
In Disintegration: The Splintering of Black America, Eugene Robinson argues that black 
America has splintered into four subgroups:  the Transcendent elite, the Mainstream 
middle class, which now accounts for a majority of black Americans; an Emergent 
community made up of mixed-race families and black immigrants from Africa and 
the Caribbean; and the Abandoned, a large and 
growing underclass concentrated in the inner cities 
and depressed pockets of the rural South. Robinson 
insists that what we need now is an honest recognition 
that the four black Americas have different interests 
and competing claims. Second, he calls for an 
immediate and large response to the desperate and 
deteriorating situation among Abandoned blacks. 
Redressing their economic and social problems 
will require a reordering of priorities.  Failure to do 
this, Robinson argues, will doom the Abandoned 
to permanent underclass status, while consigning 
the broader society to chronic insecurity and moral 
dereliction. Recalling W. E.B. Du Bois’s dictum that 
“the problem of the 20th century is the problem of 
the color line,” Robinson warns that the problem of 
the 21st century is “the problem of the Abandoned.”

Eugene Robinson writes a twice-a-week column on politics and culture for the 
Washington Post, contributes to the PostPartisan blog, and hosts a weekly online chat 
with readers.

In a three-decade career at The Post, Robinson 
has been city hall reporter, city editor, foreign 
correspondent in Buenos Aires and London, foreign 
editor, and assistant managing editor in charge 
of the paper’s Style section. He started writing a 
column for the Op-Ed page in 2005. And in 2009, 
he received the Pulitzer Prize for Commentary. The 
award cited his “eloquent columns on the 2008 
presidential campaign that focus on the election 
of the first African-American president, showcasing 
graceful writing and grasp of the larger historic 
picture.”

Robinson is the author of “Disintegration: The 
Splintering of Black America” (2010), “Last Dance 
in Havana” (2004), and “Coal to Cream: A Black 
Man’s Journey Beyond Color to an Affirmation of 
Race” (1999).
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Within the last year John Payton, the sixth President and 
Director-Counsel of the NAACP Legal Defense and 
Educational Fund, has led the organization’s involvement in 
five cases before the U.S. Supreme Court. Two of those cases, 
in which LDF was either lead counsel or co-counsel, produced 
critical victories in the areas of voting rights (Northwest 
Austin Municipal Utility District Number One v. Holder) and 
employment discrimination (Lewis v. the City of Chicago). It 
was not surprising, then, that given his record of involvement 
in civil rights cases before taking the LDF post, earlier this 
spring the National Law Journal named John Payton one of 
the most influential civil rights attorneys of the last decade 
and the Washington (D.C.) Bar Association awarded him the 
Charles Hamilton Houston Medallion of Merit. In March, Mr. 
Payton was selected by the National Law Journal as one of the 
last decade’s most influential lawyers in the area of civil rights.

He is a member of the American Law Institute and a Fellow of the American Bar Foundation. 
In addition, he is a Master in the Edward Coke Appellate Inn of Court. Mr. Payton is a 
graduate of Pomona College and Harvard Law School.

In 1970, Elaine Jones became the first black female to get a 
law degree from the University of Virginia. She then joined the 
LDF staff in 1970, where she became the first black woman to 
defend death row inmates and was a member of the core team 
that litigated Furman v. Georgia, a landmark U.S. Supreme 
Court case that abolished the death penalty in 37 states. She 
also argued numerous employment discrimination cases. She 
earned a reputation as a skillful negotiator and outspoken 
advocate for civil rights. Jones helped establish and manage 
LDF’s Washington, D.C. office and became its first official 
legislative advocate on Capitol Hill. Her work was instrumental 
in reshaping the federal judiciary to include more people of 
color and more judges committed to equal rights. She also 
played a key role in securing passage of legislative milestones 
such as the Voting Rights Act Amendments of 1982, the Fair 
Housing Act of 1988, the Civil Rights Restoration Act of 1988, 
and the Civil Rights Act of 1991. Jones took the helm of LDF in 1993 as the organization’s first 
woman President and Director-Counsel. She oversaw LDF offices in New York, Washington, 
D.C. and Los Angeles. While keeping the organization focused on its core work in education, 
voting rights, economic and criminal justice, LDF broadened its litigation to include new areas 
such as health care and environmental justice. In 2004, after 34 years of groundbreaking 
service, Jones stepped down from her position at LDF. Her service to law and civil rights 
continues. In April, 2011, Jones was inducted into the Trial Lawyers Hall of Fame.
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