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Glenn Loury's About Face

By Adam Shatz

One Sunday evening early in the fdl, Glenn C. Loury arived a the Chales Hote in
Cambridge, Mass, where a group of distinguished black intdlectuas, including Cornd
Wed, Lani Guinier and Henry Louis Gates Jr., was gathering to discuss the Sept. 11
attacks. The Rev. Jesse Jackson, the keynote speaker, had flown in to talk about possible
shuttle diplomacy with the Tdiban. Loury, an economig a Boston Universty who firg
achieved prominence as one of the nation's leading black conservatives in the Reagan
years, was there on a diplomaic misson of his own: to mend the rift that has long
separated him from liberd blacks like Jackson. He knew he might dicit more than a few
hodtile glances. "I've been trying to figure out who you were for the longest time" one
woman said coldly when they were introduced, according to Loury. But he decided to
braveit.

Shortly before the meeting, Loury waked into a conference room where Jackson was
chatting with Gates. As Loury shook hands with Jackson -- a man he had taken to task in
print throughout the 1980's -- Gates effusvely praised Loury's book "The Anatomy of
Racid Inequdity,” which will be published ealy net month by Havad Universty
Press. In it, Loury makes a driking departure from the sdf-hdp themes of his earlier
work, defending affirmative action and denouncing "colorblindness’ as a euphemism for
indifference to the fate of black Americans.

Jackson said to Gates: "This man is smart. Whatever his politics, he's aways been smart.”
When the conversation

turned to the Middle East, Loury sheepishly reminded Jackson of an aticle he wrote
more than 15 years ago in Commentary attacking him for embracing Yasr Arafat.

"Y ou probably don't remember the piece,” Loury said.
"Oh, yes | do," Jackson fired back.

"I looked him in the eye," Loury recaled a couple of weeks later, "and said: 'l redly wish
| hadn't written that. It was a mistake, and | redly regret it Jackson didn't say anything
directly in response to it, but during his forma presentation he made a point of sngling
me out. He said: 'To say that Glenn Loury isn't black because he disagrees with me, well
that's just stupid. We can't afford to leave brilliant minds like that by the wayside.™



The next day, Loury e-mailed Charles Ogletree J., the Harvard Law professor who had
organized the meseting. "l came close to not showing -- for a variety of invdid ressons
that have more to do with my scarred psyche than with anything in the red world," he
wrote. "You should know that | was deeply gratified by my reception on Sunday. Jesse
was very generous. (I guess my ‘palitical rehabilitation’ is more or less complete now!)"

"That meeting was the defining moment for Glenn,” his friend Orlando Petterson, a
Havard sociologid, later said. Or, as another scholar put it to me, "Glenn is findly able
to walk into aroom full of black people who don't al hate him."

Glenn Loury beamed as he told me this gory in the backyard of his Brookline, Mass,
home, where he lives with his wife, Linda, a labor economist a Tufts, and ther two
young sons. It was a crigp New England afternoon in early October; the leaves had turned
a brilliant red and yelow. Loury's house -- liged, he notes casudly, in The Nationd
Registry of Higtoric Places -- is a large Federa-gyle dructure built in 1854 by Amos
Adams Lawrence, awedthy abolitionig.

Loury, 53, is a tdl, socky man with a high forehead and a graying goatee that seems to
add little age to a face that will probably aways look youthful. On this afternoon, he was
wearing a sweatshirt that said "Professor Man" -- a superhero he invented to amuse his
sons. At once polished and insecure, he larely misses a chance to mention when someone
important has found him "brilliant” or "smart.”

The qudity of Loury's mind has never been in question. What his critics have expressed
doubts about is his judgment. His career as a public intelectud has been a long and
occasondly reckless journey of sdf-discovery and reinvention, a dizzying series of
politica trandformations and persond crises that have left him with more ex-friends than
friends. He is both a genuine maverick thinker and a shrewd political operator, and
therefore a source of fascination and bewilderment, even to himself.

Loury was reared by working-class parents on the South Side of Chicago, where the color
line was an inescapable fact of life He vividly remembers being chased by a group of
white kids when he rode his bike across that line. Loury fathered two children out of
wedlock while he was ill a teenager, and he dropped out of college and got a job a a
printing plant. But before his eight-hour night shift he took courses at Southeast Junior
College, and from there he won a scholarship to Northwestern University, where he
sudied mathematics and economics. He did his graduate work in economics a M.L.T.,
under the supervison of the Nobel laureate Robert M. Solow.

In his 1976 dissertation, Loury pioneered the study of "socid capitd" -- the informd
relaionships and connections that, as much as money or brains, pave the way for success
in the labor market. As long as whites enjoyed superior access to "socid capitd,” he
predicted, racid inequdities would continue to plague American society long after the
end of legd discriminaion. Loury's argument, coming 12 years after the passage of the
Civil Rights Act, had profound implications for public policy. For if racid inequdity is
grounded in something more diffuse, and less amendble to remedy, than legd



discrimination, how can it be combated? Is it the respongbility of the government, or of
black people themsealves?

As Americas inner cities fell prey to a scourge of violence, drug addiction and out-of-
wedlock hirths in the late 1970's, Loury came to believe that the greatest threet to racid
equdity was no longer the "enemy without" -- white racism -- but rather the "enemy
within"; problems inherent in the black community. Unless this "enemy” was confronted
head-on, he argued, blacks would fal to achieve lagting socid and economic equdlity.
This was not his only pointed chalenge to what he caled the civil rights orthodoxy;
Loury was dso a critic of afirmative action and an outspoken supply-sider, promoting
solutions to ghetto poverty rooted in entrepreneurialism rather than government aid.

In 1982, a the age of 33, Loury became the first tenured black professor in the Harvard
economics depatment. Despite  his  geling qudifications, he immediady began
worrying about what his colleagues -- his white colleegues -- redly thought of him. Did
they know how smart he was? Or did they think he was a token? Before long, he was on
the verge of what he cdls a "psychologicd breskdown.” As he remembers. "I did not
cary that burden well. One wants to fed that one is standing there on one's own. One
does not want to fed one is being patronized.” In 1984, he moved over to the John F.
Kennedy School of Government, which had been assduoudy courting him amost from
the moment he arrived.

"Glenn had no doubt that he was smart,” Patterson says. "But | think he was aways
doubtful as to whether the economics depatment had hired him because of his Afro-
American connections. It was that anxiety about what his colleagues redly thought that
led him to doubt the value of afirmaive action.” His criticiams of affirmative action
reflected these insecurities, emphasizing the sigmait imposed on people like himsdif.

Loury seemed to reish his chosen role as a thorn in the dde of the civil rights
edtablishment. In 1984, he ddivered a paper in Washington a a meeting of the Nationa
Urban Codition. The room, Loury recdls, was full of movement veterans, including
Coretta Scott King; John Jacob, the Nationa Urban League presdent; and Water
Fauntroy, former chairman of the Congressona Black Caucus. In a speech caculated to
provoke his audience, Loury began by declaing, "The civil rights movement is over."
Blacks, he argued, were at risk of being dragged down by problems that could not Ssmply
be laid a the door of white racism. The spread of a vast underclass, the poor performance
of black dudents, the exploson of ealy unwed pregnancies among blacks and the
darming rates of black-on-black crime -- here was evidence, he said, of falures in black
society itsdf. 1t was time, he sad, for blacks to assume responghility for their own
problems, blaming racism for ther ills might be emotiondly gratifying, bu it was dso
mordly obtuse.

When he was finished, Loury recals, Coretta Scott King wept.

Word of the brilliant, contrarian black economist from the South Side of Chicago traveled



fadt. Conservaive magazines olicited articles from him; The New Republic published
his thoughts on race under the title "A New American Dilemma" He befriended William
Bennett and William Kristol, his collesgue a the Kennedy School. He sa a Presdent
Reagan's table a a White House dinner, and he socidized with Clarence Thomeas.
(Although the two no longer spesk, Loury dill kegps a picture in his office of himsdf
with Thomas) While his liberd colleagues were boycotting South Africa, Loury traveled
there in 1986 on atrip financed by the white diamond magnate Harry Oppenheimer.

Loury's dliance with the right was rooted in pat in his deep averson to the intellectud
conformity he fdt the left imposed on black intdlectuds, the right offered not only
prestige, resources and acceptance but aso, it seemed, the freedom to spesk his mind.
(He was dso patly motivated, like many rebels, by seething class resentment: he says
that as the son of a low-levd civil servant, he fdt "contempt” for middle-dass civil rights
leaders) But during this period, Loury says, he continued to see himsdf as "a race man."
Unlike some other black conservatives, he never cdled for abolishing the wdfare Hate,
and he regjected the idea that America had finished paying its debts to its black citizens.

Loury says he wanted to forge an intdlectud middle ground, but his willingness --
indeed, his eagerness -- to assall black leaders like Jackson and to aign himsdf with the
Reagan adminigration made him persona non grata in libera black circles. He was cdled
an Uncle Tom, a"black David Stockman" and a "pathetic mascot of the right."

"It seemed like a classic sdlout case to me" remembers Patterson, who went 10 years
without seeing Loury. Loury's Uncle Alfred -- a proud race man, a steelworker and the
pariach of the family -- thought | was bascdly sdling out to the white man," Loury
recalls.

The hodility of fdlow blacks would eventudly take its toll, but a the time Loury took
pride in ther scorn. While enjoying consderable patronage in the form of corporate
consulting fees and grants from consarvatlive foundetions, he cag himsdf -- and was
portrayed by his white conservetive patrons -- as a brave dissdent who reected the
"loydty trgp" of reflexive racid solidarity.

And yet in his persond life, Loury continued to fed the pull of race. At the same time as
he was lunching with fdlows from the American Enterprise Inditute, he began to
immerse himsdf in a black urban world much like the neighborhood in which he grew
up. He darted playing pickup chess on gbletops in Dudley Square, an African- American
commercid didrict in Bogston. There, his views on socid policy were unknown, and he
was welcomed, not ostracized, by working-class black men -- the kinds of men he had
known on the South Side, the kind of man he nearly became while working a the
printing plant. "There was a feding for me that | was redly blacker than a lot of these
liberal black intdlectuas who were denouncing me as a trator to my race” he
remembers.

As a black critic of racid liberdism, Loury rose rgpidly in Republican public-policy
circles. In March 1987, he was offered a podtion as under secretary of education to



William Bennett. On June 1, 1987, however, Loury's life veered off-track. He withdrew
his nominetion, citing "persona reasons’; three days later, those personad reasons became
public: Loury's migress, a 23-year-old Smith College graduate who had been living, a
his expense, in what Boston papers cdled a "love nest,” brought assault charges againgt
him. (She later dropped al charges.)

Loury's metdown had just begun. After the scandd, his trips to Dudley Square became
dl-nighters. He was dstaying out on the dreet until 2 am. and venturing into "some redly
rough spaces.” He began freebasng cocaine and picking up women, spending much of
his time in public housng projects. "It was pathologicd,” he says. "I was cadtigating the
mord failings of AfricarAmerican life even as | was deeply caught up in it." All the
while, he managed to maintain gppearances d Harvard -- according to colleagues, he was
lecturing more brilliantly than ever -- and to keep his other life a secret from hiswife.

"| was bridging the extremities of two worlds" he recdls. "Nobody a the Kennedy
School could have known about this other world, and nobody in that world where | was a
familiar character because | came regulaly with a pocketful of money could have
imagined the sophidtication and power of the society of which | was a pat. So you
achieve a kind of uniqueness moving back and forth between those worlds. It was fun.
There was a sense of power. There was a red rush. You werent just bresking the rules.
Rules didn't have anything to do with you. Thiswas new territory.”

In late November 1987, Loury was arested on charges of cocaine possesson. After
goending severd months in the hospital and in a hafway house, he was rdeased, and in
January 1989, his wife gave birth to the firg¢ of ther two sons. Loury's Havad
colleagues implored him to say, but the scanda haunted him. In 1991, he left for Boston
Universty, which offered him a tenured postion and a sdary Havard couldn't match.
For the next year, he devoted himsdlf to his research in theoreticad economics, which had
languished for years, and "got out of the race business.”

Loury's consarvative friends stood by him, and Loury remained loyd. During the Anita
Hill hearings, he prayed over the phone with Clarence Thomas. In 1995, he founded the
Center for New Black Leadership with a group of conservative black intdlectuds that
included hisfriend Shelby Stede, the essayit.

"We were felow travelers, Shelby and 1," Loury recdls wistfully. "We were partners in
an enterprise. We fancied oursaves men of ideas who had found our way to this position
out of our willingnessto bresk ranks. It'salondy business, this black conservative stuff.”

In the wake of his arrest, however, Loury had experienced a persond transformation that
was to have far-reaching intellectud consequences. Five months after beating his cocaine
addiction, Loury was dipped into a pool of water at a ceremony in Dorchester, Mass,, and
was born again. He darted going to church regularly and was, he says, "getting caught up
in the rapture of these services where people were fdling out orto the floor." The people
who forgave him his ans -- his family, his fdlow churchgoers and his wife -- were black,



and Loury did not fal to notice this. According to Patterson, "Religion was Glenn's entry
back into the black community.”

"The experience did nothing to my palitics” Loury inggs, but the "processng of my own
fralties’ that it engendered, that did have an effect. Now that he was among "the fdlen,"
he found it difficult to keep telling people -- his people -- to "just straighten up, for crying
out loud,” as he had been for years. It struck him, he says, as "unbdievably shalow,
soiritudly, and politicaly problematic." In one of the more reveding passages of his new
book, he criticizes the way successful blacks sometimes develop an "antipathy" toward
the black poor: "If only THEY would get their acts together, then people like ME
wouldn't have such a problem.™

After his brush with the law, Loury became increasngly darmed by the right's punitive
rhetoric on issues ranging from racid profiling to the crimind justice system and wary of
the ways in which, as a black man, he was being used as a screen for an antiblack agenda.
He was horrified by Charles Murray and Richard Herrnstein's 1994 book, "The Bdll
Curve" a socid Dawinig tract arguing that black poverty was rooted in inferior
intdligence. He was even more gppdled by "The End of Racism,” the lurid assault on
"black falure" written by Dinesh D'Souza when he was a fdlow a the American
Enterprise Inditute.

Not only did his conservative friends not share his rage; they were taken aback by it and
tried, he says to muzzZle him. Commentary, which had welcomed Loury's writing in the
past, refused to publish his critigue of "The Bdl Curve" And though The Weekly
Standard ran Loury's caugtic review of D'Souzas book, it dso published a lengthy
response from the author. In 1995, Loury resgned from the American Enterprise Indtitute
over its support of D'Souza.

In a column caled "What's Wrong With the Right," published in the January-February
1996 issue of The American Enterprise journa, Loury wrote that while "libera methods’
on questions of race were certainly flawed, "liberds sought to hed the rift in our body
politic engendered by the inditution of chetted davery, and their god of securing racid
jugice in America was, and is, a noble one | cannot say with confidence tha
conservatism as amovement is much concerned to pursue that god.”

"The thing aout Glenn is that he was dways a race man," says Anthony Appiah, a
Harvard professor of philosophy and Afro-American dudies. "l suspect that the
Reaganites he was consorting with never redlly knew that."

Loury's bresk with the right became find in the fal of 1996 during the bettle over the
Cdifornia Civil Rights Initiative, dso known as Propodtion 209. Aggressvely promoted
by Ward Connerly, a black conservetive member of the Universty of Cdifornias Board
of Regents, Proposition 209 sought to eiminate race- and sex-based preferences in dtate
contracting, hiring and college admissons. The Center for New Black Leadership wanted
Loury, the group's chairman, to publicly endorse the referendum, the culmination of the



right's efforts to ban affirmative action. Loury expressed tepid support for 209 but refused
to lobby on behaf of it.

"Were the Center for New Black Leadership, and we will be leading no black people if
we make this our issue" he told his associates. But the board disagreed, and Loury
resgned.

A few days later, Seele phoned him. "Where do you stand on race?' Loury says Stede
asked him. "It'sasif youre aracid loydist here. | thought we all agreed.”

"No, Shelby and | didn't agree" Loury says now. "I was dways aware that, whatever |
thought about race, I'm ill black. Shelby's postion. . . . " Loury darts to laugh. "I was
about to say, Shelby's postion was that we had to completely transcend race, though |
can imagine saying those words, too. But my heat wasn't in them, whereas he redly
meant it. How could it have been otherwise? His mother was a white woman. His wife is
a white woman. When he looked a his own children's racid identity and wondered about
an oppressive world that would say to those children, 'Choose sdes -- a dilemma I'd
never faced -- Shdby's angle of vison was redly quite different from my own. So in dl
honesty, it was | who betrayed him, not he who betrayed me" The two men have not
spoken since that conversation. (Steee declined to be interviewed for this article))

Writing in The New Republic on the eve of the referendum's passage, Loury declared that
it was "flawed both in letter and spirit,” and went on to excoriate "colorblind absolutists'
and to argue that "some 'discrimination’ againgt whites' may well ke "the inevitable -- and
defensble -- consequence of measures to identify and limit discrimination against
blacks."

"There came a point when | couldnt look my own people in the face Loury says,
explaining his evolution. "Everyone ese had a place to go. Some would go to Jerusalem.
Others would go to Dublin. You see the metaphor. Where would | go? | came back to
Chicago and talked to my uncle about what | was doing. There was a reproachful look in
his eyes, a sadness. He said to me, 'We could only send one, and we sent you, and | don't
see usin anything you do.' Eventudly | redlized | couldn't live like that.”

So where did Loury end up? Not -- and this is what makes him didinctive -- as a
traditional liberd. Despite his new appreciaion of racid <olidarity, Loury remans
fiercdly independent. His outlook today is an unclassfiable, pragmatic blend of
entrepreneuridiam, black nationdiam, Chrigian faith and socid egditarianism.  Though
he has relaxed his oppostion to affirmative action, he quibbles with the way it is
practiced, recommending indead wha he cdls devdopmentd affirmative action --
programs intended to improve minority performance while upholding common standards
of evdudion. It's a londy podtion thet infuriates his former dlies on the right without
endearing him to black liberds like Henry Louis Gates J. and Cornd West, who recently
threastened to resgn from Havard if Lawrence H. Summers, the school's new president,
faled to issue a sweeping defense of affirmative action. The private Loury is as hard to
pin down as the public intdlectud: an affluent homeowner in a largdy white suburb who



retains a deep respect for the Nation of Idam; a churchgoer who jogs while listening to
gangsta rap on his Wakman.

"The Anatomy of Racid Inequality,” based on lectures he gave in 2000 a the Dubois
Inditute at Harvard, offers a bracing philosophica defense of his new views. Returning
to an argument he first presented in his dissartation, Loury argues that blacks are no
longer held back by "discriminaion in contract” -- discrimination in the job market -- but
raher by “discrimination in contact,” informa and entirdy legd petterns of socidizing
and networking that tend to exclude blacks and thereby perpetuate racid inequdity. At
the root of this unofficid discrimination, he says, is "sigma" a subtle yet pervasve form
of antiblack bias. According to Loury, sigma explans why many white Americans, as
well as some blacks view the imprisonment of 1.2 million African-American men as a
"communa disgrace” rather than as "an American tragedy.”

Of course, Loury himsdf once percelved the plight of the underdass in amilar terms. As
he wrote in 1985 "Whatever fault may be placed upon racism in America, the
responsibility for the behavior of black youngders lies squardly on the shoulders of the
black community itsdf." In his new book, by contrast, Loury asserts that the miseries of
the ghetto can "only be seen as a domestic product . . . for which the entire nation bears a

responsbility.”

For Loury's former friends on the right, he is guilty of nothing short of gpostasy. Writing
in Nationd Review in 1999 "with a heavy heart,"” Norman Podhoretz -- an ex-leftig who
achieved eernd notoriety among liberds by publidy changing his mind -- accused Loury
of "having fdlen, or perhaps deliberatdly legped, into ‘the loydty trap’' he once worked so
hard to escape. . . . The loss to his felow blacks, and to the rest of us as wel, is
incaculable”

Loury's change of mind has been gregted by liberas with consderable skepticism.
Loury's account of his defection was "too pat to be true, especialy for a man of Mr.
Loury's consderadle inteligence" Brent Staples wrote in The New York Times. "Race-
baiting, Willie Hortonizing and homophobia were part of the package from the sat and
actudly in fuller use in the 80's than now. That Mr. Loury faled to detect a ‘conservetive
paty lineé on race while cozying up to the Reagan adminidration -- and as a star on the
conservative lecture circuit -- issmply implaugble.”

It's a fair point. After al, Loury was dways sendtive to the Ieft's rigidities on race. Why
did it take him so long to rebel againgt those of the right?

| asked him this directly, and he sad: "Why the 90's and not the 80's? I'm going to give
you an honest answer. I'd say, You're deding with a 35-year-old kid in 1983." It's not an
egpecidly satisfying reply. After dl, this "35-year-old kid" was a tenured professor at
Harvard. Loury's converson nardive is compdling suff, but therés something missng.
The dory fals to explan why he began to notice things that were perhaps there dl dong.
It falls to explain how the disapprova of blacks went from being a badge of pride to one
of shame.



You get the sense that the new Loury would just as soon not be reminded of the old
Loury. As he admitted to me in an e-mall message, "The ghost or shadow of the 'old
Loury followsme, and | can still detect people reacting to this presence.”

Though he has to a cetan extent ingratiated himsdf with the black intellectud circles
that once shunned him, the reaction of many blacks to his new incarnaion remans one of
caution. "There are gill people who wont forgive Glenn for deeping with the enemy,”
Patterson says.

Loury's embrace of his black identity is striking and, to some of his black friends, a touch
overeager. "Glenn is into sports now," says Patterson, who formed a close friendship with
Loury again in the mid-90's. "He's into kesketbal. He's developed a sort of pride in things
black, and a sengtivity about any negaive comments made about the group. | became a
little concerned when Glenn darted listening to gangsta rgp. | thought there was a little
overcompensation involved."

It's hard not to conclude that Loury's intelectua postions today reflect shifting persond
needs as much as shifting intellectua convictions. As Petterson points out, "Glenn had
agued 0 powefully agang dfirmative action that the shift in postion struck me more
as a dgnd to the black community that he wanted back in, rather than a strongly
intdlectua change of heart."

Loury, for his part, doesnt disagree "I don't know if 1 want to concede the point to
Orlando, that there's no intdlectua substance to the change of mind. But | think that's a
pretty astute observation on his part.” Still, he says, "as long as | can give a more-or-less
cogent account of what the current pogdtion is, | dont worry about the ingncerity
problem.” When | asked him why he congantly changes his mind, he fdl slent, pounding
his fig on his dek. Leaning back in his char, he sared quietly a the celing. Nealy a
minute passed. This was the firgt time | had seen him & a loss for words. "There may be
something in my persondity that doesnt fed comfortable getting dong,” he findly sad --
an answer that nicdy omits his equdly strong desire to belong.

The question of belonging, of course, is one that dl public intdlectuds face, but it weighs
especidly heavily on black intelectuds who write about race. If youre a white college
professor, you can float half-formed ideas and say controversd things, that's what you're
paid to do. To be a black intellectua in the race debate is to have an audience with
expectations, even demands; an audience anxious to know which side you're on.

You might imagine thet the ambiguities of the pod-dvil-rights era -- in which the
problems may be clear but the solutions are not -- would reduce the pressures toward
intelectuad conformity, but Loury's career suggests that the oppodte is true. Debates over
affirmative action and reparaions are often so polarized as to leave litle room for
iconoclags. To dissent, on ether Sde, means you may find yoursdf in a londy place,
your loydty -- even your blackness -- in question.



Throughout our conversations, | had the odd sense that both Loury and | were after the
same thing: an underdanding of Glenn Loury -- or, more precisdly, how the old Loury
became the new Loury. He often talks about his past sef as if he were someone dse, as if
the only thing the two Lourys had in common were a body. Loury has been through
thergpy, and he often taks like a dassc andysand, putting himsdf on the couch and
regigering genuine bafflement & how he got there. "Friends of mine sometimes have
joked to me that the old Loury and the new Loury should have a conversation,” he says,
chuckling ruetully.

When you spend time with Loury, you fed that he's gill sorting out his padt, dill trying to
figure out what has led him away from and toward the embrace of his race. He is
incredibly sdif-conscious, and yet dl his introgpection has faled to yied any answers tha
saify him. The day after | interviewed him for the firs time, we were waking aong
Commonwedth Avenue, just outsde his office. "I fed like | spilled my guts yesterday,"
he confessed. "But you know, what | sad was something of a reveation to me too.
Because parts of my life are fill ablur to me, | don't have a coherent narrative yet."

Adam Shatzisa writer who livesin New York City.



