
1 A PRIMER FOR FALSE BLACK POWER?

An honest, factual look at why increased black political 
power has not paid off in the ways that Black civil rights  
leadership has promised.

KEY IDEA 

Recent decades have witnessed a proliferation of black 
elected officials, culminating in the historic presidency 
of Barack Obama. However, racial gaps in employment, 
income, homeownership, academic achievement, and 
other measures not only continue but in some cases 
have even widened. 

While other racial and ethnic groups in America have 
made economic advancement a priority, Riley argues 
that the focus on political capi tal for blacks has been a 
disadvantage, blocking them from the fiscal capital that 
helped power upward mobility among other groups.  
It’s the political strategy of civil rights lead ers has left  
so many blacks behind — not racial discrimination. 

The key to black eco nomic advancement today  
is overcoming cultural handicaps, not attaining  
more political power. 

“The sober truth is that the most important civil rights  
battles were fought and won over four decades ago.  
The black underclass continues to face many challenges,  
but they have to do with values and habits, not oppression 
from a manifestly unjust society.” 

Black people need to focus more on personal empowerment  
and less on politics and government intervention.

QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF:

 • Have Black people benefitted from increased  
  political representation? If so, how? If not, why? 

 • How widespread is racial discrimination today? 

 • Are racial disparities only caused by discrimination?

 • Should Black self-reliance get more emphasis? 

 • What can we do to help empower more Black lives? 
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THE DISPARITY FALLACY

Disparate outcomes do not  
imply disparate treatment. 

Unequal outcomes between  
groups are not necessarily the  
result of discrimination. 

While this can be the case, social 
scientists have demonstrated that 
other factors are often at work. 
It’s important to look at all data  
and do a multivariate analysis:

observation and analysis of more 
than one measurable outcome.

“What’s puzzling about believers  
in the disparity fallacy is not that 
they apply the belief too broadly, 
but that they apply it too narrowly.  
Any instance of whites outperform-
ing blacks is adduced as evidence  
of discrimination. But when a  
disparity runs the other way — 
that is, blacks outperforming  
whites — discrimination is never  
invoked as a causal factor.”
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