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Yes, my dear brethren, when I think of you which very often I do,
and the poor despised miserable state you are in, when I think
of your ignorance and stupidity and great wickedness of the

most of you, I am pained to the heart.

JUPITER HAMMON, 1786
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Introduction

Louis Emanuel Lomax was an ex-con who served time in Illinois’s Joliet
Correctional Center for a confidence scheme of selling rented automo-
biles to used car dealers. He had uncontested domestic abuse claims on his
record, two arrests for driving under the influence, and four divorces. He
lied publicly about his collegiate education on a regular basis. Constantly
in search of fame and media attention, he ingratiated himself to popular
leaders on the fringes of both sides of the political spectrum and changed
his position on key social issues when it suited his interest or audience. He
criticized every major civil rights leader, engaged in hopeless assassination
conspiracy theories, and took advantage of violent conflicts, both domes-
tic and international, to draw attention to himself. In 1963, while giving
the John B. Russworm Lecture at the California Negro Leadership Con-
ference at Stanford, he told his audience that they needed to develop “the
art of deliberate disunity,” criticizing “the state of Negro cuphoria, that
seizure of silly happiness and emotional release that comes in the wake of
a partial civil rights victory.!

No, wait.

Louis Emanuel Lomax rose from a childhood in the deepest of the
Deep South, Valdosta, Georgia, to become one of the most successful
Black journalists of the twentieth century. He introduced Malcolm X
to the nation and remained a close ally of both Malcolm and Martin
Luther King]Jr. for the duration of their lives. He helped organize the 1968
Olympic boycott and was with Harry Edwards at the event’s initial press



conference. He was in the nation’s capital for the success of the March on
Washington and the confusion of Resurrection City. He was the open-
ing act for Malcolm X’s “The Ballot or the Bullet” speech and was on the
telephone with Betty Shabazz the night he was killed. As the first Black
man to host a syndicated television talk show and as the author of several
best-selling and influential books, he was both a driver and a popularizer
of virtually every element of the civil rights movement from the late 1950s
to the late 1960s. In 1963, while giving the John B. Russworm Lecture at
the California Negro Leadership Conference at Stanford, he told his audi-
ence that they needed to develop “the art of deliberate disunity,” empha-
sizing that “only through diversity of opinion can we establish the basic
prerequisite for the democratic process.”

Lomax told his Stanford audience that he wanted civil rights leaders to
begin emphasizing economic and educational concerns, the building of
infrastructure within the community that would allow the Black popu-
lation to take advantage of any future political gains. He worried aloud
about infighting in the movement, wherein competing groups jockeyed
for power in an effort to become the public face of civil rights. It was a
call for unity even as it defended functionally radical positions within
the movement, a seemingly contradictory argument made all the more
palatable because it contained something that appealed to everyone. It
was sound and fury, signifying both nothing and everything, and it was a
case made by someone who actively sought the spotlight and the potential
power that came with it. In that sense, Lomax’s Stanford speech reflected
the broader scope of his life. He was a publicity-secking provocateur who
did what he could both to report on the news and to keep himself in it.
That effort made him one of the loudest and most influential voices of the
1960s civil rights movement and Black foreign policy journalism.

Domestically, Lomax tended to argue for integrationism as a viable
civil rights goal, though that position vacillated throughout his career. Yet
one of his closest friends and allies was Malcolm X. Their relationship
was built on the reciprocal benefits they could provide, each the ideologi-
cal foil for the other at various moments, but they were also real friends,
and Lomax’s classical southern understanding of integrationist civil rights
evolved over the years because of his proximity to Malcolm, the Nation
of Islam (No1), and Black nationalist thinking. His thinking took a cir-
cular trajectory, beginning at the classical rights understanding of a Black
southerner from Valdosta before finding a more nationalist position after
his long association with Malcolm. Though he never abandoned his
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admiration for the No1’s leader, Lomax’s public thinking about race rights
turned more pragmatic in the last five years of his life, following Malcolm’s
1965 assassination, and his philosophical evolution ultimately took him
back close to where he had begun. That play of Malcolm on Lomax also
worked in reverse, with the journalist accompanying Malcolm at his most
seminal and career-defining moments.

Lomax was a study in contradictions. “We need a revolution in this
country, he declared in the late 1960s. Then he demurred by describing
what he called a “revolution by education,” emphasizing Black studies as
a strong start that needed to filter down to primary and secondary educa-
tion. He insisted that he was in favor of nonviolence but then explained,
“The American white man—like all white men—only understands vio-
lence” The white man was “the epitome of violence.” Whites in general
were “a racist, violent people.” Even with such an assessment, he supported
integration, while at the same time calling for a total restructuring of the
American economy. “Some will no longer be able to luxuriate with four
automobiles and five garages while others have nothing,” he said. “You
can’t tell a man work is virtue but there are no jobs so he goes to hell by
default” Lomax predicted a new revolution in 1976, two hundred years
after the first one. Although the revolution never occurred, and Lomax
did not even live to see the bicentennial, it was not an unreasonable pre-
diction. For all of his bravado, he possessed a pragmatic willingness to shift
positions in response to changing situations and in pursuit of his own suc-
cess, as well as a keen ability to diagnose the problems the country faced.
“America is fundamentally a country of style rather than substance,” he
said. “I'll bet we could walk out of here, into the parking lot, and find
that nine-tenths of the people flying the flag have no intention of doing
what the flag stands for.”> His dual mission, as he saw it, was to call out
that nine-tenths while playing a game of style over and against one of sub-
stance. Lomax’s life was an argument that you could not do the former
without doing the latter.

His foreign policy thinking was much the same. If Pan-Africanism
existed on one end of the ideological Black foreign policy spectrum and
noninterventionist calls for peace in Vietnam existed on the other, Lomax
found himself moving between those two poles. His most consistent mes-
sage in this regard—and the one that seemed to bridge the ideological
divide—was an opposition to colonialism that pushed back against re-
source extraction and economic hegemony in Africa and Asia. Lomax
tended to avoid comparative models in favor of analyzing individual
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regions and leaders in their specific cultural context. That said, Lomax
was a popularizer of anticolonial movements, a freelance journalist with
an ideological and financial interest in his presentations, but he was a lay-
person, and his accounts of conflicts in various parts of Africa, Thailand,
and Vietnam often lacked the nuance of scholars steeped in the history
of those regions and their relationships with the West. Continuing his
general inconsistency, he advocated peace while defending indigenous
military action as a salve against colonial intervention; continuing his
bent for sensationalism, he often ignored detailed intricacy in favor of
wide-scale conclusions to make his arguments. Such was the nature of a
self-promoting novice with deep-felt concerns about the well-being of the
people he covered.

Lomax’s consistent efforts to find this ideological third way would be
both a blessing and a curse. He was consistent in his contradictions but
not in his analysis of events. By using a broad-brush approach to paint the
symptoms of systemic racism rather than more nuanced but less interest-
ing causes, Lomax kept himself in the public eye, thereby making himself
an effective mainstream advocate for Black issues. But despite his central
role in that advocacy—his position at the forefront of so many of the civil
rights movement’s pivot points—those contradictions left his legacy at the
historical margins. They made his role in the movement harder to inter-
pret and eventually harder for historians to see at all.

Thus, while he is almost always featured in a tertiary role in accounts
of the 1960s civil rights movement, he has never been given pride of place.
The same can be said for accounts of American foreign policy in Africa
and Asia during the decade. But Lomax was central to the era’s civil rights
movement, and while he was not central to American foreign policy in
any way, he was decidedly influential in popularizing the situations in
sub-Saharan Africa and southeast Asia. Lomax was also one of the most
important journalists of the decade, helping to cement the career of Mike
Wallace, setting precedents for Black journalism in radio and television,
and maintaining a literary profile that included newspaper reporting,
long-form magazine journalism, and the best-selling books 7he Reluctant
African and The Negro Revolt.

This volume moves Lomax to the center of the civil rights narrative of
the 1960s, describing his particular “art of deliberate disunity” and the
influence it had on the decade’s journalism, its civil rights activism, and its
public thinking about foreign policy. He was in many ways both created
by the national tumult of the 1960s and a creator of many of its seminal
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moments. His thinking would always be pragmatic, willing to change with
perceived necessity to remain influential or controversial or to support
rights activism. The trajectory of that thought was riddled with inconsis-
tencies, but it mirrored the inconsistencies of a country in the throes of
dramatic change, as the hypocrisy of America and of Lomax worked in a
reciprocal relationship to create a nation more open to Black journalism,
more willing to provide racial equality, less tolerant of global colonialism,
and ultimately (and ironically) less hypocritical.

His inconsistencies were his own, as were his lies and crimes. But they
were also, in their way, America’s inconsistencies. And they never stopped
him from his consistent and beneficial advocacy for Black rights. Lomax’s
story is unique, but it is also representative—a contradiction that the con-
troversial journalist would surely find fitting.
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Myers, “Killing.” See also Buckner, Mary Turner.

+ NOTES TO INTRODUCTION





