
BLACKS IN POWER DON’T 
EMPOWER BLACKS
JASON RILEY

Since 1965, the number of black elected officials has exploded. Between 1970 and 2012, it grew 
from fewer than 1,500 to more than 10,000. And, oh, yes—a black man was elected president. Twice.

Conventional wisdom would suggest that all these political gains would lead to economic gains. But 
that has not proven to be the case. In fact, during an era of growing black political influence, blacks as 
a group progressed at a slower rate than whites, and the black poor actually lost ground.

Why was the conventional wisdom wrong?

Because it was based on the incorrect assumption that politics was the pathway to black progress. 
Only black politicians, so the thinking went, could properly understand and address the challenges 
facing black Americans.

It wasn’t stable families, hard work, or education that would lift blacks into the middle class; it was 
more black city councilmen, congressmen and senators.

But the evidence, even according to liberal social scientists like Gary Orfield, “indicates that there may 
be little relationship between the success of . . . black leaders and the opportunities of typical black 
families.”

So, while black politicians, from Tom Bradley and Marion Barry to Maxine Waters and John Conyers, 
achieved considerable personal success, their constituents did not.

Yet this calculus—political success is a pre-requisite to a better life—remains progressive orthodoxy 
today.

When Michael Brown was shot dead after assaulting a police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014, 
much was made over the racial composition of the police department and city leaders.
But if black representation among law enforcement and city officials is so critically important, how 
do you explain the rioting in Baltimore the following year after a black suspect there died in police 
custody? At the time, 40 percent of Baltimore’s police officers were black. The Baltimore police 
commissioner was also black, along with the mayor and a majority of the city council.

What can be said of Baltimore is also true of Cleveland, Detroit, Philadelphia, Atlanta, New Orleans 
and Washington, D.C., where black mayors and police chiefs and city councilmen and school 
superintendents have been in office for decades.

But to what end? 

As I document in my book, False Black Power?, when blacks had little political power, they nevertheless 
made significant economic progress. In the 1940s and ’50s, black labor-participation rates exceeded 
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those of whites, black incomes grew much faster than white incomes, and the black poverty rate fell by 
40 percentage points. Between 1940 and 1970—that is, during the Jim Crow era, with its racist laws— 
and before any affirmative action, the number of blacks in middle-class professions quadrupled. In 
other words, racial gaps were steadily narrowing without any special treatment for blacks.

And then came the War on Poverty in the mid-sixties.  

This was supposed to close the gap once and for all. Yet, despite billions of dollars of government 
assistance in the form of welfare payments, housing projects and enforced hiring programs like 
affirmative action, black poverty rates remained unchanged relative to white poverty rates.

In fact, a strong case can be made that to the extent that a social program, however well-meaning, 
interferes with a group’s self-development, it does more harm than good. Government policies that 
discourage marriage and undermine the work ethic—open-ended welfare benefits, for example—help 
keep poor people poor.

No wonder, then, that more black politicians bringing home more government aid has done so little to 
improve rates of black employment, homeownership, and academic achievement.

As economist Thomas Sowell explains, “The relationship between political success and economic 
success has been more nearly inverse than direct.”

The history of Germans, Jews, and Italians in America support Sowell’s observation. Each of these 
groups made significant economic gains before ever attaining significant political power. Asians are 
the most recent example. How many prominent Asian politicians can you name?
On the other hand, the Irish—whose rise from poverty in the 19th century was especially slow—were 
very politically successful. Irish-run political organizations in places like Boston and Philadelphia 
dominated local government. In the US, the Irish had more political success than any other ethnic 
minority group. “Yet the Irish were,” according to Sowell, “the slowest rising of all European immigrants 
to America.” 

The black experience in America is of course different from the experience of the Irish—or any other 
ethnic minority—but that doesn’t undermine the obvious conclusion: Human capital is far more 
important than political capital. 

And the formula for prosperity is the same across the human spectrum: Traditional values such as 
marriage, stable families, education and hard work are immeasurably more important than the color 
of your congressman—or senator, or police chief, or president.

I’m Jason Riley of The Manhattan Institute for Prager University.
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