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[P THE REY, AL SHARPTON DIDN'T EXIST, HE WOULD HAVE HAD TO BE INVENTED, IN
fact, the novelist Tom Wolfe has claimed he did invent him, in the character of the Bey-
erend Bacon, a supperting figure in The Bonfire of the Vanitics, Each generation of black
America gives hirth to its own incarnation of the charismatic preacher-activist who
confronts the white power structure in the streets and talks civeles around it on Mees
the Press, Just a few months after the fictional Bacon made his appearance in 1987, the
real Sharpton hurst onto the national stage as the fiery advoeate for Tawana Brawley,
a New York teenager who claimed to have been raped liy a gang of white men, includ-
ing a policeman. In that incarnation he still haunts the popular imagination: a bulky,
hullhorn-toting figure in a neon-hued tracksuit, topped by a preposterously high,
wavy pompadour; About all that remains today is a bare sugeestion of the pompa-
dowr and rouehly two thirds of the 3po-pound 198es-vintage Sharpton himself, now
typically clad in an impeceable custom-tailored suil. His erstwhile ally, rival, and
acversary, former New York City mayor David Dinkins, maintains that of course
Sharpton has “grown up and matured, as most people do if they live long enough.”




But the intevesting question s whether
his role is stillneeded in an era when the
man atop the national power sfructure
himselfis black; and Sharpton new regu-

larly meets with him—issting not just

demands but adyice, Tf you asked Sharp-
ton himself, he'd undoubtedly teply, are
you serious? Blacks still have twice the
unemployment rate of Americans over-
-all,-and young black men are still being

shot by cops under circumstances: that

mngefmmtraglt te'sus-

picious. The election of
Barack Obama has pro-
voked an almast hys-

terical reaction from the
Ear—nght media, which
last week claimed as its
latest victim an obscure:
African-American offi-

cial in the US, Depart-

ment of Agriculture.
Relaxing with a thick
Ashton Clhurchtll in a
plush detown cigar
lounge, the once-and-
still Reverend Al scoffs
at the idea that there is,

orever has been, a new
Shaxpton “My“ mission, my INessage,
and everything else about me is the same
-as always,” he says. *The country may
have changed, but L haven't,”

So, taking him at his: wmd Sharp-
ton—at 85, a half-generation younger
than Jesse Jackson and seven years
older than Ohama—can serve: as a
marker ‘against which to
gauge the shifting river of
American race relations,
Contacted in May by the
family of a r-year-old girl
accidentally leilled by De-
troit poime, Sharpton ca]led
and dechnecl to g‘et hm:rse!f arrested,
Instead, he preached an impassioned,
but hardly inflammatory, sermon
whose: message—“we ‘are all respon-
sible for our children's safety”—could
have offended no one except Mike Cox,
a Republican eandidate for governor
of Michigan, ‘who pronounced himself
“disgusted” that Sharpton would come
to his state topreach ata child’s funeral.
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ASA GHILEI HERE AT 5,
SERMONS BEFORE HIS S

What has changed, though, is the
center of gravity of political anger in
America. Sharpton’s next big projectis a
march on Washington plarmed for Ang,
28, the anniversary of Martin Luther
King's “I Have a Dream” speech. Sharp-
tori’s “Reclaim the Dream” rally will
coincide with a speech by Glenn Beck
niear the Lincoln Memorial. Sharpton
is especially cutting about Beck's “Take
Back Amej:lca tour with: Sarah Palin
earlier this year. “The
nerve and gall” he
expostulafes. “Who are
they taking America
back from, and who
are they giving it to?”
Reclaim the Dréatm ver-
susTake Back Ameérica.

And if Sharpton’s
“mission” and “mes-
sage” haven't changed,
his approach surely has.
From last weelds fast:
moving events in Wash-
ington—which found
Sharpton in Hawaii,
ED  delivering a speech toa
' convention of dentists—
the lesson he drew was about the dan-

Ber of leaping to conciusions, as both the
NAACP and theadministration did in dis-

owning Shirley Sherrod, Georgia's direc-
tor of rural development for the USDA,

after a right-wing Web site and Fox News

denounced her as a racist based on an
excerpt from a months-old speech, So

I LISTENED T& THE BHILD, AND |
BELIEVED HER, | DON'T APOLOGIZE FOR
ANYTHING | DIE TO BELP [ TAWANA
BRAWLEY ] WJUDGE ME THE WAY YOU WILL

outrageous was this charge—in context,

her point was cleatly about her success-
ful struggle to overcome prejudice—that
even Beck came to her defense. ButSharp-

ton knows all too well the temptation to
seize the news eycle at its peak and chieek
the facts later; thinking back 25 yéars, and
with the circumstances reversed, it's easy
to picture him grabbing a bulthorn and
leading-amarch on the TISDA. He regards

that sort-of thing now as not just irrve-
sponsible lut counterproductive, “Shirley
Sherrod is an example of what happens
when we play the right wing's game: they
Wm “@have‘roahooﬁenulbaﬁleswmely

hasn't r_hanged i Amenca, thq-: ways in
which (he respective histories of black
and white give rise (o unsetilingly diver-
gent world views. To this day he refuses
to repudiate Brawley—long after a glmzd
]ury concluded that she had invented the
rape charge, and after a local prosecutor
whese name was dragged mto the case
won a defaration suit against Sharp-
ton, Sharpton hasbeen right much more
often than wrong in his choice of causes,
dating back at least to the 1989 murder of
Yusuf Hawlkins, a black teenager who paicd
with his life for the mistake of walking
down the wrong blocle in Brookiyn. Many
African-Americans will be forever grate-
ful'to Sharpton for takingon the thanldess
task of defending the victims of Bernhard
Goetz, who opﬂledﬁre on four unarme
black teenapers in the subway. But he has
also made sorme grave missteps. In 1991,
during a {ense confrontation between
blaclks and Orthodex Jews in Brooklyn,
he notably failed to calm tensions with a
remark about “the diamond merchanis in
Crown Heights” In 1905 his reference to
“whité interlopers,” ata pmtestagamst the
eviction ofa popular Harlem music store,
was followed by a fatal arson attack on the
white-owried business that held the lease;
Tt is his refusal to apologize over Braw-
].Ey—cu to pay the defamaﬁm

ally setiled bY clonau.cms_ ﬁ_‘ﬁ.m
wealthy friends—that sl
haunts his reputation among
white Americans of a cer:
tain age, Tempting as it must
he to put the matter behind
him, Sharpton still answers questions the
same way, without apology, but artfully
frafning the issue in the way most favor-
able to him. “] listened to the child, and 1
believed her” he says. “When I hear that
people ate still mad at me ahout this'case,
I want4o ask them, Have you ever heen
asked to help a child that’s been hurt?’
1 don't apologize for anything I did to
help her. Judge me the way you will."
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Although Sharpton can give theimpres-
sion he sprang fully formed from the
teeming strests of Brooklyn, he spesit His
early years in a middle-class neighbor-
hiood, the son of a prosperous eontractor
who deserted the family when Sharpton
was 10, Overnight, Sharpton moved with
nis mother; Ada; and older sister; Cheryl,
ohto welfare and into a housing project.
There he ws sustained by his memory
of life on the other side of the tracks. His
Tirsl experience of advocacy was in agi-
tating to improve the dismal conditions
neighborhoods, “T was the only kid who'd
lived somewhere else,” he says. *I knew
the trash was supposed fo be picked up. 1
hiad to explain to my friends that this was
not the way other people lived.” His other
sustenance was preaching:; he was a mes-
merizing speaker from the age of 4, when
he gave his first sermon. (He rehearsed
hefare his sister’s dolls, gowned in one
of ‘his' mother’s. housediesses.) By 7 he
was touring with - gospel singer Mahalia
Jacksor; by 10, he'd been ordained in the
Pentecostal Church. (He now identifies
as a Baptist.) This gave him 2 unique per-
spective on outsiderriess; preaching the

Gospel wasn't exactly a routéto peeraceep-
tanee for a black teenager in the 1960s.

But it brought him to the attention of
some powerful figures, including Jesse

BRAWLEY'S CASE THRUST SHARPTON ONTO
THE NATIONAL STAGE IN THE LATE 19808,

Jackson, who was so impressed by the
15-year-old Sharpton that he named him:
New York City youth divector for his
economic-development program, Opera
tion Breadbasket. Ancther friend he made

inthose years was Teddy Broywn, the eldest
‘son of soul singer James Brown. In 1973
Tedcly died in a car erash, and the young
Sharpton beeame a kind of substitute son
(and, eventually, personal aide and road
manager) to the singer. Sharpton tookaway
two things from that experience: his hair-

‘style, copied from James Brown, which the:
singer made him promise never to change
untﬂaﬁm-Bmwwfﬁdeajh,aprormselm
Lept despite the inconvenience of being a
prominent black leader with straightened
hair; and a wife, Kathy Jordan, a baclup

‘singer in Brown’s entourage, They had two

daughters; Dominicue and Ashley, Tt isn't
‘easy heing Al Sharpton's kid, says Domi-
nigue, 20¢ “1 see him on television some:
times and T just hald my breath, " waiting to
see if he will say something brash that can
e “twisted around” and used against him.
Sharpton and his yife-amicably separated
in 2004. Sharpton has weathered some
minor embarrassments over finances and
taxes in his career, but he is one preacher
who has managed to negotiate the tempta-
tions'of farme untouched by sexual seandal,
Sharpton brought remarkable gifts to
‘his career. Jackson in his prime-andoubt-
edly could deliver a more _Eﬁ'gchve set
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speech, but in debate no one hasa quicker

mind or {pngue than Sharpion. His politi-
calinstinets are unmatehed,
ancl his personal eharisma
has been undimmed sinee
high sehool, when he had to
puilh off the trick of charm-
ing dates whose mothers
Tad seen him p}‘each i
though, h‘anslatﬁd mto..
success as a political can-
didate. He has run for the
1S, Senate (hree times,
onee for mayor; and, mem-
orably, for president, in
2004—never coming very
close but occasionally ris-
ing -above footnote status,
He is uniroubled by this
record of futility because;
he insists; it was never g
intention to win: “1 ran for
office to change the debate and taise ques:
tions about social justice, and I did that.”
There has been a longstanding media

faseination with Sharpton’s income. He

has lived an upper-middie-class, although
nmcﬂy opulent, life in New Jersey and
Brooklyn, sending his daughters to pti-
vate: schools (at the suggestion of (heir
godmother Betty Shabazz, Malealm Xs

60 TO NEWSWEEK, COM FOR FHOTOS OF
SHARPTON'S LIFE AND BAREER

IN HIS ICONIC TRACKSUIT IN 1681,

widow, who worried about their safety
in & public school). But at one point in
: his complicated history
with the TRS he claimed to
be entirely without assets,
Today he supports himself
on income from his radio
talle show, Keeping It Real
With Al Sharpion, and from
“love offerings” at the set-
mons he preaches almost
every Sunday in churches
all -around- the country.
His enemies sometimes
‘charge, bizarrely, that he
has chosen a career as
a peripatetic community
activist for the money. “It's

amazing when people call
me an opportunist,” he
says. “Do you know how
much money T could have
made with a2 me il
like T. . Jakes or Eddie Long? Don't you
think 1 could have done that?” By the
same token, he is (60 honest to pretend
indifférence to the ego rewards of fame:
“What I do is my passion, but it's also con-

‘stant worle, and if my reward is getting

on television, it seems fair o me” There

are places where he deaws the line on

publicity, though, and oneis Dancing With

h|

the Stars, whose invitation he declined
in 2008. “There are enough black people
dancing on TV without me,"” he jokes.
Perhaps inevitably, his career has led
him away from his friendship with Jack-
son. Although nio longer close; they speal
of each other respectfully, and “they-worlk
withi each other really well,” says Charles

Ogletres, a Harvard Law School profes- -

sor. “Thereisn't just one black leader, Rev-
erend Sharpton is at-the forefront right
now, but there are many other names
working for equality” While Jackson
takes a broad, programmatie view of the
civil-rights struggle, Sharptan most often
focuses on individual instances of injus-
tice, “It's simple,” says Clayborne Carson,
director of the Martin Luther King Jr.
Institute at Stanford, and a friend of
Sharpton's. “Ifyou want policies put forth,
you call Obama or [Newarlk, N.J., Mayor]
Corv Booker. But if you get beat up by the
police, you'd better call Al Sharpton” The
twao leaders are working toward the sane
end, Sharpton says, but “I'm a lot younger
than Jesse. I didn’t have the experience of
sitting in the back of the bus, so we faced
different realities; and we see some things
differently. Unfortunately, at a certain
point that can become a competition,”

One area in which the competition

played out was the 2008 presidential

FROM TOP: DAVE PARKER—ALPHA-GLOBE PHOTOS, PHOTOERAPH BY JAKE OHESS|IM
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- other black leaders were,; that

to discredit him, and 1 would

election. Both Jackson and
Sharpton backed Obama for
the Demccratic nomination,
but Jackson’s endoysement
had s distinctly pro formaair.
Sharpton; of course; stands
on the same side of the gen-
erational line as Obama, And
he was not troubled, as some

Obama had no personal or
family experience of the civil-
rights struggle. Sharpton is
descended from a South
Carolina slave family, but he
has been shaped by his expe-
rience in New York, whese
black population, compared
with these of many other
American eities, has a large
proportion of Caribbean
and African immigrants.
Two of Sharpton’s highest-
profile campaigns in recent
years have been on behalf
of Amadou Diallo (an Afii-
can peddler shot to death by
police) and Abner Louima (a
Haitian immigrant violently
assaulted in-a police station).
“Obama was a community
activist for many years, so our paths had
crossed,” says Sharpton. “T think Thad a
better grasp of who he was and what he
was doing than some of my peers back
then. Unfortunately, there was some
resentment towards him by many in
leadership positions, and there still is.”
The two hit it off, but Sharp-
ton -shrewdly underplayed
his hand, avoiding public
appearances with the can-
didate. Obama’s opponents
“were looking for anything

SHARFTON

have been just the ticket,”

Sharpton says. Since the inauguration,
though, Sharpton has heen to the White
House at least eight times.

Obama’s. embrace of Sharpton has
not been without eriticism—but mostly
from the left. Commentator Tavis Smi-
ley and Princeton professor Cornel West
are among those who believe Obama has
failed to deliver on his promises to black

EOWN BEFC
WHAT HAS

AKEN LUP THE CAUSE OF IMMIGRANTS, SUCH
AS THAT OF AMADOU BIALLG, KILLED BY POLICE [N 1998.

Aimerieans, and would prefer to see
more agitation from the country’s most
promment agitator. Todd Boyd, a profes-
sor of African-Ametican studies at USC,

sees a cynical ploy by Gbama to use
Sharpton asa foil to Jackson, embracing,
28 he puts it, “the lesser of two evils.” For

'WE GET THE FIRST BLACK PRESIDENT
AND WE'RE READY TO KNOCK HIM
JRE HE'S'IN THERE 14 MONTHS

TUS?

HE DONE TO HUR

his part; Sharpton is quick to peint out
his disagreements with Obama, nota-
bly on the war in Afghanistan. *But,”
Sharpton adds, “[Bill] Clinton passed
laws like welfare reform that really hiurt
us, and all these people were willing to
give him a pass. We get the first black
president and we're ready to knock him
down hefore he's in there 14 months.

What has hedonetohurtus?”

Even Sharpton’s most recent
campaign, a protest against
Arizona’s stringent immi-
gration law, has generated
controversy, “I think Latino
‘activists who have been fight-
ing this type of thing for years
are not happy that Reverend
Al is stealing their (hutides”
says Boyd. “But this is what
he tends to do, no maiter the
issue.” Bill, Lillian Rodriguez
Lopez, president of the His-
panic Federation, i happy
to have Sharpton’s help: “He
went info-Arizona with a solid
plan to protest without inei-
dent or viclence, so how can
we complain about that?”
Sharpton views the march he
led in May as a logical exten-
sion of his eivil-rights work. “1
justcan’t imagine this happen-
ingnow;” he says: "Where does
it end? Do they next start stop-
ping all black people to see if
we're Haitians here illegally?”

Tt is, of course, the fate
of people like Sharpton fo
be misunderstood, and his.
own tendeney to get carried away while

addressing a crowd has contributed to
it at times. He says, accurately, that the
innmmerable marches he has held over
(the years have been almost entirely

free of violence, except for the time an
enraped onlooker stabbed him in the
chest. He is also, he believes,
partly a victim of history:
Jackson and, before him,
Martin Luther King Jr. had
much more radical black
figures: to their left, Louis
Farralchan and Maleolm X,
who inade them seem mod-
erate by comparison. There has been
no one in Sharpton's time to play that
role for him. He is out there all alone,
still standing on the same prineiple he
first emunciated in his housing project
in Brooklyn: poor people have the same
rightsasrich ones, tojustice in the streets
and in the courts. If he didu’t exist, we
might, in fact, need to invent him. [J
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