. Reporting on the 1976 election, Stone states that “the national black vote with more than ’92 percent going for Jimmy Carter was both the largest black vote in history and influential single exercise of minority political power in this century.”[footnoteRef:2] This loyalty for Carter had remained by the 1980 election, as in that year 83% again voted for Carter.[footnoteRef:3] These statistics reveal that the black community overwhelmingly voted Democrat, and were largely against the Republicans. With regards to how the black community felt when Reagan actually won the election, the documentary highlights the fact that in 1981, at the very beginning of his presidency, there was ‘hysteria’ within the community nationwide. “This climate of what’s now referred to” … (as) … “black hysteria, the fact that the black community is just immobilized out of a fear that Ronald Reagans administration is quote ‘going to steal, snatch the great gains of the 60s and set black people back.’”[footnoteRef:4] The fact that the black community is ‘immobilized’ points to the community being on-guard, viewing the new administration and those who voted for it with deep suspicion. This points to the black American community unanimously being against Reagan, with those who voted for him merely representing a slim minority. Crucially, the documentary neglects to inform the viewer the reason as to why most of the black community voted Democrat and are sceptical of the Republican Party. The reason as to why black Americans vote Democrat has its traces in the Civil Rights era. Steven F. Lawson is a historian of the Civil Rights Movement and has written numerous books on the subject. He is the author of Running for Freedom Civil Rights and Black Politics in America Since 1941, a book which describes the African American perspective of the political scene from 1941 until the 1990s. When discussing why most black Americans vote for the Democratic Party, he traces the reasoning to the Civil Rights era. Lawson explains that “the President” … (Johnson) … “attempted to build a broad consensus for his nomination in 1964. The northern, liberal wing of his party backed him solidly, but the South posed some difficulties. Upset with the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and with the expensive social welfare programs that Johnson was preparing for his Great Society, many white southerners were unenthusiastic about their native son” … (Johnson being a Texan) …. “Instead, they seemed to prefer the Republican nominee, Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona, who had voted against the civil rights law.”[footnoteRef:5] After Democratic President Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act into law, racial polarization took effect. Black voters converted almost entirely to the Democrat Party, whereas white Southern voters, whom up to this point had been staunch Democrats, switched to the Republican Party. Black endorsement of the Democratic Party can also be observed with statistics;1960 saw 68% of black Americans vote Democrat,[footnoteRef:6] whereas this leaped up to 94% in both 1964[footnoteRef:7] and 1968.[footnoteRef:8] Support remained high throughout the 1970s, as the Democrats would receive 87% of the black American vote in 1972.[footnoteRef:9] As such, it is clear that the divisions present within the black American community in 1981 are the result of crucial historic events, with the majority of black Americans voting Democrat continuously for 17 years by this stage. This means that the divisions observed in the documentary are the result of voting trends in the aftermath of the Civil Rights era. Therefore, the divisions within the black American community are typical for the time.  [1:  Tony Brown Productions, Ronald Reagan and Black America [video]. 1981 < https://video-alexanderstreet-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/watch/ronald-reagan-and-black-america?utm_campaign=Video&utm_medium=MARC&utm_source=aspresolver > [accessed 03 May 2023].]  [2:  Chuck, Stone, Black Political Power in the Carter Era (USA: Taylor & Francis, 1977) in JSTOR < https://www.jstor.org/stable/41066097#:~:text=black%20vote%20with%20more%20than,political%20power%20in%20this%20century.%20%22 > [accessed 05 May 2023].]  [3:  Wikipedia, 1980 United States presidential election (2023) < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1980_United_States_presidential_election#Voter_demographics > [accessed 05 May 2023]. ]  [4:  Tony Brown Productions, 1981. ]  [5:  Steven F. Lawson, Running for Freedom Civil Rights and Black Politics in America since 1941 (USA: McGraw-Hill, 1991), p.100. ]  [6:  Wikipedia, 1960 United States presidential election (2023) < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1960_United_States_presidential_election#Voter_demographics > [accessed 05 May 2023].]  [7:  Wikipedia, 1964 United States presidential election (2023) < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1964_United_States_presidential_election#Voter_demographics > [accessed 05 May 2023].]  [8:  Wikipedia, 1968 United States presidential election (2023) < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1968_United_States_presidential_election#National_voter_demographics > [accessed 05 May 2023].]  [9:  Wikipedia, 1972 United States presidential election (2023) < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1972_United_States_presidential_election#Voter_demographics > [accessed 05 May 2023].] 

In addition to this, whilst analysing the dividing views within the black community, Ronald Reagan and Black America discusses black Republican views, as well as criticisms which black Republicans have of the Democratic Party and of black Civil Rights leaders. The Civil Rights leaders are accused of being out of touch with the black community that they claim to represent, and that rather than leading the black community, they instead follow the lead of white liberals. As a result of this, the black Republicans claim the black community is leaderless and neglected, with key issues facing the community not being addressed, such as education for the black youth. Dr Sowell states that “the views that I have, although they are like the views you would find in the black community, they’re not like the views that you would find among the black leadership. Those people, the leaders of organizations like the NAACP” … “have a certain set of views which meets their needs, which do not meet the needs of black people. And the media have gotten used to turning to those people automatically when they want to know what do THE blacks think, and so I’ll see a succession of people on television saying things, just the opposite of what blacks believe, as shown by enumerable polls.” … “And in doing that they are really following the lead of the white liberals rather than the actual sentiment in the black community.”[footnoteRef:10] Similarly, Reverend Williams not only accuses the Civil Rights leadership of being out of touch with black America, but also states that he believes that Carter doesn’t care about black America. According to Williams, Carter only listened to the Civil Rights leadership so that it would look like he cared about the black community, but in actuality he just wanted their vote; “Most of the leaders today are truly not interested in the welfare of the mass of people. They’re interested in a specific thing, an organization, and Jimmy Carter played it for what it was worth. Jimmy Carter firmly believed in ‘if I take care of the chiefs, all the Indians will fall in line.’” … “So, what we are saying to Mr Reagan, we don’t believe that Jimmy Carters black clique was honest with him. They went and told Carter what they wanted him to hear. They didn’t tell him what black America wanted him to hear.”[footnoteRef:11] As a result of this, the problems plaguing black America were not being seen to. The views held by Sowell and Williams correspond, pointing to this view being common among black Republicans. The statements which they made reveal that they believe that black American support for the Democrats is a waste of a vote, and that the Civil Rights leadership, despite the gains which they had made for black America less than a generation prior, had now run its course. As such, Ronald Reagan and Black America is a useful source in helping us to understand the dividing political opinions within the black community surrounding Reagan, because it demonstrates that not all members of the community think the same. Numerous black Americans did not follow the same voting pattern, believing instead that the Republican Party had more to offer. Adding on to this, not all within the black American community looked up to the Civil Rights leadership, instead holding the view that their guidance had by now run its course. [10:  Tony Brown Productions, 1981. ]  [11:  Tony Brown Productions, 1981. ] 

Furthermore, Ronald Reagan and Black America discusses the reaction of the Civil Rights leaders to the views espoused by the black Republicans. This is crucial because it helps us to understand how black Republicans were perceived by those who vote Democrat, which would highlight how deep the divisions run. Regarding the views that Civil Rights leaders have towards Dr Sowell as well as black Republicans in general, Brown states “because of some of the views that you take, which are considered by the professional Civil Rights leaders, who are traditional Democrats, they say that you are insensitive, and they are concerned that if you become a prominent person in the Reagan administration, that you will harm black people.”[footnoteRef:12] When quoting an NAACP officials criticism of Sowell because of his political views, Brown states that he accuses Sowell of essentially being a black-white supremacist.[footnoteRef:13] This therefore illustrates that relations between black Republicans with the rest of the black community were very fierce, as the rest of the community considers them to be akin to the enemy. This was a very common criticism of black Republicans and continues to be so to this day. Corey D. Fields is Faculty Affiliate at the Centre for Comparative Studies in Race and Ethnicity at Stanford University. In 2016 he published ‘Black Elephants in the Room: The Unexpected Politics of African American Republicans,’ a book which discusses the perspective of black Republicans in the modern day. Fields’ book is a very useful source for helping us to understand the perspective of black Republicans in the 21st century, who face the exact same criticisms which black Republicans faced in the late 20th century. Having interviewed a black Republican in the run-up to the 2016 election, on page 56 Fields discusses the insults which he receives from his community for his political leanings. He states, “he had heard all the possible criticisms and insults of African American Republicans. He didn’t take it personally anymore, and, in fact, he seemed to delight in recounting the epithets hurled at him as a black Republican: Uncle Tom, sell-out, traitor to the race.”[footnoteRef:14] … “African American Republicans felt that their political partnership made them vulnerable to attacks on their racial authenticity; every single black Republican I spoke with recounted an experience of having their racial loyalty disparaged.”[footnoteRef:15] As such, it is clear that both historically and in the present day, black Americans who vote Republican are perceived very negatively from within the African American community, both by average people and by the leadership of the Civil Rights groups. They were and are considered to be traitors who assist their common enemy. Therefore, Ronald Reagan and Black America exposes the divisions within the black community during Reagan’s era by highlighting just how extreme the divide is between the two sides. Black Americans who vote Republican are demonised, so much so that by some they are no longer even considered to be part of the black community. [12:  Tony Brown Productions, 1981. ]  [13:  Tony Brown Productions, 1981. ]  [14:  Corey D., Fields, Black Elephants in the Room: The Unexpected Politics of African American Republicans (USA: University of California Press, 2016), p.56. ]  [15:  Corey D., Fields, Black Elephants in the Room: The Unexpected Politics of African American Republicans (USA: University of California Press, 2016), p.58.] 

In conclusion, Ronald Reagan and Black America is a very useful primary source for revealing political divisions within the black community during the Reagan era. On the one hand, the majority of the black community had, up to that stage, supported the Democrat Party, and would continue to do so. This means that the experience of black Republicans is common for the period, with the same sharp divisions being present in the community since the end of the Civil Rights era up until the modern day. However, on the other hand, one thing which the documentary makes clear is that not all black Americans politically think the same, a perfectly natural occurrence within any democratic society but simultaneously the cause of huge division within the community, so much so that each side considers the other to be actively harming the community. Black Republicans consider themselves to be pragmatists who are doing what they believe to be best for the community in the moment and hold the Civil Rights leaders to be hindering the community’s progress, whereas the Civil Rights leaders believe of themselves to be continuing the historic fight against white supremacists and regard black Republicans as actively aiding them.
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