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Abstract

Although attention has been focused on Black alternative party organizations and political activity, scant attention has
been focused on Black alternative nonparty organizations, especially those linked with Black churches. This scholarly
neglect is remarkable when one considers the extent to which Black churches and their cleries will, and do, engage in

nonparty, political activity. This paper provides an analysis of the circumstances that led to the creation of a church-

based. Black nonparty organization in New York City—the Southeast Queens Clergy for Community Empowernient.

Detailing the organization’s invelvement in the electoral system, particularly its competitive relationship with the local

Democratic party, the paper concludes that, in the case of local electoral politics, church-based. Black nonparty

organizations can influence the electoral process, successfully challenge dominant political parties, and increase the

sense of empowerment and efficacy among Black communities.

If a political machine is defined as a deliverable vote, the church is
the only effective, disciplined machine that Negroes have developed.

Ralph Bunche

Introduction

The American two-party system, with its structural
and cultural constraints, is designed to foster the hege-
mony of the nation’s dominant political parties. However,
despite the barriers posed by the system, other political
organizations are part of the American two-party electoral
system. Appearing alongside the dominant political par-
ties in the electoral process are alternative political orga-
nizations seeking to influence partisan politics, as well as
the pressure group system. These alternative political or-
ganizations may assume the form of either parties or
nonparties. While some of their influence is felt at the
federal level, much of it is directed at the subnational level
of states and their localities. Theorists account for the
presence of alternative political organizations by pointing

to major party failure, which may take different forms. In
theory, as major political parties fail to meet certain objec-
lives—e.g., interest aggregation, citizen exercise of con-
trol, and civic education—the influence of alternative po-
litical organizations in the electoral process can be expected
to increase.

These increasingly influential alternative organizations
span the spectrums of class, religion, ethnicity, issue, and
race. In the case of blacks, the impetus for the formation
of alternative organizations, particularly church-based
political organizations, appears to be the same as for other
groups—unresponsive political parties. Similar to their
precursors in the post-Emancipation period, today’s Black
churches provide organizational, financial, and spiritual
resources for collective political mobilization. According
to social scientists Charles Green and Basil Wilson, rising
church-based political activism within Black communities,
along with the contemporary Black church’s “demonstrated
... willingness to experiment with new approaches to or-
ganization . . . could fundamentally alter the relationship
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of the Black community to established power structures
|e.g.. the Democratic party].™

However, while attention has been focused on Black
alternative party organizations and political activity, i.e..
third parties.* scant attention has been focused on Black
alternative nonparty organizations, especially those linked
with Black churches. This scholarly neglect is remark-
able when one considers the extent to which Black churches
and their ¢lerics will, and do, engage in nonparty, political
activity. Yet, as Alan J. Ware has observed: “While White
liberal Democrats in the 1980s were becoming worried
about the intertwining of politics and religion by right-
wing fundamentalists, most forgot or ignored the fact that,
for their Black allies also, the separation of religion and
politics had rarely been sustained.™

Church-based, Black nonparty organizations are vis-
ible in the partisan politics of urban areas. As a conse-
quence, the dominant political parties, as well as minor
political parties and “others seeking to influence the Black
community assume the Black church and its ministers to
be the means to do so. In the absence of other viable
institutions, the Black church has been assumed to be the
principal focal point for political activity, both electoral
and otherwise.™ But how influential can church-based,
Black nonparty organizations be in the electoral process?
Can they successfully challenge political parties? Spe-
cifically, can church-based, Black nonparty organizations
provide a means for Black empowerment, especially with
regard to candidate selection and local party nominations?
This paper attempts to answer these questions by an analysis
of the circumstances that led to the creation of one church-
based. Black nonparty organization in New York City—
the Southeast Queens Clergy for Community Empower-
ment. Detailing the organization’s involvement in the elec-
toral system, particularly its competitive relationship with
the Queens Democratic party, the paper concludes that. in
the case of local electoral politics, church-based, Black
nonparty organizations can influence the electoral process,
successfully challenge dominant political parties, and in-
crease the sense of empowerment and efficacy among
Black communities.

Alternative Political Organizations
and Party Failure

Increasingly, alternative political organizations are
Jjoining the dominant political parties in the electoral arena,
sometimes conlesting them for predominance.” In some
instances, alternative political organizations have taken the
form of parties. In other instances, they have taken the

form of nonparties. Both types of alternative political or-
ganizations have appeared in two-party and multi-party
systems. In addition, depending upon the organization and
the constraints faced by them, these alternative political
organizations have achieved differing levels of electoral
success.” In the specilic case of the United States, some
have even asserted that the proliferation of alternative po-
litical organizations has resulted in “a displacement of
parties in the development of political issues.™

Theorists conclude that, as the dominant political par-
ties fail to correspond to the wishes of citizens, alternative
political organizations will be founded to supplement and,
in some instances, supplant the dominant political parties
within the electoral process. For example, Hanes Walton,
Jr. remarks that “When parties fail, other organizations
emerge. first to expose and propagandize the weakness of
the major parties, second to attempt to place their own
representatives in power.™ In their research on electoral
systems, Kay Lawson and Peter H. Merkl observe that,
over the last couple of decades, “All over the world. single
issue movements are forming, special interest groups are
assuming party-like status, and minor parties are winning
startling overnight victories as hitherto dominant parties
lose the confidence of their electorates.™ British political
scientist Alan Ware comments that the formation of alter-
native political organizations is a consequence of the in-
ability of political parties to be strong “agents of democ-
racy” due to a set of identifiable and ever-present phe-
nomena: social change, shrinking welfare states, popula-
tion mobility, state intervention in political parties, cam-
paign technology, corpratism, and single-issue groups.'
Furthermore, Steven Rosenstone and his colleagues posit
that citizen support for alternative political organizations,
particularly those formed as third or minor parties, is in-
fluenced by the level of perceived “major party deteriora-
tion.™"" In short, a collection of scholars attribute the ap-
pearance and growing appeal of alternative political orga-
nizations among citizens to the failure of major political
parties.

In the case of the American political system, it ap-
pears that the ability of the dominant political parties to
operationalize a set of important—but wholly theoretical—
functions has become impaired."” That is to say, political
parties have fallen short of the standards democratic theo-
rists set for them. According to the party failure theorists,
the result of this impairment is the inability of both the
Democratic and Republican parties to successfully fulfill
their roles as generators of symbols of identification and
loyalty, aggregators of interests, organizers of legitimate
opposition and guiding dissent. recruiters of aftractive can-
didates. and civic educators.” Party failure also is con-
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ceived of as a byproduct of the unresponsiveness of the
dominant political parties to policy issues; their poor orga-
nization and financial constraints; their nomination of un-
attractive candidates to high office: and poor handling of
the economy when in office.”

At a minimum, three theories of party failure can be
identified which offer varying insights into the establish-
ment of alternative political organizations, both in the form
ol parties and nonparties. The first of these theories is the
theory of linkage failure. This theory. advanced by
Lawson, postulates that the rise in alternative political or-
ganizations is the result of the failure of contemporary
dominant political parties to form and maintain “adequate
linkages between the state and its citizens.” Because po-
litical parties are unable to unite the demands of citizens
with the policy outcomes of their governments, citizens
have looked to institutions other than political parties for
pursuing their political objectives. Consequently, alterna-
tive political organizations have appeared to reconnect citi-
zens to the state, and vice versa.

The second theory posits that party failure is a conse-
quence of weak political competition, whereby there is a
disjunction between parties and particular groups that com-
prise a portion of their membership.'® History shows that
in the presence of weak political competition among par-
ties, one political party will eventually dominate. This
domination leads to the development of a one-party sys-
tem in which the options and alternatives available to vot-
ers are limited. It is the lack of competition and the pre-
vention of citizens from fully participating in the electoral
process which is said to give rise to alternative political
organizations that eventually challenge the dominant po-
litical party and open the process to once-neglected inter-
esls.

The third theory holds that party failure results from
a lack of understanding on the part of the party leadership
concerning the trade-offs inherent in party politics.'” Spe-
cifically, this theory states that alternative political organi-
zations appear because party leaders. in attempting to re-
spond (o pressures external and internal to their parties.
incorrectly choose to deal with one type of pressure over
another. For example, when party leaders side with the
particular interests within their party instead of pursuing a
more general or societal interest, party failure may result
because voters no longer identify the party as interest
optimators.

As parties have failed to clear the theoreticians™ and
citizens™ bars, new entities have been organized to take
their place, or at least share their space, within the elec-
toral system. Each of the three theories of party failure
that have been highlighted are useful in the discourse on

the emergence of Black alternative political organizations,
both in the form of parties and nonparties. In particular,
these theories offer sound explanations for the appearance
of church-based, Black nonparty organizations. Though
the debate over party failure tends to focus on the national
parties, most citizens and volers come in contact with
subnational parties (state. county, and local). If party fail-
ure oceurs, it is most obvious at these levels. As the fol-
lowing case study will demonstrate, the formation of
church-based, Black nonparty organizations can be ac-
counted for by the members, as well as nonmembers, of
the Black electorate perceiving that local Democratic par-
ties have failed at linking their concerns to government
actions. Furthermore, the emergence of church-based.
Black nonparty organizations can be attributed to an in-
creasingly negative Black perception of local Democratic
parties as inhibitors of input and competition. Moreover,
when the leadership of local Democratic parties respond
{o internal party pressures instead of external party pres-
sures, like endorsing and nominating party regulars with
ties to the leadership over party insurgents supported by
an important constituency that has broad-based appeal, one
is likely to see alternative Black nonparty organizations
appear.

The Development of a Church-based, Black
Nonparty Organization

Historically, Black Americans have found it difficult
to extricate themselves from their contemporary political
position in the U.S. In particular, when it has come to
bargaining with the Demacratic party over political con-
cessions such as endorsements, appointments, and funds,
Black “leaders™ have found themselves faced with the re-
ality that bolting to the Republicans is not a plausible al-
ternative. Nevertheless, Black Americans have discov-
ered options for exercising their political influence as an
interest group in the electoral system. As Hardy T. Frye
noted in his research on Black political participation in the
southern region of the United States during the late 1970s
and early 1980s, in those places where “the Democratic
party remains the dominant political organization, blacks
are trying new strategies both within and outside the party
to increase their political strength” (emphasis added).™
These internal and external activities also occur in parts of
the North, where blacks are relying on innovative meth-
ods and new types of organizations for achieving empow-
erment within the Democratic party. Much of the atten-
tion on these options, however, has been on alternative
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party organizations in the form of independent Black po-
litical parties.

Throughout their history in America. blacks have been
involved, directly and indirectly, in third-party politics.
Blacks have often joined with other racial and ethnic groups
in forming third parties." Yet they also have founded all
Black political parties, primarily in deep southern states
like Mississippi and Alabama.™ These independent Black
political parties have been [ormed for two reasons. One,
Black participation has been denied within one or the other
major party. Two, blacks decided that aspects of their
political and socioeconomic concerns could not. or would
nol. be met by the established majority parties. However,
the formation of alternative political organizations in the
form of Black third parties has proven difficult to start and
sustain over time. For like other third-parties, indepen-
dent Black political parties have been constrained by cul-
tural barriers. In particular. they have had limited elec-
toral success in the American political process due to Black
voter values and political socialization that manifests it-
self as allegiance to the two major parties and the two-
party system. Furthermore, Black third parties have been
handicapped by systemic constraints, especially single-
member plurality districts and ballot access laws.

There is, however, another option that blacks have
chosen beside direct participation in the activities of the
established majority or the formation of minor parties.
Specifically, some blacks have elected to form alternative
nonparty political organizations. The subsequent sections
of this paper discuss church-based. nonparty organizations,
which constitute a particular type of alternative nonparty
organization that has been used by blacks seeking new
opportunities for exercising their political influence in
pursuit of empowerment in the 6th Congressional District
in New York City. As the paper documents, the formation
of, and participation in, an alternative organization by the
Black clergy in the 6th Congressional District. which is
financially and organizationally supported by their
congregants, was in response to the local Democratic
party’s unresponsiveness to Black concerns, which is con-
sidered by some theorists to be a strong form of party fail-
ure.

The 6th Congressional District and the Black
Clergy

In The Struggle for Black Empowerment in New York
City, Green and Wilson contend that the “rising of politi-
cal activism of the Black church have increased the politi-
cal power of the church in the Black community.” ™! Ema-
nating from places like Manhattan™s Abyssinia Lo

Brooklyn’s St. Paul’s to The Bronx’s Walker-Memorial,
Black church-based politics is thriving in New York City.
But political activity on the part of Black churches has not
been loston Black congregations in Queens. Specifically.
since the middle part of the 1980s. a network of Black
clergy have attempted 10 exercise political influence in
southeast Queens, particularly within the 6th Congressional
District (abbreviated here as CD). This Black church-based
political activism has brought new actors into the political
process. It has also led to the creation and endurance of
an alternative political organization that has continually
prodded the local Democratic party to remain responsive
1o the needs, grievances, and desires of a considerable seg-
ment of its membership.

The 6th CD is located in the southeastern section of
Queens County. Like the county in which it is contained,
the 6th CD is mostly middle-class, but it is also predomi-
nantly Black. In large measure, the residents of the 6th
CD live in cross-class communities in which the Black
middle-class and its institutions, particularly Black
churches. serve the district through organizational devel-
opment, political leadership. and entrepreneurship. Up
through the middle 1980s, when blacks comprised a mi-
nority of the district’s constituents, the involvement of the
Black clergy in the electoral politics of the 6th CD was
confined to a supporting role in relation to the Democratic
party. In short, the Black clergy was responsible for chan-
nelling Black political participation into the activities of
the Democrats. However, midway through the 1980s, when
blacks came to numerical predominance in the district.
the Black clergy became politically radicalized. This re-
sulted in the transference of a considerable amount of Black
political participation to extraparty political activity.

The Southeast Queens Clergy for Community
Empowerment

In 1984, a cadre of Black clergy joined together to
assist Jesse Jackson's effort to win the New York Demo-
cratic Presidential primary election. While Jackson did
not win the primary, this collection of Black clergy, acting
through their churches and their congregants, mobilized a
considerable number of Black voters and, most importantly,
delegates for the Jackson campaign. The results of the
election show that Jackson received 40,000-plus votes in
the 6th CD, which was more than half the number of votes
received by Walter Mondale and Gary Hart combined. This
successful mobilization of the Black communities found
among the election districts of Southeast Queens impressed
upon this informal group of Black clergy that. one. they
could be influential in local Democratic party politics and.
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two, they needed to organize themselves as an institution.™
The product of their institutionalization was the Southeast
Queens Clergy for Community Empowerment (abbrevi-
ated here as SQCCE).

Cognizant that a single church could not affect the
overall conditions of blacks and that political parties tend
to be responsive to those interests that are organized, the
pastors of the largest Black churches in Southeast Queens
joined together to create an organization that would pur-
sue Black political empowerment through party and
extraparty channels. Comprised of pastors from approxi-
mately 70 churches, the SQCCE was founded in 1984 with
the specilic aim of enhancing the participation and influ-
ence of blacks within the Queens Democratic party. The
SQCCE, however, is not a mass organization. Member-
ship in the organization is limited to the Black clergy, with
each member-pastor required to contribute monthly to the
organization. In addition, the membership’s churches are
annually assessed a fee for support of the SQCCE’s politi-
cal mobilization and community development activities.
The executive commitiee of the SQCCE is democratically
elected. with provisions for term limits among the leader-
ship positions of the organization. Moreover. the SQCCE
tends towards professional rather than protest politics.
Whereas other Black church-based nonparty organizations
may engage in confrontational acts along the lines of the
Alinsky school of community politics, the SQCCE, with
its middle-class organizational base, prefers to engage in
the politics of bargaining. compromise. and reconciliation.
However, it has maintained an oppositional stance towards
the local Democratic party.

Church-Based, Black Political Activism in Local
Electoral Politics

The summer of 1984 witnessed the SQCCE insinuate
itself in the local electoral politics of Southeast Queens.
In the months leading up to the Democratic primary for
the 6th CD, the SQCCE became a pivotal actor in the
election’s outcome. Having served the 6th CD for twenty-
four years, Joseph Addabbo, the White incumbent Con-
gressman, sought re-election to a thirteenth term. How-
ever, Addabbo, despite his tenure in the district and se-
niority in Congress, was not guaranteed victory in the au-
tumn primary. For unlike prior elections, in 1984 he ran
for Congress in a majority-Black 6th CD. The new 6th
CD in which Addabbo had to conduct his 1984 Congres-
sional campaign was the product of redistricting by the
New York State Legislature following the 1980 Census of
Population and Housing.® As The New York Times re-
ported at the time, the new 6th CD provided “certainty

among people in New York politics that . . . a Black politi-
cian [soon would] represent the district in Congress.™ In
the 1982 Democratic primary election, a Black candidate
did oppose Addabbo. Simeon Golar, a former New York
City Housing Commissioner during the Lindsay Adminis-
tration and a prosperous real estate developer, ran strong
against Addabbo in the primary. capturing 43 percent of
the votes cast. Two years later, Golar again challenged
Addabbo for his Congressional seat.

Speaking on the relationship between politicians and
the Black clergy, Harris notes that “although some com-
mentators criticize the appropriateness of Black clerics as
representatives of Black interests in the American polity.
political entrepreneurs certainly woo the activist clergy
within Black communities as a means to legitimize and
garner support for their political goals™  As the Black
population of southeast Queens multiplied during the 1970s,
Addabbo formed ties with the Black clergy. Acknowledg-
ing the significant role Black churches have often played
in partisan politics in New York City, Addabbo rightly be-
lieved the SQCCE’s endorsement would be eritical to his
reelection bid in the new majority-minority district. For
he could not win in the 6th CD in 1984 against Golar with-
out the support of Black voters. Therefore. he actively
sought the backing of the SQCCE in order to legitimize
his candidacy and energize Black support for his re-elec-
tion bid. Golar, on the other hand. neglected to pursue the
support of the Black clergy, or a grassroots campaign, in
the district. Instead. he focused his efforts on the
professionalization of his campaign via phone banks, poll-
ing, fundraising, and speaking engagements before local
business interests.

In the end. the SQCCE gave Addabbo their support.
Their rationale was straightforward; Golar was, figuratively
and literally, an outsider to the district and Addabbo was a
close ally of the clergy and their communities. As one
member of the SQCCE stated: “This is not a Black issue;
we're going by performance and Mr. Addabbo has been
very representative of the community... It would serve no
purpose 1o have Congressman Addabbo replaced by a
freshman representative.™ With the endorsement of the
SQCCE. Addabbo won the election by more than 17,000
votes.”” Of the nearly 50,000 ballots cast between the two
candidates, Golar received only one-third of the votes. But
into the second year of his term in Congress, Addabbo
died and a special election was called for the early sum-
mer of 1986.

The research of Thomas Kazee and Mary Thornberry
on Congressional candidate recruitment informs us that in
many congressional districts local political parties play both
direct and indirect roles in determining who the candi-
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dates will be in congressional elections.”™ In the special
election to replace Addabbo. four candidates actively
sought the nomination of the Democratic party. In south-
east Queens, as is the case in other Democratic strong-
holds throughout New York City. the endorsement of the
Democratic party is tantamount to victory in almost any
election. especially a Congressional election. Among the
candidates seeking the party’s formal recognition and sup-
port were State Assemblyman Alton Waldon, State Sena-
tor Andrew Ienkins, and Assistant New York City Health
Commissioner Kevin McCabe. Another candidate vying
for the office was the Reverend Floyd Flake. Flake, pastor
of the Allen A.M.E. Church, where two-thirds of its 4,000
members were registered Democrats, was active in the
Black clerical community and had lived in the district since
1976.

Though Flake was a novice to electoral politics, the
SQCCE chose him as it’s candidate of choice to complete
Addabbo’s term in office. It recruited him, financed and
staffed his campaign, and lobbied the Queens Democratic
party leadership to consider him for the nomination. The
SQCCE predicted. along with other political actors in the
district, that Flake would receive the party’s endorsement.
This expectation was driven by three specific factors. First,
Addabbo had maintained an attentive relationship with the
membership of the SQCCE. especially Flake. For example,
while in Congress, Addabbo provided Flake with funds
that underwrote many of the Allen A.ML.E. Church’s com-
munity and economic development activities. In particu-
lar. Addabbo secured federal funding for the church’s de-
velopment of an $11 million senior citizens complex and
the construction of its private elementary school. Second,
the SQCCE had proven itself a serious political actor in
the 1984 Democratic Presidential primary. In general. the
SQCCE was credited with ensuring Jackson’s victory in
the 6th CD. Specifically. the SQCCE was acknowledged
as the primary reason Jackson carried the district by al-

m

most two-thirds (63 percent) of the vote.”” Furthermore,
up to this point, the SQCCE’s influence in local Demo-
cratic politics was, like the Jackson campaign and the
Democratic National Committee, dependent on the fear
that if the leaders of the Queens Democratic party did not
negotiate, Black voters would lose faith with the party and
resort to extraparty activities. And third, the SQCCE
banked on the legacy of the Black church and its connec-
tion with Black voters and their subsequent support for
candidates endorsed by the Black clergy. Despite the strong
relationship between Addabbo and the SQCCE. the lead-
ership of the Queens Democratic party endorsed State
Assemblyman Waldon over Flake for the 6th CD.

Ware, in his research on the demise of the Demo-
cratic party organization, observed that one of the suc-
cesses of Black churches over time has been their ability
to be “a major power base independenr of the parties in
many cities” (emphasis added).” The Queens Democratic
party. however, overlooked this observation, probably be-
cause of the truism of nomination politics: Unless they
have enough members to control a majority party, “an in-
terest group seeking to determine the outcome of a nomi-
nation must either run its own candidate as an indepen-
dent, as a candidate among a host of others in a primary
battle, or seek to establish a party in its own name,”™ all
of which are difficult tasks to achieve. Yet the SQCCE
opted for the first alternative. In turn, Flake, backed by a
successful petition campaign conducted by the SQCCE.
acquired enough signatures from the district o secure a
place on the ballot as an independent candidate under the
Unity Party banner. And in the initial counting of the June
10th special election ballots, Flake was declared the win-
ner. Bul, a recount. inclusive of absentee ballots that did
not include Flake’s name, resulted in the election of the
Democratic party nominee by less than 300 votes. ™

Waldon’s victory in the special election ultimately
proved illusory. Forinstead of uniting behind him and the
Democratic party, the SQCCE filed a new set of petitions
for Flake to run in the September 9th primary for a full
term as U.S. Representative from the 6th CD. Six weeks
later in the fall primary election, Waldon, who was sup-
ported by then Governor Mario Cuomo and a host of other
party regulars, again faced Flake, who by the time of the
election was endorsed by The New York Times and then
Mayor Edward I. Koch. In the weeks leading up to this
contest, the SQCCE mobilized the congregations of their
member churches, which provided resources to Flake that
rivaled or surpassed the resources available to Waldon from
the Queens Democratic party. In particular, Flake’s church-
based candidacy allowed for him to directly tap into the
most visible and influential institutions in the 6th Congres-
sional District—the Black churches. The resources the
SQCCE and its member-churches provided to Flake were
those which politically active Black churches have often
provided to political candidates: group endorsements by
ministers and religious groups. clerical appeals, church-
sponsored political forums and rallies, candidate contacts
at religious services, and fund-raising for political candi-
dates.

Responding to the leadership of their churches, the
individual congregations of the SQCCE turned outin large
numbers to volunteer for Flake's campaign. Similar to
Harold Washington’s mayoral campaign in Chicago, the
people who joined Flake's campaign, both registered and
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unregistered voters, “performed all of the conventional
activities: distributing literature, putting up posters, and
knocking on doors to target voters for election day.*
Church congregants also raised campaign funds, carried
his petitions, and extended invitations to Flake to appear
before them during their Sunday services. In the end, like
Washington's “church connection”. Flake's affiliation with
SQCCE was “instrumental in transforming the political
campaign into a civil rights movement, a politico-religious
crusade.™ The result of this crusade in the 6th CD was a
3.000 vote margin of victory for Flake and the SQCCE
over Waldon and the Queens Democratic party in the [all
primary election. Soon after. Flake and the SQCCE went
on to win the General Election. This victory was achieved
under the banner of the Democratic party.

Alternative Black Political Organizations and
Activism: A Few Insights

Since Reconstruction, blacks have been active par-
ticipants in the political process. The most noted illustra-
tion of this participation has been their involvement with
the major political parties as voters, activists, and candi-
dates. The enduring involvement of blacks within both
the Republican and Democratic parties has been fostered
by a mix of civic duty and political and economic expedi-
ency. But blacks have been drawn to partisan politics
mostly out of a belief that partisan politics would allow
them to achieve that which other racial and ethnic groups
are believed 1o already possess—empowerment. Conse-
quently, blacks have used partisan politics to pursue two
complimentary objectives. The first goal of Black parti-
san participation has been to insinuate themselves fully
into the processes of public decision making. The second
aim of Black involvement with the dominant political par-
ties has been to share political power with other groups.
In short, Black politics, as Mary D. Coleman has observed.,
constitutes nothing short of “a systematic struggle to ac-
quire equal formal and informal access to, and effective
control of, the available political. economic, and institu-
tional resources of this country.”™

Most students of Black empowerment and Black par-
tisan politics tend to focus their attention at the national
level. But some of the most important struggles for Black
political advancement have or are occurring at the mu-
nicipal level of politics. While not as strong as they used
to be. local parties are still influential in structuring the
politics of cities, especially in those places where political
machines endure. In many instances, these local parties
have served as agents for Black advancement, That is to
say, they have been open to Black participation at all lev-
els and they have been responsive to Black concerns, es-
pecially with regard to descriptive representation among

the personnel of parties and municipal government. Nev-
ertheless. there have been those instances where local par-
ties have imposed barriers to the full political incorpora-
tion and advancement of blacks. In these situations, local
parties have been successful at limiting the participation
of blacks in party decision making: they have overlooked
the desires of Black constituents with regard to policy out-
comes: and they have generally taken the Black vote for
granted. All of these actions have been made possible by
the fact that one-party systems dominate most election dis-
tricts,™ if not all majority-Black election districts.

Yet history provides examples where, faced with bar-
riers to participation and influence over, for example, the
selection of candidates for local office, blacks have formed
alternative organizations and challenged the hegemony of
dominant local parties. In these instances, it has often
been Black churches which have atforded blacks critical
organizational resources for the mobilization of protest
“through clerical leadership and through formal and in-
formal networks of communication.™" Consequently,
throughout the history of blacks in America, churches have
been recognized as the traditional bases of political power
within Black communities. Most scholars and commenta-
tors on the Black political experience agree that the church
has served as the foundation for political mobilization and
participation among Black Americans.™ Some, however,
have viewed the institution of the Black church as negli-
gible, even oppositional to the mobilization and participa-
tion of blacks in the political system.” Nonetheless, many
Black churches in the contemporary period, as the survey
research of Fredrick Harris attests, “have a strong com-
mitment to political activism. and Black church goers gen-
erally approve of that commitment.™

To date, the most visible demonstrations of church-
based, Black political organization and activism were the
involvement of Black clerics and their congregations in
the 1988 and 1984 presidential campaigns of Jesse Jack-
son and the 1983 Chicago mayoral campaign of the late
Harold Washington. In these instances, politically active
Black clergy and their institutions basically functioned as
nonparty bosses and ward organizations, who skillfully
conducted voter registration drives, canvassed registered
voters, organized get-out-the-vote events, raised campaign
funds, and transported voters to the polls. In the case of
Queens County and the SQCCE, the primary objective
behind the creation of an alternative Black political orga-
nization, which manifested itself in the form of church-
based, Black political activism, was to enhance the influ-
ence of blacks within the local Democratic party.

As a consequence of its activism over the last twelve
years, the SQCCE has become a significant force in the
local politics of southeast Queens. Its visibility and ac-
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ceptance as an elemental unit in the politics of the 6th
Congressional District 1s largely the result of one of its
members—Floyd Flake. pastor of the Allen A.M.E. church
and a member of the U.S. Congress. Taken together, as
Green and Wilson note. “the election of the Rev. Floyd
Flake to Congress and the emergence of the |[SQCCE] have
created new opportunities for blacks to exercise power in
the borough of Queens.™' By successfully operating be-
yond the confines of party organizations, the SQCCE has
not only furthered the reputation of politically active Black
churches as important conduits for Black political partici-
pation, but has provided Black voters in the district with
an instrument for responding to various levels of failure
on the part of the Queens County Democratic party. This
is not to say that blacks in Southeast Queens have dealigned
from the Democratic party and realigned with the SQCCE.
On the contrary, blacks in the 6th CD solidly remain Demo-
cratic. It is to admit, however, that blacks in Southeast
Queens have identified a supplemental means of partici-
pating in the electoral process, one that holds out the pos-
sibility for the achievement of greater influence over the
outcomes of local electoral politics.

Recognizing that at the level of the states and coun-
ties, local parties truly are “the weakest link in the party
organizational chain™ due to their limited influence and
scant resources.™ it seems plausible that blacks seeking to
be more influential in the local politics of other majority-
Black and urban places will, in the face of party failure,
form alternative nonparty organizations. If so local Demo-
cratic parties, which are often the political institutions domi-
nating the electoral systems of majority-Black districts,
may face increasing challenges from alternative Black
political organizations seeking to provide Black voters and
nonvoters alike with opportunities for participation, input,
and empowerment, especially with regard to candidate

Notes

selection and party nominations. Due to their ability to
provide critical organizational resources [or protest mobi-
lization and political organizing in urban Black communi-
ties. it seems highly likely that future pursuits of Black
empowerment with regard to local Democratic parties, and
urban politics in general, will be led by church-based, Black
nonparty organizations along the lines of the Southeast
Queens Clergy for Community Empowerment.

Conclusion

The appearance—or disappearance—ol alternative
Black political organizations is tied to the opportunity struc-
tures local political parties provide for Black participation
and political advancement. If the dominant political par-
ties are open to Black participation and receptive to calls
for Black empowerment, blacks will channel all of their
political activity through them. In the absence of open-
ness and responsiveness, blacks can be expected to chan-
nel much, but not all, of their political activity into alterna-
tive political organizations formed by blacks. However,
due to the constraints that alternative party organizations
can expect to face. along with the fact that Black clerics
are increasingly involving themselves and their churches
in urban electoral politics today. the type of alternative
Black political organization that will tend to predominate
will be the church-based, Black nonparty organization. For
in the face of local party failure. Black churches, with
their “communication networks, their capacity to stimu-
late social interaction, provide material resources, and give
individuals the opportunity to learn organizing skills, and,
perhaps most importantly. their sustainability over time and
physical space.”™ offer the best hope for blacks to correct
local Democratic party failure when it occurs.
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