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The NAACP—FTee at Last

By Jube WANNISK]

There 15 no question about it. The Na-
tonal Assuclation tor the Advancement of
C'olored People has torn free of the liberal-
labor coalition that it joined in the early
New Deal days. Is it too strong to suggest
“Free at Last’ us the NAACP's statement

of liberation from the rigid dogma of the -

liberal coalition?

“Use it,” said Benjamin Hooks, the
NAACP's execulive director, when 1 sug-
gested 1t as the tide of this piece when we
discussed it over lunch in Manhattan a few
days ago. “'It's perfect.”

“Yes, yes, it fits,” said Margaret Bush
Wilson, chairman of the NAACP’s board,
when [ visited her in St. Louis last week.
“‘That’s how we feel."”

The divorce has been brewing for quite
a while, but the formal break came a
month ago when the 69-year-old organiza-
tion withdrew support from President Car-

. ter's energy policy on the grounds that it
- emphasized conservation instead of energy

growth. Confusion followed amid conflict-
ing reports on whether or not there was an
explicit endorsement of oil and gas price
deregulation (there was no speclﬁc stance
either way).

What is clearly of paramount impor-
tance, though, is the fact that its dissent is
part of a broader policy shift. The NAACP
has thrown itself open to alternative ideas
in a conscious reassessment of philosophy.
No longer will it unquestioningly accept as
its own the public policy gospel as devel-
oped by the labor liberals. The most sa-
cred policies will be reexamined, including
the an_appraisal-

nomic growth.

Which is not to say either Mr. Hooks or
Ms. Wilson expects a wholesale reversal of
policies or a new coaljtion with ‘*‘conser-

vatives.” Rather, the NAACP has simply-

decided it's going to make up its own mind
on a range of public questions previously
assumed to be beyond its purview as a
civil-rights organization. ‘It isn't where we
came out on the energy deregulation issue
that's important,” says Mr., Hooks, ‘‘but
the dialog itself. This is what's caused
these terrible shock waves—the horrible
thought that the NAACP is actually con-
fronting alternatives.”

“Shocked and Disappointed

It probably should not have surprised
the NAACP that in suing for divorce from
the coalition it would provoke a range of
angry wrath and sullen dismay among its
old allies. But both Mr. Hooks and Ms. Wil-
son were disappointed, at times shocked,
by the reaction.

The New York Times began by an-
nouncing on its business page that the
NAACP had “allied itself with the oil in-
dustry.”” When The Washington Post
caught up with the story it concentrated on
the fact that several blacks on the
NAACP's energy committee work for en-
ergy companies. (‘'Why is it,” asks Ms.
Wilson, ‘‘that we can have a legal commit-
tee composed entirely of lawyers, a health
committee composed entirely of doctors,
but we are not suppused to have any cn-
ergy people on our energy committee?’’)

The New Republic was mildly scandal-
1zed: "What's good for Mobil and Exxon is
goud for the NAACP?" it wondered, ulti-
malely propounding that: *‘ln its new, pro-
idustry policy swerve, the country's larg-
est civil nghts organization has badly mis-
plivced its confidence”” The Village Voice
w.an wonderfully apoplectic, raging that the
NAACE had sold oat to the oil tycoons, al-
though “the price was not announced.”

The Tunes then weighed in with a lead

Mrmummudew?

editorial that actually debated the pro-
priety of the NAACP's decision to think for
itself (“Does Civil Rights Include En
ergy?”’). The Times finally allowed that
such action is okay, but warned that in
doing so the NAACP leaves itself open to
‘“‘exploitation and manipulation.”” Its en-
ergy position, alas, was “inadequately pre-
pared, poorly reasoned and, finally, wrong
for all Americans."”

Then there was The St. Louis Post-Dis-
patch, outraged because Ms. Wilson is on
the board of Monsanto Chemical (the edito-
rial seemed unconcerned that Monsanto is
a net buyer, not seller, of energy.)

The NAACP staff can't remember such
hostility from the national press. A net-
work television reporter called demanding
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tions, which she found condescending. It is
Ben Hooks, though, who really gets
steamed up.

*“There is & white elitist assumption that
we don't have sense enough to know about
things like energy and shouldn’t say any-
thing about them. But President Carter
says energy is our No. 1 problem. Which
tells us we have to look at it. Yet when we
do we have these people telling us, ‘You're
out of place, George, get back in line.’
Well, we may be wrong, but we have as
much right to be wrong as anybody else."”

Nor does he think the NAACP can be
blamed for his bill of divorcement. He told
William Raspberry of The Washington Post
that ‘‘the Jews left us on Bakke. Labor left
us on seniority. The liberals left us on the
environment. But when we say at least
look at deregulation, they say we must
have been bought by somebody.”

Both are obviously enjoying this new
freedom to wing it alone, able to speak out
and energize what seemed to have become
an almost moribund organization. Gloster
Currant, who was Roy Wilkins' right-hand
man during the turbulent 1960s and early
1970s, is nearing retirement and talks
about the ideas of Mr. Hooks and Ms. Wil
son as 'the wave of the future,” and says
he doesn't quite understand it. But the staff
at NAACP headquarters at 57th and Broad-
way seems bustling, full of new plans, de-
lighted with all the atientiun 1t is suddenly
getting "We're having fun with all this,”
says Mr. Currant.

1Ll comes down o eqonomics,” says
Ms Wilson, who o wlm “the prime mover in

this cenassance. “We dog't hgoum

about (f yet, but we u gumg to fmd out ”

.

It wuas Ms. Wilson who decided fast
April 1o begin an energy project, when
President Carter announced energy was
the most pressing problem facing the na
tion. "At first all I got from the staff was
blank stares. Like, what does energy have
to do with civil rights? But I'd ask, whut
does survival have to do with civil rights?"

Mr. Hooks, who came to the NAACP
five months ago from the Federal Commu-
nications Commission, is now earnestly
planning to gather the internal resources to
systematically confront econoinic issues. A
high priority is an '‘economic advisory
council’ that would examine such issues as
the minimum wage.

A broad range of views will be repre-
sented, says Mr. Hooks. He has asked An
drew_Brimmer, the bi

et e ek SIS ST
erg Reserve, to sit on the council. Mr
Brimmer 1is a le; n§ ﬁﬁac of the mini-
to

hlack teenage unemployment. He has also
asked Wendell W. Gunn, a Chase Manhat-

. tan vice president, who is also coinciden-
tally on the economic advisory council of
the Republican National Committee.

A Parting of the Ways?

All this suggests a parting of the ways
with the National Urban League and its
leader, Vernon Jordan Jr. The Urban
League stresses expansion of the public
sector to enhance black economlc welfare.

' says Mr.
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thmme NAACP's emphasis vnll’

/fhe strain showed when the NAACP)]
joined the New Detroit Coalition and De-
troit Urban League in opposing the federal
government's new fuel standards for light
trucks and vans, on the grounds that this
kind of government intervention will hurt
black employment and won't save energy,
immediately forcing the closing of a De-
troit inner-city assembly plant that em-

$ 3,000 blacks. -

Vernon Jordan not only did not join in
the opposition, although requested to do so
by Francis Kornegay, president of his De-
troit affiliate. He also called this newspa-
per and demanded a correction when it
mistakenly reported that the Urban
League as a whole was part of the Detroit
coalition.

On this issue, too, the press reports
tended to headline that the NAACP had al-
lied itself with the auto industry, not—as
the. NAACP sees its position—as having
broken with the government position.

Things will never be the same for the
NAACP. But that doesn't necessarily mean
they'll get better. Ms. Wilson says she feels
the euphoria of free flight, having taken
her organization out of its cozy nest. She
does admit to an anxiety, though, sensing
the ground may be coming up at her faster
than she'd thought it would. She's worried
about the NAACP's prestige and finances,
and so must resist being drawn into reli-
ance on business giving and hope the indi-
viduals who have been the mainstay of
NAACP support will stay.

“It had to be done. We had to Lift the
level of discussion to a new level, to make
a significant effort to discuss not simply
what's rnght or what's wrong, but what s
in our best wterests. The public discussion
generated by this has not been had by
black people in years. Itis hed.lthy, essed
tial and urgent.”
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