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Introduction
The Initiatives Leading to Black Capitalism

I know that many advances have been made in the opening of new 
avenues and new levels of employment for Negroes. Well and Good. 
But this is only one side of economic democracy. While we have 
fought hard for advancement as Employees, we are not fulfilling 
our mission, our place in the sun, as Employers. . . . Full equality 
to me includes the right to Hire; not just to be Hired: the power to 
own the company, not just work for the company. If we can make 
appreciable gains in this struggle, we will increase the self-respect 
and the self-dignity of the Negro people a hundred-fold.1

This book surveys historic initiatives supported by American 
presidents to help African Americans’ quest to participate fully in the 
American economy. It has been widely assumed that before President 
Richard Nixon came to office in 1969 seeking to implement his “black 
capitalism” policy initiative, the U.S. government had demonstrated little 
or no interest in the affairs of African American businesspeople, a belief 
that has been reinforced by much of the scholarship related to black 
business enterprise.2

 It is indeed true that for most of American history, governmental bod-
ies (local, state, and national), have not supported black business devel-
opment. It is equally true that this has retarded the development of suc-
cessful African American commercial enterprises. As Juliet E. K. Walker 
commented, “In America, government support, both direct and indirect, 
is critically important for business success. Simply put, in America, white 
businesses and government have been inextricably linked since the colo-
nial era.”3 Expanding on the pioneering work of Merah S. Stuart, John 
Sibley Butler talked about how governmental support of racial discrimi-
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nation during the Jim Crow era hurt black business development. Specif-
ically, Butler decried the “economic detour” created by state-sanctioned 
racial segregation, in which the vast majority of black enterprises were 
forced to rely solely on black consumer support (compared with other 
entrepreneurs and enterprises who had full access to the American con-
sumer market and economy).4

 Notwithstanding a historic tradition of government indifference and 
hostility toward black entrepreneurial aspirations, by the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, drawing on an innate business tradition 
dating back to pre-transatlantic slave-trade Africa, African Americans 
found a way to establish a commercial presence (albeit peripheral) in the 
United States.5

 Two pertinent and interrelated manifestations of the “self-help” tradi-
tion associated with African American business history were the 1898 
“Negro in Business” conference convened by W. E. B. Du Bois at Atlanta 
University and Booker T. Washington’s organization of the National 
Negro Business League (NNBL) two years later in Boston.6

 Although Du Bois’s and Washington’s public disagreement over such 
issues of civil rights and black political activity has been well docu-
mented,7 at the turn of the twentieth century both men did agree on the 
importance of black business development. Their agreement also con-
tributed to a dramatic increase in black business activity that led to the 
government’s interest in black entrepreneurship.
 In his remarks at the 1898 Atlanta University conference, Du Bois 
observed: “The character of commercial life is slowly but significantly 
changing. The large industry, the department store and the trust are mak-
ing it daily more difficult for the small capitalist with slender resources.”8 
Consequently, to help ensure the survival of black businesses in America, 
Du Bois proposed “the organization in every town and hamlet where 
colored people dwell, of Negro Business Men’s Leagues, and the gradual 
federation from these of state and national organizations.”9

 Apparently motivated by Du Bois, Booker T. Washington established 
the National Negro Business League in 1900 to stimulate the growth 
and development of black-owned enterprises. By all accounts, the NNBL 
grew quickly. For instance, between 1900 and 1915, the NNBL grew 
from three hundred charter members to a membership estimated to be 
between five thousand and forty thousand people, and by 1915, the year 
of Washington’s death, the NNBL had more than six hundred chapters 
across the United States and West Africa.10
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 Besides the establishment of the National Negro Business League, in 
the first decades of the twentieth century such auxiliary organizations 
as the National Bankers Association, the National Negro Insurance 
Association, the National Association of Funeral Directors, the Colored 
Undertakers and Embalmers Association, and the National Negro Retail 
Merchant’s Association were established. Again, this was in keeping with 
Du Bois’s 1898 plea to black America to formally organize its business 
community (to better promote its interests).11

 Along with the significant growth of black business stimulated by the 
birth and growth of the NNBL and its auxiliary organizations, political 
considerations also contributed to the federal government’s interest in 
African American business development. Most of the NNBL members, 
as well as the majority of blacks, were staunch Republicans during the 
early twentieth century, and the GOP has historically been associated with 
the business community. It is not coincidental, therefore, that a govern-
ment agency to help black businesspeople surfaced during the presidential 
administration of Calvin Coolidge and blossomed during the presidency of 
his successor, Herbert Hoover. Nevertheless, as my study demonstrates, as 
the twentieth century progressed, both Republican and Democratic presi-
dents supported government programs aimed at black businesspeople.
 Despite its historical significance, the Commerce Department’s insti-
tutional interest in Negro affairs, which existed from 1927 to 1953, has 
fallen through the cracks of documented history. Ironically, three of the 
persons who coordinated this effort—James A. (“Billboard”) Jackson, 
Eugene Kinckle Jones, and Charles E. Hall—are known to scholars for 
other professional endeavors.12 Emmer Lancaster, who had the longest 
tenure as head of the Commerce Department’s Division of Negro Affairs, 
from 1940 to 1953, is mentioned only in Joseph A. Pierce’s 1947 classic 
Negro Business and Business Education and Vishnu V. Oak’s important 
1949 book The Negro’s Adventure in General Business.13

 The relative invisibility to scholars of the Commerce Department’s 
Division of Negro Affairs also reflects its relative invisibility during its 
existence. Although the Division of Negro Affairs actively sought to 
inform African American businesspeople of the Commerce Department’s 
programs available to them, the evidence suggests that only a small per-
centage took advantage of these services.
 We can only speculate why so few black businesspeople used the Com-
merce Department’s Division of Negro Affairs. Before the emergence of 
the mid-twentieth-century civil rights movement, which attracted well-
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publicized support from the three branches of the federal government 
(executive, legislative, judicial), many blacks may well have felt that they 
could not trust anything associated with Washington, D.C. Considering 
that the political abandonment of African Americans following Recon-
struction had contributed to their mistreatment during the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, it is understandable that they would 
be skeptical of a federal program allegedly established for their benefit. 
Similarly, scholars writing in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 
century (aware of federally sanctioned racial discrimination in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century) may find it difficult to imagine 
the existence of an early- to mid-twentieth-century federal office with the 
mission of assisting African American entrepreneurship.
 Nevertheless, the Commerce Department’s Division of Negro Affairs 
was not a mirage, and chapters 1 and 2 attempt to resurrect this unit 
from undeserved obscurity. Many of the concepts associated with later 
U.S. government efforts to assist African American business development 
originated in the Commerce Department’s Division of Negro Affairs 
(especially during Emmer M. Lancaster’s tenure as division chief). In 
addition, Harry Truman’s administration sought to use the example of 

James A. Billboard Jackson, first adviser 
on Negro affairs in the Commerce 
Department. He later served as a special 
representative for the Standard Oil 
Company of New Jersey (courtesy of 
National Archives, College Park, MD).
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successful African American entrepreneurs as an ideological weapon in 
the evolving cold war.
 Unfortunately, however, the Commerce Department’s Division of 
Negro Affairs did not survive the transition from Harry Truman to 
Dwight Eisenhower. Although the federal government’s specific inter-
est in supporting black entrepreneurs temporarily ceased, the actions of 
Vice President Richard M. Nixon, as chair of the President’s Committee 
on Government Contracts (PCGC), provide an important glimpse at his 
later motivation for promoting black capitalism during the 1968 presi-
dential election. Specifically, Nixon drew a pragmatic link between Afri-
can American civil rights and national security. In addition, the Small 
Business Administration, established in 1953, became deeply involved in 
black business development in succeeding decades.
 Chapter 3 demonstrates that the relationship between African Ameri-
cans and the federal government during the early to mid-1960s consisted 
of more than presidential support for blacks’ unfettered access to pub-
lic accommodations, employment opportunities, and the voting booth. 
For example, when this period is viewed through the lens of black busi-
ness and black business development, we can clearly see the U.S. govern-
ment’s efforts to enlist the services of African American businesspeople 
in fighting the evolving cold war. Then Lyndon B. Johnson’s adminis-
tration sought to expand civil rights legislation to include the “right” 
of owning a business. By the late 1960s, as African American sentiment 
changed from “We Shall Overcome” to “Black Power,” the U.S. govern-
ment stepped up its programs aimed at stimulating black business own-
ership (hoping to quell urban unrest).
 Chapter 4 discusses how the issue of black business development 
animated the Democratic Party during the 1968 presidential campaign. 
Both the main Democratic candidates for the presidency, Vice President 
Hubert H. Humphrey and Senator Robert F. Kennedy, were profoundly 
interested in black economic development.
 While Richard Nixon and the GOP did not have a monopoly on black 
capitalism in 1968, the Democratic Party exhibited a variety of opinion 
as to how its interest in promoting black entrepreneurship should be por-
trayed. The administrator of the Small Business Administration (SBA), 
Howard J. Samuels, championed an extremely ambitious and high-
profile effort known as Project OWN. But other prominent Democrats 
offered a more cautious approach to addressing the issue of enhancing 
black business in America. In the end, Humphrey’s association with the 
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Johnson administration’s unsuccessful coordination of the war in Viet-
nam, as well as the Democratic Party’s apparent lack of a universally 
agreed-on agenda for pushing black capitalism, helped Richard Nixon 
win the presidential election of 1968.
 Chapter 5 discusses how black business development factored into 
Richard M. Nixon’s ultimately successful 1968 presidential campaign. 
On the surface, Nixon’s promotion of black capitalism during the 1968 
campaign appeared to be at odds with his “Southern strategy” designed 
to attract southern white voters to the GOP. Yet from the standpoint 
of the “Machiavellian” Nixon, the two initiatives were complementary. 
Because black economic development and racial integration are not nec-
essarily related, Nixon could make political overtures like black capital-
ism to blacks without offending southern whites.
 To underscore Richard Nixon’s vision of black capitalism, his presiden-
tial campaign secretly consulted with noted Black Power advocates Floyd 
McKissick and Roy Innis, and Nixon’s successful co-opting of McKissick 
and Innis helped him achieve his larger aim of “domestic détente.”
 By offering blacks a substantial piece of the American pie through gov-
ernment and private-sector programs to promote black business devel-
opment, along with claiming the compatibility of blacks’ growing sense 
of racial pride and self-assurance with the doctrine of free enterprise, 
Nixon tried to construct a domestic manifestation of his later, widely 
publicized foreign policy initiative of détente to “contain” the power of 
the Soviet Union and China. Just as Nixon and Kissinger linked the con-
cessions associated with détente to Soviet and Chinese behavior modifi-
cation, black capitalism offered U.S. black militants a monetary incentive 
to repudiate notions of “Burn, Baby, Burn.”
 This linkage between Nixon’s domestic and foreign policy is given 
further credence by Stephen E. Ambrose in his 1989 book Nixon: The 
Triumph of a Politician: “Nixon advocated bringing the Chinese into the 
family of nations, once the Chinese had learned how to behave; Nixon 
advocated bringing blacks into the body politic, once they learned how 
to behave.”14 Maurice Stans, Nixon’s secretary of commerce, given the 
task of implementing black capitalism, corroborated this assertion when 
he stated in Gerald Strober’s and Deborah Strober’s Nixon: An Oral His-
tory of his Presidency: “[Nixon wanted] to give them [blacks] a chance 
to be capitalists. . . . Then they become employers, taxpayers, and we 
shift the burden in the economy for a lot of these people away from wel-
fare and into being taxpayers.”15



Introduction 7

 Governor Nelson Rockefeller of New York, Nixon’s chief competi-
tor for the Republican nomination in 1968, also publicly declared the 
efficacy of greater economic development in America’s (primarily black) 
inner-city areas. Yet in the end, the Machiavellian Nixon beat back the 
challenge of Rockefeller, as well as the challenge of Democratic Vice 
President Hubert Humphrey, to win the White House.
 While the effectiveness of President Richard Nixon’s black capitalism 
initiative (institutionalized as the Office of Minority Business Enterprise) 
has been open to debate,16 it is irrefutable that Nixon’s widely publicized 
agenda for black America generated an unprecedented level of discus-
sion related to black economic development. Chapter 6 examines this 
phenomenon.
 Between 1969 and 1972, a virtual explosion of published works 
related to black capitalism appeared in books, scholarly journals, busi-
ness periodicals, and mainstream magazines.17 Even though many of 
these publications have gathered dust in recent years, The Review of 
Black Political Economy and Black Enterprise magazine, both begun in 
1970 (during the heyday of black capitalism), remain vital sources of 
information about African American entrepreneurship.
 In retrospect, while the Office of Minority Business Enterprise 
(OMBE) provided only limited assistance to black businesspeople and 
none of the various independent proposals for black economic develop-
ment came to fruition, the period’s discourse regarding black capitalism 
helped Nixon accomplish his larger ideological objective of “containing” 
domestic black radicalism. Despite the efforts of such notable African 
American Marxists as James Foreman, Robert L. Allen, James Boggs, 
and Earl Ofari, most blacks apparently gravitated toward either the vari-
ous derivatives of black capitalism or economist Andrew Brimmer’s call 
for complete integration into American society.
 Although Richard Nixon subsequently resigned from the presidency 
in disgrace on August 9, 1974, his black capitalism initiative remained 
alive and well during the Ford administration. Chapter 7 examines Presi-
dent Gerald R. Ford’s relationship with the African American commu-
nity during his brief time in office. While Ford sought to perpetuate the 
programs associated with the Office of Minority Enterprise (OMBE) 
to aid his quest for African American support in the upcoming 1976 
presidential election, these same programs were coming under increased 
scrutiny and criticism. For instance, in March 1975, the summary report 
generated by a 1974 House Appropriations Committee investigation of 
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OMBE portrayed the agency as needing substantive reorganization.18 
One year later, a collaborative effort between the Commerce Depart-
ment and the Small Business Administration produced Federal Minority 
Business Development Programs, an even more critical assessment of the 
government’s minority business enterprise programs. It concluded that 
notwithstanding the existence of OMBE and pertinent SBA initiatives, 
“There is not now a capability to develop a total program plan for the 
minority business effort, or to determine the role of each program ele-
ment in that plan.”19

 Despite Gerald Ford’s promotion of black capitalism and his “open 
door” policy of meeting with various African American organizations, 
in April 1976 he angered many potential black voters by nominating 
the conservative black economist Thomas Sowell to serve on the Fed-
eral Trade Commission. The subsequent firestorm created by his nomi-
nation led Sowell to withdraw his name for consideration the following 
month.20

 Besides the Sowell debacle, Gerald Ford’s quest to reach African Ameri-
can voters was impeded by the enduring positive influence in blacks’ minds 
of such Democratic initiatives as Roosevelt’s New Deal and Johnson’s 
Great Society. When African Americans overwhelmingly supported the 
Democratic nominee Jimmy Carter in November, they expected the new 
president to keep his campaign promises to improve the plight not only of 
the African American poor but also of African American entrepreneurs.
 Chapter 8 surveys the Carter administration and its efforts on behalf 
of African American businesspeople. Although Jimmy Carter has been 
called “the president who failed” because of his vacillation on a variety 
of issues,21 his administration’s sustained commitment to minority busi-
ness enterprise suggests one area of his presidency of which a less stri-
dent interpretation is merited.
 Because of his own background as a businessman, Jimmy Carter gave 
high priority to minority business enterprise. Some of the accomplish-
ments of his administration in this realm were doubling federal pro-
curement with minority firms and passage of public law 95-507, which 
directed businesses receiving federal supply and service contracts worth 
more than $500,000 or construction contracts exceeding $1 million to 
submit subcontracting plans that included “economically disadvantaged 
businesses.” In 1979, the Office of Minority Business Enterprise (OMBE) 
became the Minority Business Development Agency (MBDA), and the 
renamed agency tried both to stimulate the growth of medium and large 
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minority enterprises and to enhance the minority business presence in 
such growth industries as manufacturing, energy technology, communi-
cations, and electronics.22

In addition, the transformation of OMBE to MBDA was a reform 
measure to address some of the well-documented shortcomings of previ-
ous federal government efforts related to black capitalism. But despite 
the Carter administration’s accomplishments in minority business enter-
prises, well-publicized scandals associated with minority business set-
asides in the construction industry, along with its other myriad problems 
(including the Iranian hostage fiasco), contributed to Jimmy Carter’s los-
ing the 1980 presidential election to the conservative Ronald Reagan.
 The epilogue is an overview of the Reagan presidency and its after-
math and how black capitalism was transformed into “minority business 
enterprise.” Finally, I examine the nuances of arguably the most persua-
sive observations and/or recommendations pertaining to the promotion 
of black business in America.
 After winning the presidential election of 1980, Ronald Reagan, who 
ran on a platform of getting government “off the backs” of the Ameri-
can people, moved quickly to dismantle the vestiges of Lyndon Johnson’s 
Great Society. But because of Reagan’s own pronounced allegiance to the 
free-enterprise system, preexisting programs to help black entrepreneurs 
remained intact.
 Although these government programs continued untouched during 
the Reagan years, his Supreme Court nominations subsequently damp-
ened the aspirations of nonwhite entrepreneurs. In 1980, the Supreme 
Court affirmed the constitutionality of minority business set-asides in 
the case of Fullilove v. Klutznick.23 In 1989, with the addition of Rea-
gan Supreme Court appointees Sandra Day O’Connor, Antonin Scalia, 
and Anthony Kennedy, in the case of City of Richmond v. Croson, the 
Court struck down that city’s program requiring minority contractors to 
receive a portion of public construction projects.24

 Clarence Thomas’s controversial ascension to the Supreme Court 
in 1991 further solidified its conservative leanings. For instance, in the 
1995 case of Adarand Constructors, Inc. v. Pena, Thomas ruled with the 
majority that the U.S. Transportation Department’s special procurement 
program for small businesses “owned and controlled by socially and eco-
nomically disadvantaged individuals” was unconstitutional.25

 Even before the negative consequences for black businesses associ-
ated with City of Richmond v. Croson and Adarand Constructors, Inc. 
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v. Pena, African American entrepreneurs had to contend with the decline 
of black capitalism and the rise of “minority business enterprise.” Black 
businesspeople had to compete not only with other native-born non-
whites (and white females) for limited government assistance but also 
with recently arrived “minority” immigrants.26

 While it can be dangerous to compare “victimization,” it is equally clear 
that persons of African descent born in this country have faced a unique 
sort of discrimination, if not oppression. For those who claim that his-
tory should not influence public policy in postslavery and post–Jim Crow 
America, Randall Robinson offered the following eloquent rejoinder:

No nation can enslave a race of people for hundreds of years, set them free 
bedraggled and penniless, pit them, without assistance in a hostile environ-
ment, against privileged victimizers, and then reasonably expect the gap 
between the heirs of the two groups to narrow. Lines, begun parallel and 
left alone, can never touch.27

My study demonstrates that even though these government programs 
to aid African American entrepreneurship had a mixed record at best, 
they at least were intended to help ameliorate the economic situation of 
blacks in this country.
 More than a generation after the Office of Minority Business Enter-
prise was created during the Nixon administration, and more than eighty 
years after the Commerce Department expressed an interest in Negro 
affairs during the presidency of Calvin Coolidge, black-owned businesses 
still represent an extremely marginal component of the national econ-
omy. Needless to say, the question remains, What can (and should) be 
done to substantively improve the plight of black business in America?
 During the chronological period covered in this book, many studies 
were conducted and many recommendations were produced pertain-
ing to this question. Arguably the best proposal associated with this 
genre was the 1979 report entitled A New Strategy for Minority Busi-
ness Enterprise Development produced by Chicago’s Lowry and Asso-
ciates consulting firm. The report called for a new partnership of the 
federal government, the private sector, and the African American com-
munity based on “different and complementary roles to play.”28 The epi-
logue concludes with an assessment of how well these three groups have 
recently performed in African Americans’ historic quest for total partici-
pation in the U.S. economy.


