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 Introduction     

   “ I don ’ t see race, ”  declared political satirist Stephen Colbert during a 
segment on his television show in 2006.  “ People tell me I ’ m white and I 
believe them, because I belong to an all - white country club. ”  1  Colbert ’ s fake 
colorblindness highlighted both the reality of racism in the United States 
and some key reasons for its persistence after the passage of civil rights 
legislation in the 1960s. Although the new laws were an essential step 
toward ensuring racial equality, they were an insuffi cient remedy for dis-
parities in economic opportunity and political power that were constructed 
over a period of centuries and could not be eradicated merely by treating 
everyone equally from now on. Most African Americans lacked the means 
to join exclusive country clubs even if white administrators could be per-
suaded to admit them. Participants in the black freedom movement knew 
that real justice required redistributive policies to address the historical 
legacies of slavery and Jim Crow. Most other Americans rejected this idea, 
however, and instead opted for racially neutral approaches that effectively 
froze existing inequalities in place. In the early twenty - fi rst century African 
Americans lagged behind white citizens in virtually every measure of social 
and economic wellbeing. This was not a consequence of obvious forms of 
discrimination but of mechanisms that continued to allocate wealth and 
power in racially biased ways after legalized segregation and disfranchise-
ment were abolished. The inequities created by past oppression took on a 
self - perpetuating life of their own, allowing white Americans to benefi t from 
a racist system even as they professed not to  “ see race. ”  

 The invisible nature of racism in the post - civil rights era posed signifi -
cant challenges for those who continued the struggle for equality after 
1965. Open expressions of hatred and the lethal violence of earlier decades 
largely disappeared, replaced by rhetoric that emphasized individual liberty 
and the sanctity of free markets to defend policies that had racially dispa-
rate effects. Most frustrating was the erasure of history and refusal to 
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2 introduction

acknowledge the cumulative effects of racist oppression that characterized 
these arguments. Civil rights leader Julian Bond likened the belief that the 
nation could move  “ beyond race ”  by ignoring everything that had hap-
pened before the 1960s to this scenario:  “ It is the fourth quarter of a 
football game between the white team and the black team. The white team 
is ahead 145 to 3. The white team owns the ball, the fi eld, the goalposts, 
the uniforms and the referees. They have been cheating since the game 
began.  …  Suddenly the white quarterback, who feels badly about things 
that happened before he entered the game, says,  ‘ Can ’ t we just play fair? ’     ”  2  
Playing fair in that context might be a good beginning, but until something 
was done to even the score, the white team ’ s success rested on unearned 
advantages that tilted the game in its favor. 

 Bond ’ s analogy highlighted the systemic nature of racism and its roots 
in political economy rather than individual prejudice. The power to make 
laws and set policy (referee the game) is the power to distribute resources 
(fi x the score). In North America from the seventeenth through the twen-
tieth centuries that power rested largely with wealthy white men who used 
it to advance their own interests. Chapter  1  of this book outlines how a 
racist social order emerged simultaneously with American capitalism and 
the connections between the two. Colonial elites sought to secure a stable 
supply of cheap labor and alleviate social tensions by passing laws that 
differentiated between European and African settlers, ultimately reducing 
African Americans to the status of human chattel. Racial slavery established 
enduring connections between class and race and formed the basis for white 
Americans ’  belief in their own superiority. Broad segments of the white 
population had a stake in this social structure, making it remarkably resis-
tant to challenges. The racial order withstood the Enlightenment revolution 
that created a new nation based on the principles of liberty and equality, 
the Civil War and the abolition of slavery, the social reforms initiated 
during the New Deal and World War II eras, and the civil rights movement 
of the 1960s. In each period racism changed its form but never disappeared. 
Instead, new patterns of inequality emerged that perpetuated assumptions 
of black inferiority. 

 Civil rights activists understood that racism was deeply ingrained in the 
economic and political institutions of the United States. In 1967 Stokely 
Carmichael and Charles Hamilton distinguished between the racist beliefs 
expressed in white supremacists ’  resistance to the freedom movement and 
the broader social forces that restricted black people ’ s lives.  “ When white 
terrorists bomb a black church and kill fi ve black children, that is an act 
of individual racism, widely deplored by most segments of the society, ”  
they wrote.  “ But when in that same city  –  Birmingham, Alabama  –  fi ve 
hundred black babies die each year because of the lack of proper food, 
shelter and medical facilities  …  that is a function of institutional racism. ”  
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Institutional racism resulted from laws and practices that purposely restricted 
African Americans ’  access to education, housing, employment, and political 
power in the slavery and Jim Crow eras. All white Americans profi ted from 
the system regardless of their particular feelings or actions toward black 
people. White citizens therefore shared a collective responsibility not just 
to cease discriminating against African Americans on an individual basis 
but to actively dismantle the structures that fostered inequality. 3  

 Most white people declined to accept this responsibility. As outlined in 
Chapter  2 , efforts to enhance black people ’ s economic opportunities through 
the war on poverty encountered strong opposition from Americans who 
argued that these initiatives were unnecessary. Business leaders seeking to 
halt the trend toward government intervention in the economy, segregation-
ists attempting to maintain white dominance, and upwardly mobile subur-
banites who viewed material success as the product of individual effort 
together crafted a narrative that cast antipoverty initiatives as an unjustifi ed 
burden on taxpayers that interfered with the natural operation of the free 
enterprise system. Business - friendly politicians manipulated the latent 
racism that lay behind these views to construct a powerful electoral majority 
favoring limited government and economic deregulation after the 1960s. 
Over the next four decades Republican and Democratic administrations 
alike promoted a free market agenda that perpetuated the racial disparities 
created by past discrimination and generated new hardships for many black 
people. 

 The political shifts of the late twentieth century occurred simultaneously 
with global economic transformations that increasingly threatened the jobs 
and living standards of American workers. Failure to address systemic 
racism left African Americans concentrated in geographical and occupa-
tional areas that were disproportionately affected by these shifts. Chapter 
 3  examines the hidden Jim Crow system that remained in place after the 
1960s and the complex ways in which multiple forms of discrimination 
interacted to limit black opportunities in the post - civil rights era. Most 
black families remained confi ned to inner - city neighborhoods or rural poor 
communities characterized by high unemployment, deteriorating housing, 
underfunded schools, and proximity to environmental hazards such as pol-
luting industries and waste dumps. The federal government ’ s waning 
support for programs to retrain workers or create jobs consigned millions 
of unemployed people to an impoverished existence on the margins of the 
postindustrial economy. Policy makers then tried to control the labor that 
capitalism no longer needed through draconian crime policies that turned 
black communities into war zones and channeled large numbers of African 
Americans into prison. Although the underlying mechanics of the post -
 1960s racial order were largely unseen, their consequences were not. 
Persistent connections between race, poverty, and crime reinforced racist 
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beliefs and undermined support for policies aimed at addressing the struc-
tural inequities that underlay these perceptions. 

 This did not mean there was no progress in the fi ght for racial equality. 
The late twentieth century saw major increases in the proportion of African 
Americans who completed high school, earned college degrees, secured 
well - paid jobs, bought homes, and passed the benefi ts of these advances on 
to their children. Many Americans viewed the expanding black middle class 
and the rise of a few black people to prominent positions in business, gov-
ernment, academia, journalism, entertainment, and sports as proof that 
further action to ensure racial equality was not needed. Some people found 
reinforcement for these beliefs in November 2008 when voters sent Barack 
Obama to the White House after a long campaign that repeatedly raised 
the question of whether the nation ’ s white majority could accept a black 
president. Commentators Richard Viguerie and Mark Fitzgibbons wrote in 
the  Washington Times  that the election vindicated their contention that 
ambition and industry were all it took for anyone to succeed in the United 
States.  “ Any individual ’ s potential is boundless, ”  they asserted.  “ Our system 
worked. ”  4  

 Such statements suggested that Obama ’ s election was a natural conse-
quence of laws banning discrimination and the evolution of more enlight-
ened racial views. Yet this victory and other advances by black Americans 
did not happen on their own. They were the result of civil rights and social 
justice activists ’  ongoing struggles to realize core goals of the black freedom 
movement after 1965. Analysts who cited evidence of racial progress to 
suggest that this work was anachronistic and unnecessary failed to realize 
that the improvements they noted stemmed from the very activities they 
criticized. Racist resistance to black equality lasted long after the passage 
of civil rights legislation and necessitated more lawsuits, more boycotts, 
more lobbying, and more protests to force violators into complying with 
the law. Activists also tried to overcome institutional barriers to equality. 
Chapter  4  details the efforts of national organizations and grassroots groups 
to fulfi ll the promise of the legal rights set out in the Civil Rights Act (1964) 
and combat discrimination in education, housing, environmental policy, 
and the criminal justice system. Chapter  5  examines efforts to ensure equal 
employment opportunities for African Americans, the evolution of affi rma-
tive action policies aimed at addressing systemic racism, and ensuing debates 
between defenders of these programs and opponents who viewed them as 
an immoral deviation from colorblind ideals. Chapter  6  highlights obstacles 
to black political participation in the decades after passage of the Voting 
Rights Act (1965) and activists ’  attempts to overcome them, along with the 
problems encountered by black elected offi cials seeking to challenge the 
prevailing ideological assumptions and improve conditions for poor people. 
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 The civil rights movement was part of a broader struggle for justice that 
encompassed other goals apart from those embodied in the Civil Rights and 
Voting Rights Acts. Chapter  7  shows how veterans of voter registration 
and desegregation efforts followed the legislative victories of the mid - 1960s 
with new projects aimed at ending poverty and ensuring a fairer distribution 
of the nation ’ s wealth. The welfare rights movement highlighted inequities 
in the social welfare system and attempted to persuade policy makers to 
provide adequate incomes for the families of unemployed workers. In a 
related effort rural poor southerners pooled their resources in cooperative 
farming and business enterprises that provided jobs and income for dis-
placed plantation laborers. Throughout the nation black community groups 
and social justice organizations initiated self - help programs that offered 
valuable services to poor people and tried to compensate for government 
neglect of citizens ’  needs in the post - civil rights era. 

 Chapter  8  places the post - 1960s freedom struggle in the context of global 
responses to the spread of free market capitalism around the world in the 
late twentieth century. American advocates of economic deregulation and 
free trade pushed the governments of other countries to remove barriers to 
the movement of investment capital, goods, and services across national 
borders. Although these measures created new wealth and enriched some 
people in some countries, they generated extreme inequality and imposed 
intolerable hardships on poorer people. Displaced farmers and workers in 
developing nations organized to challenge the economic policies that dis-
rupted their societies, forging alliances with citizens of wealthier countries 
who were also concerned about the effects of globalization. In the 1990s 
the movement for global justice reiterated demands made by participants 
in the black freedom movement in the United States and asserted the right 
of all the world ’ s people to meaningful work, a decent standard of living, 
and a voice in the decisions that affect their lives. 

 In a 2007 article contemplating the missing white people of African 
American history  –  the often unidentifi ed or unnamed citizens whose actions 
created and maintained systems of oppression  –  journalist Gary Younge 
observed,  “ In removing the instigators, the historians remove the agency 
and, in the fi nal reckoning, the historical responsibility. ”  5  A mirror image 
of this phenomenon occurs when commentators praise the nation ’ s progress 
toward racial equality in the post - civil rights era without mentioning the 
part played by those Americans who carried the freedom struggle beyond 
the 1960s. These activists were people of all ethnicities, ages, and social 
classes who shared a vision for creating a more equal and more democratic 
society grounded in economic justice as much as the political and legal 
rights that traditionally defi ned citizenship in the United States. They 
included white as well as black people, veteran activists and younger 
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participants, grassroots organizers and the leaders of national civil rights 
groups. This book outlines their fi ght against the invisible racism that per-
sisted after the segregation signs came down and the obstacles posed by 
racial and economic ideologies that portrayed inequality as the work of 
unseen market forces rather than the result of political decisions that privi-
leged particular interests. 

  Note on Terminology 

 African Americans ’  centuries - long fi ght for equality began with the fi rst acts 
of resistance by enslaved people and continued into the twenty - fi rst century. 
The  “ freedom struggle ”  and  “ freedom movement ”  refer to these ongoing 
efforts and to the broad social justice goals (economic as well as political 
and legal rights) they encompassed. The  “ civil rights movement ”  refers 
more specifi cally to that period in the mid - twentieth century when black 
people and their allies mobilized on a mass scale to challenge the legalized 
discrimination of the Jim Crow era and succeeded in pressuring Congress 
to pass the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts in the mid - 1960s. 

 The  “ post - civil rights era ”  refers to the decades after the passage of these 
two major pieces of civil rights legislation, when the freedom struggle 
encountered new challenges stemming from political leaders ’  declining 
commitment to racial equality and the erroneous belief among many 
Americans that racism no longer existed. This term is used synonymously 
with  “ after 1965, ”  in the same manner as  “ post - Civil War ”  or  “ post - World 
War II ”  indicate the periods after 1865 and 1945, respectively. It is not 
meant to suggest that the civil rights laws of the 1960s ended racism in the 
United States. 

 The terms  “ institutional racism, ”   “ systemic racism, ”  and  “ structural 
racism ”  are used interchangeably in this book to refer to ongoing forms of 
discrimination that remained ingrained in the nation ’ s political and eco-
nomic systems in the late twentieth century, mostly as a result of the links 
between race and class that were created in earlier eras and left largely intact 
after 1965.       



★  1  ★

 The Never Ending Story: American 
Racism from Slavery to the Civil 

Rights Movement     

       Racism is like a Cadillac, they bring out a new model every year. 
 (Malcolm X, 1964) 1     

 In the early 1960s White Citizens ’  Council leader William J. Simmons 
explained the reasons why he and other segregationists opposed the civil 
rights movement.  “ I was born in Mississippi and the United States and 
I ’ m the product of my heredity and education and the society in which I 
was raised, and I have a vested interest in that society, and I along with 
a million other white Mississippians will do everything in our power to 
protect that vested interest, ”  he stated.  “ It ’ s primarily a struggle for power 
and I think we would be stupid indeed if we failed to see where the 
consequences of a supine surrender on our part would lead. ”  2  Simmons ’  
stark admission of the economic and political motivations driving white 
Americans ’  resistance indicated that proponents of racial equality were 
up against more than just the individual prejudices of a few ignorant 
rednecks. Ending racism meant ending policies that offered concrete mate-
rial benefi ts to white people, and they were not going to relinquish those 
privileges easily. 

 Simmons ’  generation of white supremacists offered the latest round in a 
series of defenses of a racial system that emerged in the late seventeenth 
century and withstood multiple challenges over the next 300 years. Blackness 
fi rst became a signifi cant marker of social identity with the enslavement of 
large numbers of Africans by Europeans in the colonial period. In the nine-
teenth century the Jim Crow system replaced slavery as a means of subor-
dinating black people and maintaining the connections between class and 
race that underlay American racial ideologies. Government policies in the 
New Deal era both refl ected and reinforced those links, building racism into 
social welfare measures that offered economic assistance to white Americans 
and excluded most black citizens. In each instance the racial order was 
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modifi ed to adapt to new circumstances and to meet the needs of people 
who benefi ted from the system. Understanding the historical processes that 
created and perpetuated racism, and the vested interests it served, is essen-
tial to explaining its persistence into the post - civil rights era.  

  Capitalism, Slavery, and the Origins of American Racism 

 The English settlers who colonized North America in the early seventeenth 
century came from a society that was undergoing signifi cant transforma-
tion. Feudal relationships based on mutual obligations between lords and 
serfs gave way to new arrangements favored by landowners, merchants, 
bankers, and business owners. These groups promoted the conversion of 
common lands to private property and encouraged peasants to become free 
agents selling their labor on the open market. English political leaders along 
with the rising middle class placed considerable importance on accumulat-
ing wealth, and the search for new commodities that could be developed 
as marketable goods was a key motivation behind the colonizing effort. 3  
The production of cash crops such as tobacco and cotton in America prom-
ised lucrative opportunities for entrepreneurs, who rushed to acquire large 
tracts of land and the labor needed to work them. 

 Some colonists advocated enslaving native people, but attempts to coerce 
the region ’ s original inhabitants into working for Europeans were not very 
successful. Native Americans ’  familiarity with the territory made it easy for 
them to run away and rejoin their communities. Over time, imported 
European diseases decimated Indian populations, further limiting their use 
as a source of labor. Colonial landowners therefore relied on surplus 
workers from their homeland. The privatization of resources in England 
enriched some people but left others without any means of support, result-
ing in widespread poverty and the occasional riot. English political leaders 
viewed the American colonies as a dumping ground for the nation ’ s 
unwanted and discontented poor. Sometimes voluntarily, and often invol-
untarily, these destitute citizens were shipped to America as indentured 
servants, contracted to work for their colonial employers for terms lasting 
up to seven years. 4  

 English colonists at fi rst showed little interest in another potential source 
of labor, African slaves. Although slavery had been practiced in various 
forms in European, Mediterranean, and African societies since ancient 
times, it had faded from existence in England and other parts of western 
Europe by the seventeenth century. Access to African labor was also limited 
because the North American colonies were off the usual route taken by the 
Dutch ships that monopolized the Atlantic slave trade. With no major 
market for slaves in existence in Virginia or New England, traders saw little 
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value in taking a detour to those regions on their way to the Spanish colo-
nies in South America. 5  

 The small number of Africans who lived in North America in the early 
seventeenth century occupied a very different position from those who 
arrived in chains later on. Some were what Ira Berlin terms  “ Atlantic 
creoles ”   –  Africans who served as translators, sailors, and servants within 
the trade networks that traversed the ocean between Europe, Africa, and 
America. Often of mixed African and European descent, they were fl uent 
in the languages and cultures of both worlds, and their skills were highly 
valued. Their status in the English colonies was not much different from 
the other settlers. Europeans and Africans in America were all recent 
migrants creating new societies in a context that necessitated a willingness 
to adapt and experiment. Africans had the same opportunities as their 
European counterparts. Many labored as servants for a set number of years 
and were then free to work for themselves, buy property, and participate 
fully in the political and social life of the community. Some African settlers 
acquired large plantations with many servants and enjoyed the same privi-
leges as English gentlemen. 6  

 Initially, then, Africans were incorporated into the English colonies on 
equal terms. Yet Africans ’  status as outsiders made them vulnerable. A key 
difference that set them apart was their ambiguous legal standing. They 
were not English subjects, and those who were servants often lacked written 
contracts setting out the terms of their employment. Landowners could 
easily hold African workers in bondage indefi nitely, and by the mid - seven-
teenth century some black people were essentially enslaved. When an 
African man named John Punch ran away with two English servants in 
Virginia in 1640, the courts punished him by forcing him to serve his master 
for life. The other two servants had their terms extended for a few years. 
In 1656 the will of deceased landowner Rowland Burnham stipulated that 
the English workers on his plantation were to serve his family for the 
remainder of their terms and the African workers  “ forever. ”  Such differen-
tial treatment was inconsistent, however, and the fi rst Africans in America 
did not experience the systematic discrimination that affl icted later genera-
tions. White and black colonists worked and lived alongside each other, 
formed friendships and intermarried, attended church together, and gener-
ally suffered the same punishments for crimes. Occasionally, lower - class 
English and African settlers joined together to resist mistreatment by colo-
nial elites. 7  

 Plantation owners in seventeenth - century America were equal opportu-
nity exploiters. Many of the brutal, dehumanizing practices that character-
ized slavery were initially infl icted on white and black servants alike. 
Laborers endured poor housing, inadequate food, and overwork along with 
beatings, whippings, or maiming if they displeased their masters. Employers 
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could buy or sell workers during the period of indenture, with or without 
servants ’  consent. Gamblers sometimes used their servants as stakes. As 
Edmund Morgan explains in his study of colonial Virginia,  “ A servant  …  
became for a number of years a thing, a commodity with a price. ”  8  Even 
before the development of racial slavery, a labor system was emerging that 
reduced human beings to the status of property, and in its early phases it 
did not distinguish between Europeans and Africans. 

 Servants resisted these abuses as best they could. Workers who knew 
that colonial practices regarding indenture violated English law or custom 
sometimes brought lawsuits against employers who treated them unfairly. 
Africans whose masters illegally tried to hold them in permanent bondage 
frequently petitioned the courts for redress. John Baptista, for example, was 
sold by a Dutch merchant to Thomas Lambert under ambiguous terms, and 
when he was not freed after four years he appealed to the General Court 
in Virginia. The judges ruled that Baptista had not been sold for life and 
ordered Lambert to free him after he had worked for two more years. Some 
Africans converted to Christianity to secure their freedom in accordance 
with the English common law prohibition against enslaving fellow 
Christians. The courts also had to grapple occasionally with the unclear 
status of children of mixed parentage, as was the case with Elizabeth Key, 
the daughter of an English planter and his African bondservant. English 
custom was for the status of the child to follow that of the father. In 1655 
Key successfully petitioned for freedom on the grounds that her father was 
a free man. 9  

 Laborers frequently deployed other methods apart from the legal system 
to express their dissatisfaction, including running away, refusing to work, 
and theft. In 1663 the eight workers on Richard Preston ’ s Maryland planta-
tion complained that the diet of  “ Beanes and Bread ”  he provided was not 
enough sustenance and refused to perform their duties until they received 
redress. A group of three English and two African servants employed by 
John West came up with a different solution to the problem of inadequate 
rations, habitually stealing hogs from their master to supplement their diet. 
Instances of interracial cooperation by working people were common in the 
fi rst half of the seventeenth century. When English servant Sibble Ford ran 
away from her master in 1645, an African laborer named Phillip helped 
her to hide for 20 days in a cave on the plantation of his owner. African 
and European workers often ran away together, and both servants and free 
laborers were more likely to harbor these fugitives than turn them over to 
the authorities. 10  

 Dealing with what the Virginia Assembly called  “ the audacious unruli-
ness of many stubborne and incorridgible servants resisting their masters 
and overseers ”  was a perpetual problem for colonial rulers. There was also 
the dilemma of what to do with these people once they became free. 
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Established planters concerned about increasing competition from newcom-
ers used their infl uence in the colonial government to enact legislation 
solidifying their control over resources and making it diffi cult for others 
to gain access to land, credit, and transportation. Those laborers who 
survived their terms of indenture entered an economy that offered shrinking 
opportunities for advancement. Widespread discontent with the situation 
created new challenges for colonial rulers in the mid - seventeenth century. 
In 1661 and 1663 authorities in Virginia uncovered and suppressed servant 
conspiracies in two different counties that aimed to protest deteriorating 
living conditions and demand freedom for workers. Small farmers trying 
to eke a living from marginal land in the frontier regions were also restless 
and angry. Government corruption alienated some wealthier planters as 
well. In 1676 landowner Nathaniel Bacon led an open rebellion against 
the colonial leadership, promising freedom to any bound laborers who 
joined him. Several thousand of these workers participated in the rebellion; 
among the last of the rebels to be subdued after English forces arrived to 
crush the uprising was an interracial group of 80 African and 20 English 
laborers. 11  

 A royal commission investigated the causes of the trouble and colonial 
leaders passed some moderate reforms as a result, but neither they nor 
authorities in England wanted to do anything that interfered with the profi ts 
generated by the existing system. In 1681 observers reported that the colony 
was  “ poorer and more populous than ever ”  and that  “ extreme poverty 
may cause the servants to plunder the stores and ships. ”  Two decades later 
the fear of lower - class rebellion still weighed on Virginia authorities who 
rejected a proposal to arm servants to protect the colony from enemy 
attacks.  “ If they were armed  …  we have just reason to fear they may rise 
upon us, ”  colonial leaders explained. Similarly, Maryland governor Francis 
Nicholas expressed fears that African and English laborers in his colony 
might join together to foment  “ great disturbances, if not a rebellion. ”  12  
Such concerns infl uenced efforts to construct a new social order that allevi-
ated the burdens of one set of workers and heightened oppression of the 
other. In the second half of the seventeenth century the fates of African 
and other laborers began to diverge, leading to a system that ensured 
freedom for white workers and made most of their black counterparts 
slaves for life. 

 Political motivations coincided with economic factors that encouraged a 
shift toward greater reliance on enslaved African labor. After the 1660s the 
expanding English economy and the need for soldiers to fi ght in European 
wars absorbed more workers than had been possible earlier in the century, 
alleviating the unemployment problem and causing a decline in migration 
to the colonies. Planters in North America gained easier access to African 
workers after English victory in a war with the Dutch passed control of the 
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Atlantic slave trade to the Royal African Company. Falling tobacco prices 
intensifi ed landowners ’  efforts to keep labor costs as low as possible, and 
the shortage of English workers made African labor the less expensive 
option. Virginia ’ s colonial secretary Nicholas Spencer asserted in 1683 that 
the  “ low price of Tobacco requires it should bee made as cheap as possible, 
and that Blacks can make it cheaper than Whites. ”  Noting the handsome 
revenues that England ’ s rulers earned from the import taxes on tobacco, 
the colony ’ s governor urged the Royal African Company to keep slave 
prices within reasonable limits.  “ I conceive it is for his Majesty ’ s Interest 
full as much as the Countrys, or rather much more, to have Blacks as cheap 
as possible in Virginia, ”  he stated. 13  

 Colonial authorities also took measures of their own to ensure that they 
reaped maximum benefi ts from the employment of African labor. The 
Virginia legislature passed a series of laws in the late seventeenth century 
that effectively cut off avenues to freedom and made Africans coming into 
the colony, along with their children, slaves for life. In the 1660s the gov-
ernment negated established English custom by deciding that conversion to 
Christianity did not alter a person ’ s enslaved status and declaring children ’ s 
servitude status to follow that of the mother instead of the father. Planters 
could thus increase their fortunes by impregnating their female servants, 
secure in the knowledge that the resulting progeny could not sue for freedom 
as Elizabeth Key had done in 1655. A measure enacted in 1691 made it 
illegal for masters to free their African slaves. Finally, legislation passed in 
1705 defi ned enslaved people as property inheritable like other belongings 
from one generation of slaveholders to the next. 14  

 These laws secured for plantation owners the permanently enslaved, 
cheap labor supply they sought. Other initiatives implemented in these 
decades aimed to draw clear distinctions between the social status of 
European and African colonists. In 1668 the legislature declared free black 
women liable to pay taxes, explaining that  “ though permitted to enjoy their 
freedome  …  [they] ought not in all respects be admitted to a full fruition 
of the exemptions and impunities of the English. ”  A law aimed at prevent-
ing  “ abominable mixture ”  and  “ spurious issue ”  imposed fi nes on white 
women who bore children with black men and banned interracial marriage. 
Other laws passed in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries 
prohibited free African Americans from owning European servants, holding 
political offi ce, owning guns, or serving in the militia. In 1723 the Virginia 
Assembly denied voting rights to free black people. Asked to explain the 
reasons for the act by offi cials in England who could not see why  “ one 
freeman should be used worse than another, merely upon account of his 
complexion, ”  Governor William Gooch revealed the deliberate intent that 
lay behind discriminatory policies when he replied that the new law aimed 
 “ to fi x a perpetual Brand upon Free Negros  &  Mulattos ”  and  “ to make 
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the Free Negros sensible that a distinction ought to be made between their 
offspring and the descendants of an Englishman. ”  15  

 As Africans faced declining opportunities for advancement, Europeans 
gained new legal protections that shielded them from abuse. In 1660 
Virginia ’ s leaders repealed an act passed in 1655 that required Irish immi-
grants to serve longer terms than their English counterparts, amending the 
law to equalize terms of service for all colonists from  “ Christian ”  nations. 
In 1705 the legislature stipulated that masters must provide adequate food 
and shelter for  “ christian white servants ”  and refrain from harsh physical 
punishments such as whipping them naked. White servants were allowed 
to own property, a right that was denied to enslaved people under the act. 
The same law that transformed black workers into chattel ordered the 
livestock and other belongings they had acquired to be confi scated, sold, 
and the proceeds used to help poor white people. Colonial leaders ensured 
that the new racial order benefi ted lower - class European Americans in other 
ways as well. South Carolina and Georgia both passed legislation in the 
eighteenth century that required the employment of one or more white men 
to oversee every four to six slaves and barred the use of enslaved people 
for skilled work except on their owners ’  plantations. These measures 
increased job opportunities for white workers and protected them from 
black competition. Over time, working - class white Americans came to view 
the privileges they gained from racism as rights and actively participated in 
maintaining the system. Instances of interracial cooperation by working 
people became less common once skin color superseded class as the most 
important indicator of social position. 16  

 The racial system taught Americans to associate blackness with slavery 
and to accept this as the  “ natural ”  place of African Americans. Meanwhile, 
whiteness connoted free status and exemption from the worst jobs and 
harshest abuses associated with the economic system. These developments 
spawned the ideology of white supremacy that played such a central role 
in the history of the United States. As Anthony Benezet wrote in 1762, 
observing black people  “ constantly employed in servile Labour, and the 
abject Condition in which we see them, from our Childhood, has a natural 
Tendency to create in us an Idea of a Superiority over them, which induces 
most People to look upon them as an ignorant and contemptible Part of 
Mankind. ”  17  

 White supremacy was more than just a belief held by individuals. It was 
an entire social structure designed through law and policy to subordinate 
African Americans and channel an unequal share of colonial wealth to 
European Americans. The freedom and opportunities that white Americans 
perceived as their birthright were the direct result of denying those rights 
to black people. White colonists in the seventeenth century were fully aware 
that their rising fortunes depended on African slavery. Noting the tendency 
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of English servants to  “ desire freedome to plant for themselves, and not 
stay but for verie great wages, ”  New England settler Emanuel Downing 
asserted in 1645:  “ I doe not see how wee can thrive until wee get into a 
stock of slaves suffi cient to do all our business. ”  Similarly, migrants to 
Georgia in the early eighteenth century quickly perceived the disadvantages 
they suffered as a consequence of the colony ’ s initial ban on slavery. 
Contrasting their own poverty with the prosperity of slaveholding neigh-
bors in South Carolina, they drew the obvious conclusion and began smug-
gling slaves into Georgia. Under pressure from the colonists, Georgia ’ s 
rulers eventually ended the prohibition against slave labor, and plantation 
owners ’  profi ts increased accordingly. 18   

  Racial Exclusion in the Early Republic 

 Few slaveholders held any moral qualms about holding people in bondage 
or felt the need to defend their actions in the early colonial period. Slavery 
was just one form of coerced labor that had existed among many others in 
the course of human history, and its role in the achievements of ancient 
civilizations in Rome and Greece enhanced its legitimacy. The rise of 
Enlightenment philosophies in the eighteenth century presented the fi rst real 
challenge to the system. The proposition that all men were born with certain 
natural rights, including the right to freedom, implied that slavery was 
morally wrong. Complicating matters, however, were the tangled connec-
tions between property and liberty posited by Enlightenment theorists. 
Property ownership was the basis for the enjoyment of liberty, because 
people who had the means to provide for themselves could not be forced 
to submit to the will of others. Since the system of human bondage in 
America defi ned enslaved people as property, ending slavery endangered 
the property rights, and therefore the liberty, of slaveholders. 19  

 The presence of enslaved workers deeply affected colonists ’  interpreta-
tions of Enlightenment principles and the revolutionary ideals that created 
the United States. White Americans in the eighteenth century were economi-
cally better off and enjoyed more political rights than their counterparts in 
Europe. The contrasting treatment accorded to African Americans provided 
stark examples of what could happen to people whose liberty was revoked. 
Colonists ’  ideas about the benefi ts of freedom and the dangers of its absence 
were thus based on observed realities, not abstract theories. Nor was it 
possible to overlook the links between white and black experiences. As 
Edmund Morgan points out, the greatest proponents of liberty in the revo-
lutionary era were also slaveholders. Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, 
and others who promoted independence  “ inherited both their slaves and 
their attachment to freedom from an earlier generation, and they knew that 
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the two were not unconnected. ”  The founders of the United States under-
stood that freedom for white Americans was built on the enslavement of 
black Americans. Their wealth and that of the nation as a whole depended 
on the production of tobacco, cotton, sugar, and other commodities with 
slave labor. In debates over whether slavery should be tolerated in a society 
based on Enlightenment ideals, therefore, the rights of enslaved people to 
liberty were repeatedly sacrifi ced to protect the property rights of their 
owners. 20  

 When the framers of the Constitution met in 1787 to devise new regula-
tions guiding the relationships between the federal government, the states, 
and the people who made up the nation, they included several measures 
that protected slavery. Delegates rejected a proposal to halt the importation 
of slaves and allowed the slave trade to continue for another two decades. 
Article IV of the Constitution mandated the return of fugitive slaves to 
their owners and promised federal assistance to states threatened by slave 
rebellions. The compromise three - fi fths clause allowed states to include 
three - fi fths of their enslaved residents in the population counts that deter-
mined representation in the House of Representatives. This clause accorded 
slaveholders disproportionate infl uence over the national government and 
enabled them to block efforts to interfere with the slave system. The same 
goal was served by reserving important powers for the state governments 
and limiting the federal government ’ s authority over local institutions. In 
later decades the defense of  “ states ’  rights ”  served as a crucial mechanism 
for preserving slavery, segregation, and other racist structures in the United 
States. 

 Many people who believed slavery was incompatible with the ideals of 
the Revolution were nonetheless doubtful that African Americans could be 
incorporated into the nation as full citizens. According to the prevailing 
political ideologies of the time, only economically independent property 
owners could be trusted to make wise political decisions. People who 
depended on others for their support, including women and poor white 
laborers as well as enslaved workers, could too easily be infl uenced by those 
who held power over them. Associations between black skin and depen-
dence that grew out of slavery affected the treatment of free African 
Americans in the early republic. The gradual demise of slavery in the north-
ern states after the Revolution was accompanied by restrictions on black 
people ’ s rights, including curfews, limitations on travel, disfranchising mea-
sures, and denial of the right to testify in court or serve on juries. 21  As 
working - class white men successfully struggled for the extension of voting 
rights to themselves in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
the ability of free black people to participate in politics was curtailed. 

 White workers were key participants in defi ning the place of African 
Americans in the United States in the nineteenth century. The transition to 
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industrial capitalism undermined the ability of many young men to follow 
the expected path to economic success: starting out as an apprentice in some 
trade, acquiring enough skill to become a journeyman at higher wages, and 
eventually earning enough money to establish a business and work for 
oneself. Instead, the factory system and mass production techniques trapped 
many workers in unskilled, dead - end jobs with few opportunities for 
advancement. In 1836 a handbill distributed by a group of tailors who were 
trying to organize a union in New York asserted:  “ Freemen of the North 
are now on a level with the slaves of the South. ”  22  Such comparisons might 
have encouraged some identifi cation with enslaved workers and led to 
efforts to free both groups from exploitation. That approach, however, 
risked reminding other Americans that working people ’ s status as depen-
dent laborers did not meet the ideal of republican citizenship. White workers 
therefore distinguished between treatment that was appropriate for black 
people and treatment befi tting other citizens, emphasizing their whiteness 
to demand protection from capitalist abuses. Early craft unions excluded 
free black people from membership, and white laborers participated in 
violent campaigns aimed at driving African Americans out of skilled occu-
pations. As the southern labor system came under attack from antislavery 
forces that coalesced into the Republican Party in the mid - nineteenth 
century, working - class white northerners who feared competition from 
emancipated black labor joined with wealthy plantation owners in the 
Democratic Party in a fi ght to preserve slavery and uphold white 
supremacy. 23  

 The coalition of elite and poor white factions within the antebellum 
Democratic Party refl ected the multiple functions of racism and the diverse 
class interests it served. Defi ning black people as inferior beings that could 
be subjected to all kinds of dehumanizing treatment secured for plantation 
owners the cheap, reliable workforce they wanted. Exempting white 
Americans from such treatment encouraged even the poorest among them 
to believe they had more in common with wealthy landowners and business 
people than with African Americans whose economic status more closely 
resembled their own. This helped to suppress class confl icts among white 
Americans and discourage interracial uprisings by the poor. At the same 
time, white workers gained material and psychological benefi ts from the 
system. Racial discrimination enabled them to reserve the best jobs and 
access to other resources for themselves. Even after the exclusion of black 
workers, the fruits of white people ’ s labor often proved meager. Nonetheless, 
no matter how poor they might be they were comfortable in the knowledge 
that at least they were not black. Racism was central in the formation of 
the American working class and in shaping white workers ’  identity, 
and they along with more powerful white people had a stake in its 
preservation. 24  
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 Given the advantages that white Americans accrued from the existing 
racial order, advocates for a more egalitarian society faced formidable 
obstacles in their efforts to overthrow slavery. Increasing antislavery 
sentiment in the nineteenth century was met by more strident defenses of 
the institution from its practitioners. Proponents of slavery drew on a bur-
geoning body of scientifi c  “ evidence ”  that made European dominance over 
other people seem natural and inevitable. Samuel Morton, for example, 
conducted a series of deeply fl awed experiments that involved measuring 
skulls collected from various parts of the world and concluded that 
Europeans had bigger brains and greater intelligence than the native inhab-
itants of Asia, Africa, and America. When Morton died in 1851, Robert 
W. Gibbes praised his role in scientifi cally bolstering white supremacy in 
the  Charleston Medical Journal .  “ We of the South should consider him as 
our benefactor, ”  Gibbes explained,  “ for aiding most materially in giving to 
the negro his true position as an inferior race. ”  25  

 Far from being the result of impartial inquiry that proved the  “ true 
position ”  of any people, race scientists ’  conclusions were shaped by a global 
social context in which Europeans were busy subordinating darker skinned 
peoples to serve their own economic interests. As Audrey Smedley points 
out, support for these ideas was drawn from  “ the writings, descriptions, 
commentaries, speculations, musings, opinions, and beliefs of travelers, 
explorers, traders, missionaries, plantation owners, and the like ”  who were 
involved in a variety of projects where Europeans interacted with others on 
less than equal terms. 26  Scientifi c racism grew out of and reinforced these 
relationships, giving them an aura of legitimacy that for many Americans 
erased any doubts regarding the proper place of black people in their 
society. Race scientists linked behavioral differences to physical character-
istics, making them seem biological and inherent rather than cultural and 
changeable. Evidence that African Americans could be prominent property 
owners and responsible citizens was ignored or discarded in favor of a rigid 
racial hierarchy that denied nonwhite people the capacity for economic 
advancement or democratic participation.  

  After Slavery: Labor Control and White Supremacy 
in the Jim Crow Era 

 The abolition of slavery as a result of the Civil War provided opportunities 
to challenge racist assumptions. Emancipation altered the context for inter-
action between white and black people who had previously known each 
other only as masters and slaves, opening possibilities for new ideas about 
race to emerge. The Civil Rights Act of 1866 and the Fourteenth Amendment 
to the Constitution granted citizenship to black people and accorded them 
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the same political and legal rights as white Americans. The Fifteenth 
Amendment prohibited states from denying voting rights on the basis of 
race. In the 1860s and 1870s black men voted in large numbers and held 
political offi ces at the local, state, and national levels. The infl uence of 
African Americans within the interracial, Republican governments elected 
in the southern states during these decades led to some modest projects that 
benefi ted poorer people, including tax reform, the establishment of public 
schools, and legislation protecting the rights of workers. Freed people 
enjoyed a modest amount of bargaining power that enabled them to resist 
planters ’  attempts to restore the gang labor system that existed under 
slavery, resulting in a compromise solution that allowed families to work 
small plots of land as tenants and sharecroppers instead. 27  

 Freed people and abolitionists also advocated more sweeping economic 
reforms to break the power of plantation owners and redistribute land to 
poor white and black southerners. These activists argued that true citizen-
ship meant more than just voting rights and equal treatment under the law. 
Former slaves needed access to land, equipment, and skills to successfully 
navigate the capitalist economy and participate fully in American society. 
Redistributive policies were too radical for the northern business leaders 
who dominated the Republican Party to accept, however. Like their land-
owning counterparts in the South, these men believed large - scale agricul-
tural production was more effi cient than small farms and considered 
maintaining the southern plantation system essential to the future prosper-
ity of the nation. They expected African Americans to continue to work for 
white employers as free laborers, not aspire to become independent land-
owners. (The same expectation consigned increasing numbers of white 
workers to the status of permanent wage labor in the late nineteenth 
century.) Failure to grant economic rights to black people in the 1860s left 
them dependent on white employers and powerless to prevent the erosion 
of their political rights. Over the next decade southern Democrats in col-
lusion with the Ku Klux Klan and other paramilitary groups employed 
economic reprisals, intimidation, fraud, and violence to discourage black 
voting and restore white dominance. 28  

 Despite the return of white racists to power in the late 1870s, the south-
ern racial order remained remarkably fl uid for several decades after the end 
of Reconstruction. Mass black political participation declined but some 
African Americans continued to vote and hold offi ce in the South until the 
turn of the century. A growing black middle class emerged whose members 
increasingly asserted their right to be treated the same as white people of 
their social status. Black people with money patronized the same stores, 
restaurants, and theaters as their white counterparts. 29  In 1878 an English 
visitor to the South observed white and black people sharing public facilities 
 “ on terms of perfect equality, and without the smallest symptom of malice 
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or dislike on either side. ”  Seven years later black Bostonian T. McCants 
Stewart took a tour through the southern states and reported from South 
Carolina:  “ I feel about as safe here as in Providence, R.I. I can ride in fi rst -
 class cars on the railroads and in the streets. I can go into saloons and get 
refreshments even as in New York. I can stop in and drink a glass of soda 
and be more politely waited upon than in some parts of New England. ”  In 
1897 a white newspaper editor in Charleston opposed a proposed law to 
segregate trains on the grounds that it was unnecessary and  “ a needless 
affront to our respectable and well behaved colored people. ”  30  As C. Vann 
Woodward notes in his study of the gradual and unsteady rise of the Jim 
Crow system, the fi rst few decades after the Civil War were  “ a time of 
experiment, testing, and uncertainty  –  quite different from the time of 
repression and rigid uniformity that was to come toward the end of the 
century. Alternatives were still open and real choices had to be made. ”  31  

 As had been the case in the transition to racial slavery in the seventeenth 
century, the choice between allowing black equality and reinstituting legal 
structures aimed at holding African Americans in positions of inferiority 
was infl uenced by the rise of an interracial movement of poor people that 
threatened the interests of the wealthy white men who dominated southern 
politics. Small farmers and workers had not benefi ted much from economic 
policies that granted tax breaks to corporations, altered crop lien laws to 
favor large landowners and banks, slashed funding for public services, and 
undercut union organizing in the late nineteenth century. Dissatisfi ed con-
stituencies joined together in the People ’ s Party in the 1880s, attacking 
inequities in the economic system and the ways that white supremacist 
ideologies divided the nation ’ s working class. In an article calling for unity 
among white and black farmers in 1892, Georgia Populist Tom Watson 
explained the role that racism played in facilitating the exploitation of both 
groups.  “ You are kept apart that you may be separately fl eeced of your 
earnings, ”  he wrote.  “ You are made to hate each other because upon that 
hatred is rested the keystone of the arch of fi nancial despotism which 
enslaves you both. You are deceived and blinded that you may not see how 
this race antagonism perpetuates a monetary system which beggars both. ”  32  

 Populist successes in state and national elections in the 1890s frightened 
the business - oriented leaders of the southern Democratic Party. Their 
approach to boosting regional prosperity relied on promoting low property 
taxes, an abundance of natural resources, and the availability of cheap labor 
to lure northern capital to their states. The Populists ’  plans for higher taxes 
on the wealthy, more government regulation of the economy, and better 
wages and conditions for workers threatened the interests of large landown-
ers and corporations. Convinced that these reforms were a recipe for stifl ing 
investment and economic development, Democrats employed the same 
tactics they had used to overthrow Reconstruction to prevent further 
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victories by the People ’ s Party. Appeals to white supremacy played a major 
role in this campaign. The fragile coalition that Populist leaders had been 
working to build across racial lines split apart as white southerners of all 
classes joined together to preserve the benefi ts they gained from racism. 33  

 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries southern legislators 
constructed a new racial order that blocked opportunities for economic 
advancement and confi ned most black southerners to agricultural labor 
or other unskilled, low - wage jobs. Segregation laws consigned African 
Americans to separate and inferior schools and other public services. Labor 
legislation empowered plantation owners to restrict black workers ’  mobility 
and cheat them out of their earnings, ensnaring many sharecropping fami-
lies in a system of perpetual debt peonage. Additional qualifi cations for 
voting limited political participation by the poor and ill - educated, a cate-
gory that included most black southerners. Relegation to the status of non -
 citizens made African Americans vulnerable to extreme acts of individual 
and mob violence aimed at keeping them  “ in their place. ”  Between 1882 
and 1946 more than 4,700 black people were lynched in the South, for 
reasons that ranged from suspicion of murder to insulting a white person. 
White southerners defi ned black  “ crimes ”  that warranted such brutal pun-
ishment broadly to include virtually any action that challenged the racial 
hierarchy, including attempting to vote, using facilities designated for white 
people, or simply asking to be paid. 34  

 The Jim Crow system was not the inevitable result of white prejudices 
held over from slavery. It was designed to cut off the alternatives that 
existed in the fi rst few decades after the Civil War, when African Americans 
enjoyed expanding opportunities and racism could have been mitigated or 
even eliminated through continued interracial interaction on the basis of 
equality. South Carolina resident Mamie Garvin Fields remembered that 
black and white families on her street lived amiably together, played 
together, and shared food and other resources with each other in the 
decades before the state legislature began mandating segregation.  “ The Jim 
Crow law made friends into enemies overnight, ”  she stated. Children began 
calling each other  “ nigger ”  and  “ cracker ”  and fi ghting each other in the 
streets.  “ The law made the children do this, ”  Fields explained.  “ The law 
made it that we weren ’ t really neighbors any more. ”  35  

 Segregation was literally and fi guratively a system of signs that aimed to 
teach a new generation of southerners who had no experience with slavery 
the meaning of race. When the word  “ White ”  designated drinking foun-
tains, train cars, or schools that were luxurious and clean compared with 
the fi lthy, decrepit facilities reserved for  “ Colored ”  citizens, the association 
between blackness and inferiority was recreated in people ’ s minds. Although 
proponents argued that the new laws were necessary to minimize racial 
friction and safeguard public health, these rationales confl icted with 
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evidence that white people considered close interaction with black people 
problematic only in certain circumstances. The same white citizens who 
refused to share public facilities with  “ dirty ”  or  “ diseased ”  African 
Americans had no such qualms about hiring black domestic workers to 
cook and clean for them. Policy makers separated white and black school 
children and restricted African Americans ’  access to quality education for 
economic rather than social purposes.  “ What I want here is Negroes who 
can make cotton, and they don ’ t need education to help them make cotton, ”  
one landowner explained.  “ I could not use educated Negroes on my place. ”  
Employers believed education  “ spoiled ”  black people by making them 
unwilling to work in the occupations designated for them in the racial order. 
 “ White people want to  ‘ keep the negro in his place, ’  and educated people 
have a way of making their own places and their own terms, ”  observed 
white Mississippian Thomas Pearce Bailey in the early twentieth century. 
Like slavery, Jim Crow was a system of labor control that kept black people 
working for white people and prevented African Americans from competing 
with white Americans for the best jobs. 36  

 Racism served political functions in this period as well. Disfranchising 
measures such as poll taxes and literacy tests were aimed mostly at African 
Americans but they also discouraged many poor white people from partici-
pating in the political process. Voting restrictions effectively removed two 
potentially troublesome constituencies whose interests were not well served 
by the business - friendly policies favored by wealthier citizens. Additionally, 
the presence of a large pool of economically desperate black workers under-
mined white workers ’  ability to demand higher wages. Employers fre-
quently responded to union organizing efforts by threatening to replace 
white laborers with African Americans. As during slavery, racism hindered 
efforts by black and white workers to form interracial coalitions based on 
their common economic interests in the twentieth century. Political analyst 
V. O. Key Jr. observed in 1949:  “ When a glimmer of informed political 
self - interest begins to well up from the masses, the issue of white supremacy 
may be raised to whip them back into line. ”  37  

 Segregation and the racist beliefs it fostered were not purely southern 
phenomena. Federal offi cials who allowed blatant violations of black south-
erners ’  constitutional rights were complicit in the construction and mainte-
nance of the system. The Supreme Court sanctioned racial discrimination 
by ruling in  Plessy v. Ferguson  (1896) that requiring white and black people 
to use  “ separate but equal ”  facilities was within the law. In the northern 
states, government policies as well as informal practices confi ned black 
residents to substandard housing and schools, shut them out of higher 
paying skilled jobs, and excluded them or offered second - class treatment in 
hotels, stores, and restaurants. Negative depictions of African Americans 
in a newly emerging mass culture comprised of popular magazines and 
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literature, vaudeville acts, music, and fi lms also perpetuated racist stereo-
types on a national scale. In the fi rst half of the twentieth century white 
Americans rarely encountered any real or fi ctional black people who were 
not poorly educated menial laborers. The Jim Crow system thus perpetu-
ated the same assumptions of black inferiority that had helped to justify 
racial oppression in earlier centuries. 38   

  New Deal Reforms and Institutional Racism 

 Racial ideologies defl ected attention from defi ciencies in the capitalist eco-
nomic system that prevented many Americans from enjoying possibilities 
for property ownership and wealth accumulation that were presumed to be 
available to everyone. Industrialization and the growth of large corpora-
tions concentrated wealth in the hands of a relatively small number of 
people and generated increasing economic inequality at the turn of the 
twentieth century. If poverty was understood as the result of black people ’ s 
inherent inferiority instead of social structures that limited poor people ’ s 
economic options, citizens could assume there was nothing wrong with the 
nation ’ s core institutions. Such beliefs fi t well with the laissez - faire eco-
nomic policies promoted by business owners and absolved political leaders 
from trying to solve social problems. 

 The crisis of capitalism sparked by the Great Depression in the 1930s 
shook the confi dence of even the strongest opponents of government inter-
vention in the economy. Millions of middle - class Americans lost their jobs, 
savings, and homes, exposing them to the same hardships that poorer 
people already endured. Overwhelming evidence that the economic system 
had failed opened possibilities for experimentation and a shift in direction. 
Democratic president Franklin D. Roosevelt ’ s New Deal policies gained 
enthusiastic support from social reformers as well as poor white and black 
people who benefi ted from efforts to enhance economic security and encour-
age labor union organizing. Thousands of black Republicans shifted their 
allegiance to the Democratic Party in the 1930s, forcing party leaders to 
reassess the organization ’ s commitment to maintaining white supremacy. 
At the same time, challenges to scientifi c racism from anthropologists who 
debunked biological determinism undermined previous rationales for 
excluding black people from economic opportunities and political participa-
tion. Confi dent that class, not race, was the underlying source of black 
people ’ s problems, the architects of the New Deal expected equal access to 
government programs to raise African Americans ’  social status and elimi-
nate racial inequality in the United States. 39  

 Racist resistance from other Americans and the policies pursued by key 
government agencies meant that these hopes were not realized. Unwilling 
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to upset powerful southern Democrats whose support was necessary to 
implement reforms, Roosevelt left control over relief programs to state 
and local offi cials. The president ’ s sensitivity to states ’  rights allowed 
administrators to discriminate against black residents in the allocation of 
jobs and other government assistance. Pressure from large landowners in 
the South and West convinced Congress to exclude agricultural and domes-
tic workers from the unemployment insurance and old age pension pro-
grams created by the Social Security Act of 1935. Sixty percent of the 
nation ’ s black labor force and 75 percent of those who lived in the South 
were employed in occupations not covered by the act, causing black lawyer 
Charles Houston to label it  “ a sieve with the holes just big enough for 
the majority of Negroes to fall through. ”  Most African Americans, there-
fore, had no access to important social services that greatly improved the 
lives of working - class white families over the next few decades. White 
Americans who saw their Social Security taxes deducted from their pay-
checks each week viewed these benefi ts as rights that they had earned 
through years of hard work. In contrast, most poor black families relied 
on public assistance programs ( “ welfare ” ) that were funded by the states 
with help from federal grants. These were widely perceived and stigmatized 
as unearned government handouts to people who were  “ too lazy ”  to work. 
Racism was thus built into and perpetuated by a two - tiered social welfare 
system that offered more generous assistance to white people than to black 
Americans. 40  

 Federal programs aimed at facilitating home ownership also buttressed 
racial inequality. The development of housing policy in the United States 
illustrates how individual and institutional racism acted in mutually rein-
forcing ways to generate interconnected forms of discrimination that 
restricted African Americans ’  opportunities for economic advancement in 
the twentieth century. Contrary to assumptions that racially segregated 
neighborhoods refl ected people ’ s natural preference for living among those 
who look like themselves, the spatial structure that characterized many 
American communities in the 1930s was a relatively new phenomenon. In 
the nineteenth century housing was integrated in both the North and the 
South. White employers needed their black workers close by and scattering 
African Americans throughout cities instead of concentrating them in one 
area helped to minimize the threat of slave rebellions. Black people ’ s accom-
modations were often substandard but they lived among wealthier people 
in economically mixed neighborhoods. Middle - class African Americans 
lived in houses alongside white families of similar status, sharing the same 
services and sometimes attending the same churches and social events. A 
white man who grew up in New Orleans ’  Lower Ninth Ward in the early 
twentieth century recalled,  “ Everybody helped everybody else. Every 
Saturday night, the blacks across the street would have a fi sh fry, and they 
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would always bring a batch over to my mother. There was never any hatred 
between us; we all lived together and that ’ s the way things were. ”  41  

 With the emergence of the Jim Crow system came local ordinances that 
sought to confi ne black residents to separate neighborhoods in some cities, 
but the Supreme Court struck these down in 1917 in response to a lawsuit 
fi led by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP). Consequently, homeowners and policy makers who favored 
segregation had to resort to other methods. White perceptions of black 
people as undesirable neighbors were based on actual disadvantages that 
resulted from racist discrimination (such as poverty and lower education 
levels) as well as fabricated stereotypes disseminated by mass media (such 
as African Americans ’  purported propensity for crime). Segregationists 
fearing competition for jobs, lowered standards in schools, higher crime 
rates, and declining property values deployed a variety of methods to 
exclude black people from their communities. African Americans seeking 
to buy or rent homes in white neighborhoods frequently encountered 
threats, intimidation, physical attacks, or offers of money to look elsewhere. 
In the 1920s white homeowners ’  associations formed in many cities with 
the goal of forcing existing black residents to leave and preventing new ones 
from moving in. These organizations lobbied local governments to pass 
zoning ordinances prohibiting undesirable uses of properties (such as leasing 
them to African Americans), boycotted stores and businesses that catered 
to black people, and raised money to pay unwanted neighbors to move 
away. They also promoted and enforced restrictive covenants  –  private 
agreements that prohibited homeowners from renting or selling their prop-
erties to black families. 42  

 Exclusion from white neighborhoods restricted black families ’  housing 
options and created all - black sections of cities characterized by overcrowd-
ing, exorbitant rents and home prices, and strained resources. Local offi cials 
allowed services in black areas to decline and diverted city funds to white 
constituents instead. Black communities often lacked paved roads, street 
lights, recreational facilities, sanitary sewer systems, and garbage collection 
services. African Americans who overpaid for their homes were left with 
little money to pay for repairs or upkeep, and landlords assured of a ready 
market for rentals had few incentives to maintain their properties. All of 
these factors strengthened the association of blackness with slum conditions 
in the minds of white homeowners and reinforced their determination to 
keep African Americans out of their neighborhoods. 43  In 1924 the National 
Association of Real Estate Brokers adopted housing segregation as standard 
practice, writing into its code of ethics:  “ A Realtor should never be instru-
mental in introducing into a neighborhood  …  members of any race or 
nationality  …  whose presence will clearly be detrimental to property values 
in that neighborhood. ”  
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 The belief that the presence of African Americans  in itself  lowered prop-
erty values infl uenced the policies of federal agencies that were created 
during the New Deal era to encourage home ownership. The Home Owners 
Loan Corporation and later the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) 
established the 30 - year, fi xed - payment mortgage as the industry standard, 
making housing purchases affordable for millions of families and greatly 
expanding the American middle class. In their efforts to ensure some con-
sistency in home valuation practices, however, government offi cials incor-
porated racist assumptions that had long been a feature of the profession 
into federal guidelines. Criteria used to determine neighborhood desirability 
included the ethnicity of residents along with the age and type of housing, 
demand for homes, and local amenities. Homogenous, upscale, white neigh-
borhoods received the highest ranking (colored green on  “ residential secu-
rity ”  maps), while those with mixed or nonwhite populations were given 
the lowest ranking (colored red). Lenders then used these designations to 
determine whether to make loans. The FHA discouraged banks from 
loaning money to people who lived in  “ red ”  areas, deeming them too risky 
to qualify for federal mortgage guarantees.  “ Redlining ”  referred to banks ’  
practice of refusing to make loans for home purchases or repairs in those 
(mostly nonwhite) neighborhoods. The FHA also urged homeowners to 
protect the value of their property through the use of restrictive covenants. 
Residential segregation increased throughout the United States in the wake 
of these developments, the result of government policy as much as indi-
vidual bigotry. 44  

 African Americans were also largely left out of programs that were 
designed to help returning World War II veterans in the 1940s and 1950s. 
The Servicemen ’ s Readjustment Act of 1944 (more commonly known as 
the GI Bill) rewarded those who had fought in the war with generous ben-
efi ts that included stipends while they looked for work, preference for civil 
service jobs, money to attend college, and low - interest loans to buy homes, 
farms, or businesses. Eighty percent of American men born in the 1920s 
received some kind of assistance under these programs, accepting more than 
$95 billion in government benefi ts between 1944 and 1971. As white vet-
erans secured college degrees and high - paying professional jobs, bought 
suburban homes, and passed those advantages on to their children, however, 
many African Americans found access to the programs blocked. Local 
offi cials often discriminated against black veterans and discouraged them 
from seeking higher education or skilled positions. The Veterans 
Administration also thwarted African Americans ’  aspirations by following 
the FHA ’ s practices of denying home loans to black families and preventing 
them from integrating white housing developments. 45  

 From the 1930s through the 1960s the federal government fi nanced 
the geographical and social mobility of white Americans while making it 
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virtually impossible for black families to leave declining inner - city neighbor-
hoods. African Americans Jim and Ann Braithewaite faced repeated obstruc-
tions from realtors when they began looking for a suburban home in 
Philadelphia in 1957. Agents claimed they had nothing available or that 
houses the couple expressed interest in had already been sold. One realtor 
simply stated,  “ You ’ re colored, aren ’ t you? I can ’ t do anything for you. ”  
Finally, in 1959, the Braithewaites bought a vacant lot and quietly built 
their dream home, visiting the site only at night to avoid drawing the atten-
tion of neighbors. A black engineer who recalled a similarly prolonged and 
humiliating search stated,  “ In all my life I have never felt so completely 
shut out. ”  46  

 Obstacles to black suburbanization as well as the increasing migration 
of rural poor people to the nation ’ s cities exacerbated the problems of 
deteriorating urban areas. In the 1950s Congress made an effort to address 
these problems by providing federal funding for slum clearance projects and 
redevelopment of blighted neighborhoods. Rather than improving condi-
tions, however, urban renewal disrupted black communities and worsened 
conditions for many families. City offi cials often targeted African American 
neighborhoods that threatened to spread into white enclaves for destruc-
tion, razing homes and relocating residents to poorly constructed high - rise 
public housing projects erected in other black areas. Stacking people on top 
of each other instead of allowing black neighborhoods to expand was the 
way many cities chose to contain growing populations of African Americans 
(see Figure  1.1 ). 47    

 The nation ’ s racialized class structure meant that concentrations of black 
people were also concentrations of poverty. Many African Americans who 
migrated to urban areas during and after World War II were former share-
croppers who had received little or no education within the segregated 
southern school system. Consequently they lacked the expertise necessary 
to succeed in an economy that increasingly demanded high school or college 
qualifi cations. Fewer positions were available in older manufacturing enter-
prises such as steel and auto making that had once offered black workers 
stable employment, and new jobs opening up in high tech industries were 
out of reach for most African Americans. As more highly educated white 
workers moved to the suburbs, industries and businesses followed. Plant 
closings resulted in a shrinking job market that made it diffi cult for inner -
 city residents to fi nd work. Lower incomes meant fewer purchases, causing 
stores and businesses in poor communities to close and eliminating even 
more jobs. Residents ’  poverty left local governments without the tax base 
needed to provide adequate schools, roads, parks, public transportation, 
or other services. These factors in turn discouraged new industries and 
businesses from locating in black communities, perpetuating the spiral of 
decline. 48   
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  Jim Crow and its Shadow: Dual Challenges for the Black 
Freedom Movement 

 Disparities in the types of housing, schools, and jobs available to black 
people compared with white Americans in the mid - twentieth century rein-
forced the racial lessons of past eras. Being white meant having access to 
quality housing, good schools, higher education, and work that paid enough 
to enable participation in the nation ’ s burgeoning consumer culture. In 
contrast, black Americans remained confi ned to low - wage jobs, deteriorat-
ing housing, and inferior schools that did not prepare them well to partici-
pate in the postwar economy. Most white Americans did not perceive the 
privileges they enjoyed under this system as unearned advantages. They 
attributed their success to hard work and individual effort, ignoring the role 
that New Deal social programs and government subsidization of suburban 

     Figure 1.1     Black children playing outside the Ida B. Wells public housing project 
in Chicago, 1973 
   Source :   John H. White/National Archives and Records Administration 412 - 
DA - 13707   
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development played in lifting them into the middle class. Federal offi cials 
encouraged such beliefs by portraying the emergence of all - white suburbs 
as the result of private choices within the free enterprise system even as they 
regulated housing markets in ways that limited black people ’ s residential 
options. As David Freund notes,  “ In addition to creating wealth for some 
while helping to marginalize others, federal intervention also helped create 
and popularize a unique postwar political narrative that obscured the 
origins of race and class inequality in the modern metropolis. ”  49  

 Racial oppression in the mid - twentieth century United States was multi-
faceted, encompassing both the overt discrimination of the southern Jim 
Crow system and the less visible racism built into government policies and 
private industry practices that enhanced white Americans ’  fortunes while 
excluding large numbers of black people from opportunities for upward 
mobility. At the same time, social conditions had never been more condu-
cive to overturning the blatant forms of discrimination practiced in the 
South. Nazi atrocities in Germany during World War II discredited white 
supremacist ideologies and encouraged more racially egalitarian beliefs 
among large numbers of Americans. Mass migrations of black southerners 
to cities in the North and West opened new opportunities for economic 
advancement and political activism. Southern plantation owners responded 
by mechanizing their operations, reducing their need for black workers and 
the repressive methods they had used to control the labor force. Two 
decades of unprecedented prosperity after the war suggested possibilities 
for a more equitable distribution of resources between white and black 
Americans. The Cold War with the Soviet Union made ending racial dis-
crimination a matter of national security as the United States courted allies 
among newly decolonized nations in Africa and Asia. These developments 
provided African Americans with their best opportunity since Reconstruction 
to push their demands for equality. 

 The NAACP intensifi ed its efforts to challenge racist beliefs and policies, 
culminating in the Supreme Court ’ s decision declaring segregated public 
schools unconstitutional in  Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas  
(1954). The ruling had implications for other discriminatory practices and 
offered further encouragement to local protest activities across the nation. 
Members of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) deployed nonviolent 
tactics such as sit - ins and boycotts to assert black Americans ’  right to equal 
treatment in the 1950s. In Montgomery, Alabama, African Americans 
engaged in a year - long boycott of the city ’ s segregated buses that gained 
national media attention and elevated Martin Luther King Jr. to prominence 
as a leading spokesman for the civil rights movement. King and other activ-
ists formed the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) in 1957 
to facilitate communication and the development of unifi ed strategies 
among local movements in the region. Another new organization emerged 
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in the early 1960s as college students who were impatient with the slow 
pace of change came together in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC) with the goal of engaging in direct action against 
racism. Older groups including the NAACP and the National Urban League 
(NUL), an organization formed in 1911 to assist rural black migrants to 
northern cities, in turn adopted more confrontational approaches as they 
competed for members and funding in an era when most African Americans 
favored bold action. 50  

 Civil rights activists deployed lawsuits, boycotts, sit - ins, mass demon-
strations, and voter registration drives to make the case for black equality 
and force action from political leaders. Violent reactions from white 
supremacists, including many southern Democrats, embarrassed the national 
government and presented President John F. Kennedy with some politically 
diffi cult choices. Kennedy sympathized with black aspirations but did not 
want to upset the southern wing of his party by siding too strongly with 
the freedom movement. Persistent protests, the clear injustices of the Jim 
Crow system, and concerns that American global leadership was being 
undermined ultimately convinced Kennedy to propose comprehensive civil 
rights legislation banning racial discrimination in public accommodations, 
education, and employment. After Kennedy ’ s assassination in 1963 his 
successor Lyndon B. Johnson strongly supported passage of the bill, and 
Congress fi nally outlawed overtly racist practices with the Civil Rights Act 
in 1964. Legislators provided protections for black political participation 
in the Voting Rights Act passed the following year. 

 Black people ’ s struggles did not end with these victories. Activists ’  initial 
focus on segregation and disfranchisement in the South was the fi rst round 
in a fi ght that many participants knew must ultimately address the struc-
tural inequities that lay behind black unemployment, poverty, and political 
powerlessness in communities throughout the nation. These complexities 
notwithstanding, most white Americans interpreted the civil rights move-
ment as a simple and morally persuasive demand that African Americans 
be treated the same as other citizens. After passage of the Civil Rights and 
Voting Rights Acts, many people expected African Americans to stop pro-
testing and rely on the new opportunities now open to them to improve the 
conditions of their lives. The belief that civil rights legislation magically 
transformed the United States into a colorblind nation posed signifi cant 
problems for activists seeking more comprehensive reforms in the late 
twentieth century.          
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 From the Freedom Movement to Free 
Markets: Racializing the War on 

Poverty and Colorblinding Jim Crow     

       There ’ s a connection between politics and economics. If we ever wake 
up the Archie Bunkers of this country to what ’ s going down in the 
multi - national corporations and the rich individuals of this country, 
they will soon learn that busing is not the issue and that blacks are 
not the enemy.  (Congressman Walter Fauntroy, 1976) 1     

 Less than a week after President Lyndon Johnson signed the Voting Rights 
Act into law, one of the largest urban uprisings in the nation ’ s history broke 
out in the poor black neighborhood of Watts in Los Angeles. The desperate 
conditions that ignited residents ’  frustrations in Watts were typical of 
segregated African American communities across the nation: high unem-
ployment; dilapidated housing; inadequate schools and services; and fre-
quent acts of police brutality aimed at keeping black people in line. On 
August 11, 1965 an altercation between some law enforcement offi cers and 
a crowd of onlookers who gathered after a black man was pulled over for 
speeding escalated into four days of violent attacks on people and property 
that caused 34 deaths, hundreds of injuries, and millions of dollars in 
damage to buildings and businesses. 2  

 Watts was a reminder that the legislative victories of the mid - 1960s did 
not signal the end of the black freedom struggle or the national responsibil-
ity for ending racism. Merely removing segregation signs did not address 
the more deeply rooted inequities that resulted from centuries of unequal 
access to the benefi ts of American capitalism. California assemblyman 
Mervyn Dymally acknowledged,  “ We ’ ve got a big job to do and we must 
do it better. We ’ ve been pushing for civil rights, but we ’ ve missed the point 
completely in Watts. ”  3  Participants in the freedom movement and their 
supporters believed that solving the nation ’ s racial problems required the 
federal government to intervene in the economy on the same scale that it 
had intervened politically with the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts. 
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 Americans who believed that enhancing black people ’ s economic oppor-
tunities was essential to ensuring racial equality pushed for sustained gov-
ernment efforts to improve education, housing, employment, and social 
services in poor communities, goals that were partially realized with federal 
antipoverty initiatives in the late 1960s. As in earlier periods when possibili-
ties were opened to end racism in the United States, however, the vested 
interests of powerful constituencies conspired to obstruct further progress. 
The same white supremacists who opposed civil rights legislation attacked 
the war on poverty with equal ferocity. Middle - class homeowners seeking 
to preserve their ability to exclude African Americans from their communi-
ties reacted strongly against the Johnson administration ’ s attempts to 
enforce civil rights laws. Business leaders concerned about declining profi ts 
in the face of increasing international competition also favored a more 
limited role for government. The convergence of racial and economic resent-
ments provided the Republican Party with a chance to break up the progres-
sive coalition that Democrats had forged in the 1930s and replace the 
reform agenda of earlier decades with policies aimed at rolling back federal 
power in the late twentieth century. The free market ideologies that pre-
vailed after the 1960s simultaneously preserved existing racial hierarchies 
and attributed them to natural economic forces rather than deliberate 
discrimination, thus exempting white Americans from responsibility for 
addressing persistent injustices.  

  Continuing the Freedom Struggle through the War 
on Poverty 

 Black joblessness and poverty were among the many injustices that civil 
rights activists sought to highlight in the 1960s. The unemployment rate 
for nonwhite workers increased from 6 percent to 11 percent between 1940 
and 1962 while the rate for white workers remained steady at roughly 5 
percent in the same period. The roots of the crisis lay in the modernization 
of southern agriculture in the mid - twentieth century. This process began 
with New Deal agricultural policies that encouraged plantation owners to 
cut production and invest in machines, accelerated during World War II as 
many black laborers left to go and work in defense industries, and received 
a fi nal push with intensifi ed civil rights activism and the threat of voting 
rights legislation in the 1950s and 1960s. In those decades economic and 
political considerations drove plantation owners to get rid of their remain-
ing black laborers as fast as possible, leading to mass job losses that left 
thousands of families without any means of support. At the same time, the 
automation of many manufacturing tasks and decline of industries that 
employed large numbers of people in the North meant that the employment 
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prospects for southern migrants to northern cities grew bleaker as the 
decades progressed. Civil rights leaders argued that these dislocations neces-
sitated coordinated efforts to help displaced workers, white and black. In 
a memorandum outlining the purpose of the March on Washington for Jobs 
and Freedom in 1963, Bayard Rustin wrote,  “ Clearly there is no need for 
Negroes to demand jobs that do not exist. Nor do Negroes seek to displace 
white workers as both are being displaced by machines. Negroes seek 
instead,  as an integral part of their own struggle as a people , the creation 
of more jobs for all Americans. ”  4  

 National leaders were also concerned about persistent poverty. Some 
thought it shameful that the richest nation on earth could not fi nd a way 
to ensure adequate incomes for all its people and considered antipoverty 
efforts a moral imperative. Others argued that poor people represented an 
untapped resource that the United States could not afford to ignore. 
Maintaining the nation ’ s status as a world superpower depended on devel-
oping the skills of all citizens to their highest capacity. In an economy based 
on consumerism it made sense to ensure stable jobs at good wages for 
workers so that they could buy the products made by American manufac-
turers. Excluding large numbers of people from participation in the con-
sumer society deprived businesses of an important market and undermined 
the economic health of the nation. All of these factors lay behind President 
Johnson ’ s declaration of an  “ unconditional war on poverty ”  in January 
1964. The president ’ s fi rst State of the Union address outlined plans to 
expand economic development efforts in depressed areas, initiate youth 
employment programs, strengthen the social safety net, and provide afford-
able housing for low - income families. Johnson knew that including all 
Americans on the basis of equality was essential to success.  “ Let me make 
one principle of this Administration abundantly clear, ”  he stated.  “ All of 
these increased opportunities in employment and education, in housing and 
in every fi eld must be open to Americans of every color. ”  5  

 For the next two months a task force comprised of representatives 
from several government agencies discussed various initiatives and sought 
advice from business and labor leaders, philanthropic foundations, and civil 
rights organizations to determine how best to implement the president ’ s 
proposals. Draft legislation for a comprehensive Economic Opportunity 
Act presented to Congress in March included some promising forms of 
assistance for poor people but did not incorporate civil rights leaders ’  
suggestions for ensuring employment for all workers. The emphasis was 
on providing training and services rather than job creation, and the amount 
of money allocated was less than one - tenth of what most analysts thought 
was needed. Black leaders nonetheless supported the bill as a necessary 
corollary to ending legalized segregation. Whitney Young of the NUL told 
a House subcommittee in April that passage of the legislation was needed 
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to demonstrate to African Americans that the nation was truly committed 
to racial equality. Young recounted the violent opposition that met efforts 
to overturn the southern Jim Crow system and also highlighted  “ the years 
of want, poor housing and rats biting their children ”  that black people 
endured in the urban North. Emphasizing that the nation urgently needed 
antipoverty as well as civil rights initiatives, he stated,  “ We are afraid that 
we might end up here with a mouthful of civil rights and an empty stomach, 
living in a hovel. ”  6  

 Congress passed the legislation over the opposition of 145 Republicans 
and 40 southern Democrats in 1964. The act provided $800 million in the 
fi rst year of the war on poverty for job training programs, economic devel-
opment efforts, and improving social services for poor people (see Figure 
 2.1 ). An innovative provision granting federal funds to civic organizations 
as well as local governments to create Community Action Programs (CAPs) 
aimed to involve poor people directly in antipoverty efforts. The legislation 
also established an Offi ce of Economic Opportunity (OEO) within the 

     Figure 2.1     Poster advertising the Offi ce of Economic Opportunity ’ s Head Start 
program, 1960s 
   Source :   Unknown/National Archives and Records Administration 381 - PX - 65   

Publisher's Note:
Image not available
in the electronic edition



34 from the freedom movement to free markets

executive branch of the government to provide national coordination and 
oversight. Strengthening the federal government ’ s role in addressing poverty 
was crucial to overcoming obstacles presented by racist state and local 
offi cials who opposed economic assistance for African Americans. In con-
trast to the New Deal, which left the administration of programs in the 
hands of political leaders, hundreds of local community groups received 
funds directly from the OEO to operate CAPs in the 1960s. 7    

 The war on poverty fostered some creative and highly successful initia-
tives in communities across the nation. Adult education programs, job 
training and placement, legal services, health clinics, small business develop-
ment, credit unions, and outreach programs were just a few of the services 
that CAPs provided. In Mississippi, poor black people were actively involved 
in the Child Development Group of Mississippi (CDGM), an early child-
hood education program that was hailed as a model by outside observers. 
The group received an OEO grant of $1.5 million to operate a summer 
Head Start program that served 6,000 children in 24 counties. The program 
provided nutritious meals, health care, and preschool education to the 
children and employed many of their parents along with other local people 
in operating the centers. Both the advances made by the children and the 
new sense of hope among the adults impressed government offi cials and 
child development experts who evaluated its efforts. According to child 
psychiatrist Robert Coles, the CDGM ’ s achievements and the benefi ts it 
brought to the community were  “ truly extraordinary. ”  8  

 Not every program was as successful. Some CAPs were poorly adminis-
tered and mismanaged their funds. Often these problems refl ected the 
inexperience of staff members who lacked accounting expertise or inadver-
tently used money for inappropriate purposes. In other cases there was 
deliberate fraud. Many of these instances resulted from the business - as -
 usual approach of corrupt politicians who used antipoverty programs to 
enhance their own wealth and power instead of helping poor people. The 
best CAPs were those that channeled federal funds directly to grassroots 
organizations with no interference from local offi cials. Programs controlled 
by the traditional political leadership, in contrast, often misallocated 
resources to people who neither deserved nor needed them. Such problems 
occurred in the North as well as the South. In Newark, New Jersey, black 
activists complained that the city offi cials who controlled United Community 
Corporation (UCC) misused antipoverty funds and denied poor people 
jobs in the CAP. A struggle for control of the program ensued between 
civil rights groups and leaders of the Democratic political machine that 
dominated the city. 9  Similar scenarios played out in other cities, undermin-
ing antipoverty efforts and generating disunity within the Democratic 
coalition.  
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  Racist Attacks on Antipoverty Efforts 
 Some Americans actively opposed the war on poverty. The entire Mississippi 
congressional delegation voted against the Economic Opportunity Act in 
1964, and the  Jackson Daily News  portrayed Head Start as a totalitarian 
plot to  “ mongrelize ”  the nation. Segregationists were convinced the initia-
tive was just another attempt by the federal government to force integration 
on them. Southern governments were slow to request antipoverty funds for 
their communities, preferring to forego federal money rather than adhere 
to the requirement that black as well as white citizens must be involved as 
planners and benefi ciaries of the programs. 10  

 Another concern was that antipoverty programs encouraged poor black 
southerners to remain in the region instead of migrating. Wealthy white 
southerners who owed their fortunes to cheap black labor and whose 
actions had generated widespread poverty and homelessness refused to bear 
the costs of addressing these problems. Journalist Robert Sherrill quoted 
one planter in Mississippi as saying that fi eld hands were now as  “ as useless 
as a mule ”  and reported that many white residents thought the best solution 
to the state ’ s economic troubles was for black people to disappear.  “ The 
same people who were considered  ‘ good ol ’  darkies ’  a few years ago are 
now considered deadwood, hardly worth keeping alive, ”  he wrote.  “ They 
and their shotgun shanties only clutter the landscape, chafi ng the con-
sciences and the pocketbooks of the region. ”  White southerners understood 
that black political empowerment was likely to lead to redistributive 
policies aimed at raising the economic status of their African American 
neighbors and that these measures could come at some expense to them-
selves. Ellett Lawrence of the Association of Citizens ’  Councils of Mississippi 
acknowledged as much when he warned that property owners could face 
a  “ 100%, 200%, or more tax increase ”  if more white residents did not join 
the organization in its fi ght to prevent black people from voting. 11  The 
convergence of political and economic threats embodied in civil rights and 
antipoverty initiatives represented the realization of such fears. 

 Opponents of the war on poverty countered arguments in favor of 
government intervention by suggesting that the problems affl icting black 
communities stemmed from uncontrollable laws of economics rather than 
decisions made by human beings who could be held accountable. Alabama 
newspaper editor Hamner Cobbs explained,  “ We like our Nigras but we 
can ’ t afford to keep  ’ em around. The county ’ s economy can ’ t take it. ”  
Similar arguments were presented to OEO staff who visited Coahoma 
County, Mississippi, to fi nd out why a group of leading white residents 
refused to cooperate on antipoverty projects. Local lawyer Semmes Luckett 
opposed the war on poverty because it attempted to meddle with natural 
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forces that encouraged African Americans to leave. The OEO offi cials 
reported:  “ [Luckett] thinks that the real purpose of the OEO in Coahoma 
County is to interfere with the normal laws of supply and demand and to 
negate the outmigration of Negroes from the Delta. ”  12  Invoking the primacy 
of market forces was a convenient way for plantation owners and political 
elites to avoid dealing with a social crisis that they had created through the 
various oppressions they infl icted on black southerners in the Jim Crow era 
and actions taken in the 1960s for the purpose of maximizing profi ts and 
preserving their power. 

 State and local governments ’  reluctance to initiate antipoverty projects 
left the fi eld open for black community groups, whose organizing achieve-
ments in the civil rights struggle ideally situated them for applying for OEO 
funds. Many CAPs combined antipoverty work with political consciousness 
raising among the poor people they served. Mississippi activist Unita 
Blackwell reported that in the CDGM,  “ People learned coming off the 
plantations that they could make some decisions. This brought dignity to 
the people;  …  they learned that they could argue with one another and try 
to reason and found out they could make some decisions for themselves. ”  
Participation as board members and administrative staff of antipoverty 
programs offered lessons in how power relationships infl uenced the distri-
bution of economic resources and enhanced black people ’ s ability to negoti-
ate the system. As a  New York Times  article noted in 1973,  “ The war on 
poverty  …  nourished a generation of talented blacks in managerial skills 
that until then had been the prerogatives of whites. ”  13  

 Black people ’ s increasing assertiveness sparked complaints from some 
quarters that the federal government was using taxpayers ’  money to fund 
civil rights agitation. Mississippi governor Paul Johnson accused the CDGM 
of working to  “ create division and dissension between the races ”  and 
Senator John Stennis used his position as a member of the Senate 
Appropriations Committee to undermine the program. Stennis sent staff 
members to Mississippi to investigate the CDGM, uncovered some minor 
irregularities in fi nancial operations, and used these anomalies to charge 
misuse of federal funds. Reforms mandated by the OEO failed to appease 
the senator. Stennis ’  relentless bullying fi nally led federal offi cials to ask a 
biracial group of moderate Mississippians to form a rival CAP as a less 
politicized alternative to the CDGM in August 1966. The OEO thus capitu-
lated to the state ’ s white supremacist leadership and destroyed one of the 
most successful antipoverty programs in Mississippi. 14  

 Similar developments occurred in the North. Addressing the urban crisis 
was a major focus of the war on poverty, and city governments initially 
welcomed the infusion of federal funds into their communities. Within a 
few years, however, the political mobilization of marginalized groups 
inspired by antipoverty programs unnerved local offi cials. Northerners 
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accustomed to thinking of racism as a southern problem were shocked when 
black people in their own neighborhoods began to use sit - ins and mass 
demonstrations to draw attention to social ills. Baltimore mayor Theodore 
McKeldin asserted that activists who encouraged the residents of poor 
neighborhoods to demand better public services did  “ not understand the 
problems and requirements of local governments. ”  In Newark, a committee 
appointed by the city council to investigate the UCC after civil rights leaders 
increased their infl uence over the program accused it of being more of a 
 “ political action group ”  than an antipoverty agency and suggested replacing 
it with a commission that allowed municipal offi cials more control. In the 
wake of a Watts - style uprising that devastated the city in July 1967 Mayor 
Hugh Addonizio blamed the CAP for increasing racial tensions, violence, 
and crime. White people in many other cities also associated antipoverty 
programs with increasing black militancy and social strife that threatened 
rather than helped their communities. 15  

 Segregationist opponents of antipoverty initiatives agitated such con-
cerns in their attacks on the programs. The White Citizens ’  Council ’ s 
 Citizen  magazine frequently maligned government efforts to assist poor 
people as political bribes that only encouraged bad behavior. A 1967 article 
by South Carolina senator Strom Thurmond contended,  “ Instead of orga-
nizing an individual ’ s assets to do battle with the hard facts of life, the 
programs organize the recipients into pressure groups prepared to blackmail 
the government and society itself. ”  When the National Advisory Commission 
on Civil Disorders issued a report that traced urban unrest to racial injustice 
and urged an expansion of social programs, the magazine ’ s editors responded 
with scorn.  “ The propaganda machines in this nation have for years 
drummed into the Negro ’ s head that he is, and has been, mistreated by 
white people, ”  they stated, and went on to deride the government for 
rewarding rioters with  “ all manner of giveaway programs ”  instead of 
putting them in jail. 16  

 Another thread in the segregationist narrative cast white Americans as 
victims of federal policies that transferred their hard - earned money to lazy, 
undeserving black people. When a group of African Americans in Louisiana 
received OEO funds to operate a cooperative bakery, the local Citizens ’  
Council newsletter ridiculed the project by publishing a recipe for a  “ Poverty 
Fruit Cake ”  that included among the ingredients  “ Dough from Taxpayers, ”  
 “ Sugar from Politicians, ”   “ 1 Gullible Public, ”  and  “ 1/2 baked ideas. ”  South 
Carolina industrialist William Lowndes believed antipoverty efforts created 
a new kind of  “ forgotten man ”  in the United States  –  the  “ law - abiding, 
respectable, hardworking individual  …  who is allowed a $600 yearly tax 
deduction to raise and educate his child while an unwed mother on relief 
gets many times that amount in welfare checks to support her burgeoning 
brood. ”  Similarly, a story in the November 1972 issue of the  Citizen  
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claimed that the federal government was helping poor people to purchase 
modern new houses with intercom systems that piped music to every room 
while many middle - class families were struggling to pay mortgages on their 
modest homes.  “ Think about this, fellow citizens, the next time you stand 
in line at the supermarket while the woman ahead of you uses food stamps 
to pay for enough groceries to load the back seat and trunk of her Cadillac! ”  
the author urged. 17  

 Antipoverty workers faced violent as well as verbal attacks on their 
activities. In Lowndes County, Alabama, opponents of the local CAP 
burned down a church that was used for board meetings and poisoned some 
cattle belonging to a county offi cial who supported the program. Participants 
in a job training project in Mississippi experienced similar harassment. 
Vigilantes bombed a church and burned crosses on the lawns of trainees, 
and one social worker lost her home to arson. In many communities white 
parents who enrolled their children in Head Start received threatening 
phone calls or visits from the Ku Klux Klan. 18  Poor white people along with 
African Americans stood to benefi t from the war on poverty, but many 
were discouraged from taking advantage of the programs by fears of how 
their neighbors might respond. White Americans ’  reluctance to participate 
and the high incidence of poverty in the black population meant that 
African Americans made up a disproportionate number of people receiving 
assistance. The resulting assumption that the initiatives mostly served non-
white people fueled perceptions that the nation ’ s (white) taxpayers were 
unfairly burdened with the costs of solving the nation ’ s (black) poverty 
problem.  

   “ Colorblind ”  Resistance to Civil Rights Enforcement 

 The federal government ’ s efforts to overcome resistance to civil rights 
enforcement also generated angry reactions. White Americans who associ-
ated black people with deteriorating neighborhoods, inferior schools, and 
crime used every available means to prevent African Americans from gaining 
access to spaces and facilities previously reserved for their own use. After 
the mid - 1960s opponents of integration often explained their position in 
language that denied any racist motivations, focusing instead on the need 
to protect private property rights, local control over schools, and individual 
liberties against threats to these values resulting from the exercise of state 
authority to achieve equality. They were not seeking to preserve segrega-
tion, they explained, but merely asserting their rights as homeowners, 
parents, and citizens. 19  However well intended, these arguments served to 
maintain racism as surely as the compromises with slavery made by the 
nation ’ s founders in the revolutionary era. Like earlier generations of white 
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Americans who were reluctant to relinquish the benefi ts they derived from 
the system,  “ colorblind ”  defenders of the status quo resolved the confl ict 
between their rights and those of African Americans in ways that preserved 
their racial privileges. 

 Efforts to equalize educational opportunities encountered some of the 
most intense opposition. In the fi rst decade after the Supreme Court ’ s deci-
sion in  Brown v. Board of Education  many school districts circumvented 
the ruling by engaging in protracted legal battles to avoid obeying the law 
or relying on  “ freedom of choice ”  plans that placed the burden of integrat-
ing schools on black Americans. Economic reprisals, physical attacks, and 
other forms of intimidation discouraged black families from sending their 
children to white schools, and progress toward ending segregation was 
minimal. Local offi cials also relied on residential segregation, gerryman-
dered zoning, and individual school assignments to avoid integration. 20  

 In 1964 the Civil Rights Act strengthened national administrators ’  
enforcement powers by allowing the Department of Health, Education and 
Welfare (HEW) to deny federal funds to school districts that continued to 
engage in racial discrimination. Four years later, in  Green v. County School 
Board of New Kent County  (1968), the Supreme Court attempted to speed 
the pace of desegregation and move beyond ineffective freedom of choice 
plans by ordering districts to integrate every aspect of their school systems, 
including facilities, teachers, administrative staff, and transportation as well 
as students. These  “ Green factors ”  became the standard used by federal 
offi cials to determine whether districts had achieved  “ unitary ”  school 
systems that offered white and black students the same quality of education. 
In two decisions in the early 1970s the Court approved the use of busing 
to overcome the obstacles posed by residential segregation and ruled that 
districts were responsible for addressing the effects of other policies that 
indirectly resulted in school segregation. 21  

 The federal government ’ s new assertiveness drew violent responses from 
some citizens. Segregationists in Chicago protested a busing plan that was 
implemented in their city in 1968 by fi re bombing a white school the day 
it began receiving black students. Saboteurs in one Texas town blew up 36 
buses in July 1970, just before busing to integrate the schools was to take 
effect. In Bensonhurst, New York, groups of white men wielding baseball 
bats, chains, and tire irons threatened the lives of black children walking 
between the train station and an integrated school. Antibusing activists in 
Boston also engaged in harassment and physical attacks on African 
Americans and supporters of integration. 22  

 Other opponents of busing denounced the overt racism expressed in such 
Klan - like tactics and presented their own objections as a legitimate response 
to excessive bureaucratic meddling that placed their children ’ s future at risk. 
A woman in Louisiana expressed concern that enabling black children to 
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attend suburban schools forced middle - class white children to sit in classes 
with the offspring of  “ people on welfare, degenerates, etc. ”  She stated,  “ I 
have been all for them having the right to an education. But please, sir, not 
at the expense of my children. ”  Similarly, Boston antibusing leader Louise 
Day Hicks stated,  “ I believe in integrated school systems, but I do not 
believe in forceable busing of children for the purpose of racially balancing 
schools. ”  23  

 The most common reasons cited for opposition to busing were the long 
hours students spent traveling to and from school, disruptions to families, 
and resentment over being told which schools children must attend rather 
than personal antipathy toward African Americans. Yet providing trans-
portation for school children had been the practice in every state since the 
early twentieth century and never stirred controversy until it was associated 
with integration. As the United States Commission on Civil Rights pointed 
out,  “ For decades black and white children alike in the South were bused 
as much as 50 miles or more each day to assure perfect racial segregation. 
No complaints then were heard from whites of any harmful effects. ”  
Supporters of school integration in Boston noted that before the 1970s 
school offi cials bused white students into the black neighborhood of 
Roxbury to attend an elite school located there and transported other chil-
dren out of racially mixed communities so they could attend all - white 
schools elsewhere, with none of the histrionics about  “ forced busing ”  that 
accompanied efforts to end segregation. One white man stated,  “ I took 
buses to go to school and no one ever called it busing. These people just 
don ’ t want their Johnny or Mary to go to school with Black kids, or have 
their kids make friends with Blacks. It really is a racist movement. ”  24  

 Many white families responded to integration efforts by abandoning the 
public school system in favor of private schools that accepted few or no 
black children. Segregationists encouraged this movement by warning of an 
impending crisis in public education now that white and black children 
attended the same schools. A 1966 article in the  Citizen  claimed,  “ Negro 
education is inferior because Negro family standards are inferior ”  and that 
African Americans were  “ less adequately endowed with native intelligence. ”  
The author urged white parents who were concerned about their children ’ s 
future to turn to private schooling instead. In November 1971 the Southern 
Independent School Association reported that it had 396 member schools 
located throughout the region with a combined enrollment of 176,000. 
Its executives cited integration of the public schools as the main reason 
for the organization ’ s rapid growth and stated that white people ’ s unwill-
ingness to associate with African Americans was a  “ fundamental, God -
 given law of nature that the doctrinaire liberals violate. ”  Private schoolers 
who were uncomfortable with openly racist rationales could cite their 
opposition to federal interference in the education system or a desire to 
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include Christian values in their children ’ s training after the Supreme Court 
banned compulsory religious activities in the public schools in 1963. Such 
explanations were not entirely convincing. In Starkville, Mississippi, both 
white and black public school attendees referred to the local private academy 
as  “ Bigot High. ”  25  

 Attempts to open white schools and other facilities to black people 
accelerated  “ white fl ight ”  to racially homogenous suburbs in the decades 
after the 1960s. This movement was more than just the logical outcome 
of government policies that encouraged urban sprawl in the decades after 
World War II. What historian Kevin Kruse terms  “ suburban secession ”  
refl ected the conscious desire of many white homeowners to preserve the 
spatial and social distance that the Jim Crow system placed between them-
selves and black people. As African Americans gained access to schools, 
parks, buses, and other public spaces, white Americans resisted integration 
by retreating to private facilities that they could control. They drove cars 
instead of using public transportation, built their own swimming pools 
in their back yards, played golf at exclusive country clubs, and sent their 
children to private schools. 26  

 White citizens who had no need for public amenities resented paying 
taxes to support facilities that were mostly used by black people, giving rise 
to individualistic, antigovernment sentiments that impelled dramatic reduc-
tions in social spending after the 1960s. In California, after education 
reformers secured a ruling from the state Supreme Court requiring legisla-
tors to devise a system of  “ fair taxation ”  and share education revenues 
evenly among wealthy and poor districts, antitax activists succeeded in 
persuading voters to pass Proposition 13 in 1978, fi xing property taxes at 
one percent and prohibiting any new tax increases. Over the next few 
decades California ’ s public education system dropped from among the top 
ten to the bottom ten states for per - pupil expenditures. Similar measures to 
reduce and cap taxes were proposed in eighteen other states over the next 
four years and in many instances became law. 27  

 Hostility to racial and economic integration was expressed in other ways 
as well. Suburban communities frequently adopted ordinances aimed at 
keeping poor and black people out, such as minimum sizes for house lots 
or prohibitions on public housing, and fought to control their own tax 
revenues so that they could spend the money locally instead of sharing it 
with larger metropolitan areas. The growth of self - contained suburbs with 
their own amenities and governments insulated middle - class white families 
from the crises they left behind in poorer communities and enabled the 
defi ciencies evident in African American neighborhoods to be defi ned as 
 “ black ”  problems that they felt no responsibility for solving. In a letter to 
Louisiana senator Russell Long, constituent Roger Samson expressed the 
views of many other people who were oblivious to the interconnected forms 
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of oppression that limited black Americans ’  economic prospects. Black 
people, he claimed,  “ don ’ t want to work. They want everything handed out 
to them on a silver platter, not caring to know the whites worked hard to 
get what they have. ”  28  

 In the minds of Samson and many other Americans, middle - class status 
was earned through individual effort and hard work, and those who 
achieved it were entitled to demand that others apply themselves with equal 
tenacity rather than relying on government assistance. Economic inequality 
was not the result of mechanisms that distributed resources unevenly but 
the natural product of market forces that rewarded talent, initiative, and 
industry. Such analyses ignored the extent to which many white families ’  
success rested on taxpayer - funded programs such as Social Security, the GI 
Bill, and federally subsidized suburban development, not to mention the 
racist practices that eliminated most African Americans from competition 
for these resources. As Matthew Lassiter notes, this  “     ‘ color - blind ’  discourse 
of suburban innocence [and] meritocratic individualism ”  served to justify 
actions that preserved racism in the post - civil rights era while convincing 
many citizens of their righteousness. 29   

  The White Man ’ s Party 

 Political leaders seeking to win support from these voters encouraged their 
resistance to civil rights enforcement and validated their rationalizations. 
George Wallace ’ s campaign for the Democratic Party ’ s presidential nomina-
tion in 1964 revealed how subtle appeals to racism couched in the language 
of individual liberty could be used to draw support from broad segments 
of the white population. As governor of Alabama Wallace famously pledged 
to defend  “ Segregation now! Segregation tomorrow! Segregation forever! ”  
in the early 1960s. When the passage of civil rights legislation and increas-
ing black voter registration made such overtly racist positions less tenable, 
Wallace shifted his focus to attacking federal  “ tyranny ”  and administrators ’  
attempts to impose their unpopular social ideals on other Americans. 
Wallace emphasized his support for limited government, protection of 
property rights, and traditional religious values  –  issues that seemingly had 
nothing to do with race. In a decade that had seen segregationists defend 
their position by citing these same ideals, however, the connections between 
racism and Wallace ’ s antigovernment stance were clear. One Alabaman 
stated,  “ He can use all the other issues  –  law and order, running your own 
schools, protecting property rights  –  and never mention race. But people 
will know he ’ s telling them,  ‘ A nigger ’ s trying to get your job, trying to 
move into your neighborhood. ’     ”  30  

 Republican Party leaders also understood the power of such appeals and 
used them to build a powerful new coalition comprised of business leaders, 
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middle - class suburbanites, and social conservatives in the late twentieth 
century. According to political strategist Kevin Phillips, Republicans ’  nomi-
nation of Arizona senator Barry Goldwater for the presidency in 1964 was 
the point when the Grand Old Party  “ decided to break with its formative 
antecedents and make an ideological bid for the anti - civil rights South. ”  
The Goldwater campaign mirrored Wallace ’ s approach with its emphasis 
on colorblind ideals that served to maintain white advantages. Goldwater 
explained his opposition to the Civil Rights Act in racially neutral terms, 
stating that he supported integration but not the use of federal power to 
achieve it. Like Wallace, however, Goldwater manipulated the racial fears 
of white Americans in his speeches. To highlight the problem of increasing 
criminal activity in the nation ’ s cities, for example, Goldwater cited pre-
dominantly black cities that had strong civil rights movements instead of 
whiter cities that had higher rates of crime. Journalist Richard Rovere 
noted that such tactics proved highly appealing to the all - white crowds who 
fl ocked to hear the senator speak during a tour of the South in September 
and concluded the Goldwater movement was  “ a racist movement and very 
little else. ”  31  

 Other concerns such as threats to free market capitalism and national 
security also motivated participants, but there is no question that the 
Goldwater campaign drew many white racists into the Republican Party. 
At the Young Republicans convention in 1963,  Wall Street Journal  colum-
nist Robert Novak observed that a majority of the delegates shared an 
enthusiasm for Goldwater and  “ an unabashed hostility toward the Negro 
rights movement. ”  Many party leaders  “ envisioned substantial political 
gold to be mined in the racial crisis by becoming in fact, though not in 
name, the White Man ’ s Party, ”  he wrote. In September 1964 Strom 
Thurmond announced that he was leaving the Democratic Party to support 
Goldwater, and in the November election large numbers of rank - and - fi le 
Democrats followed the senator ’ s lead. Goldwater lost to Lyndon Johnson 
but won more than 26 million votes and carried the fi ve Deep South states 
that most strongly resisted the civil rights movement  –  Alabama, Georgia, 
Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina. Roy Harris of the White 
Citizens ’  Council took encouragement from the election results. Writing in 
the  Citizen , Harris declared that segregationists had made  “ great progress ”  
in the struggle to turn the tide against civil rights efforts and force the 
nation ’ s politicians  “ back to our position that segregation is best for both 
races! ”  A cartoon reinforcing Harris ’  analysis depicted an elephant labeled 
 “ G.O.P. ”  galloping across the page bearing a Confederate fl ag (see Figure 
 2.2 ). Other observers noted the implications of Goldwater ’ s success with 
somewhat less enthusiasm. In an address to the Mississippi Council on 
Human Relations in February 1966, Illinois Republican Charles Percy 
stated that he was anxious to see more southern support for the party but 
 “ not for the reasons that it was there on election day, 1964. ”  Many people 
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voted Republican to protest the Johnson administration ’ s civil rights initia-
tives and expected the party to  “ take a far weaker stand, or perhaps even 
squelch the Negro revolution, ”  he acknowledged. Percy emphasized:  “ I am 
not proud of these votes. ”  32    

 The Goldwater campaign increased the infl uence of anti - civil rights 
forces within the Republican Party. Convention rules that allocated dele-
gates to states based on their performance in the last election enhanced the 
power of southerners at the national convention in Miami in 1968, where 
Richard Nixon vied with racial moderate Nelson Rockefeller and Goldwater 
heir Ronald Reagan for the presidential nomination. Nixon knew that 
southern delegates ’  votes were crucial and courted their support by promis-
ing to ease up on integration efforts. He criticized federal judges for order-
ing school districts to adopt busing plans to achieve desegregation and 
stated that these actions went beyond the proper role of the courts. In 
response to a question regarding likely appointees to the Supreme Court, 
Nixon said he would choose judges  “ who will interpret the Constitution 
strictly ”  rather than trying to broaden its application to ensure racial equal-
ity. Nixon ’ s pledge to roll back federal power and return responsibility for 
enforcing laws to state and local governments reassured the southern del-
egates and helped him to secure the nomination. 33  

 Nixon ’ s bid for the presidency consciously used racism for political 
purposes. The Republican nominee accepted his assistants ’  advice to emulate 
Goldwater ’ s  “ southern strategy ”  in an effort to draw more white voters 

     Figure 2.2     Cartoon that appeared in the November 1964 issue of the  Citizen  after 
Republican candidate Barry Goldwater won the fi ve Deep South states in that year ’ s 
presidential election 
   Source :   Unknown/The Citizens ’  Council   
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away from the Democratic Party and destroy the New Deal coalition. As 
campaign staffer Pat Buchanan explained, the growing discord over civil 
rights was a  “ dividing line ”  that could be used to  “ really tear up the pea 
patch  …  and cut the Democratic Party and country in half. ”  Like Wallace 
and Goldwater before him, Nixon used covert appeals to racism that sig-
naled to white voters that he was on their side. His speeches highlighted 
social problems such as crime and welfare dependency that many Americans 
associated with black people. He promised to appoint more restrained 
judges to the Supreme Court and restore local control over schools. In 
the process, Nixon reassured white Americans that their individualistic 
analysis of economic inequality was correct and that they were not respon-
sible for the problems that affl icted black communities.  “ There is no reason 
to feel guilty about wanting to enjoy what you get and get what you earn, 
about wanting your children in good schools close to home, ”  he told 
supporters. 34  

 This approach secured Nixon ’ s election in 1968 and initiated federal 
offi cials ’  gradual disengagement from efforts to ensure that African 
Americans enjoyed equal access to education, housing, political power, and 
economic opportunity in the late twentieth century. Nixon honored his 
promises to southern Republicans by instructing the staff of government 
agencies responsible for protecting civil rights to do the minimum required 
by law and no more. On the issue of the economy, Nixon sought to replace 
government action to reduce poverty with policies that encouraged greater 
self - reliance. The new administration cut funding for antipoverty programs 
and gradually dismantled the OEO by parceling out most of its functions 
to other government agencies. The innovative aspects of the war on poverty 
were lost as more traditional government bureaucracies took over operation 
of OEO programs. The president also decreased federal oversight over the 
use of antipoverty funds by replacing categorical grants marked for specifi c 
purposes with block grants that could be used any way state and local 
governments saw fi t. Restoring control over the money to political leaders 
gave them the ability to choose which programs were funded and which 
ones shut down. Community action programs that worked to empower 
poor black people found it diffi cult to secure grants to continue these efforts 
in the post civil - rights era as regional elites reverted to their usual approach 
of distributing resources in ways that favored their own interests. 35   

  Global Economic Transformations 

 Economic developments in addition to racist reactions against the black 
freedom movement transformed national politics and society in this period. 
In the late 1960s American capitalism encountered new challenges that 
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undermined the uniquely powerful position the United States occupied in 
the global economy after World War II. Manufacturers faced growing 
competition from their counterparts in Europe and Asia as those regions ’  
economies recovered from the devastation caused by the war. An oil 
embargo imposed by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) in 1973 added to these problems by further raising production costs 
and prices for American - made products relative to cheaper foreign imports. 
Huge increases in the price of oil, heavy borrowing by businesses, and 
government spending on social programs and the Vietnam War generated 
rising infl ation in the 1970s. Corporate profi ts fell from 14 percent in 1965 
to 8 percent annually in the next decade, causing business and political 
leaders to search for new ways to maintain the prosperity of the postwar 
era. 36  

 The next few decades saw a gradual abandonment of New Deal - era 
policies that sustained domestic demand and generated profi ts for American 
companies by enhancing people ’ s ability to buy consumer items. Corporate 
leaders and their political allies instead promoted an agenda of economic 
deregulation, tax cuts, reduced social spending, and international free trade 
agreements to generate wealth. The growing availability of global markets 
and global sources of labor dramatically altered the relationship between 
businesses and workers. In a world where corporations could make and sell 
their products virtually anywhere, it was no longer so important to employ 
Americans and pay them well. 37  Rather than acceding to union demands 
that wages keep up with infl ation in the 1970s, manufacturers cut costs by 
closing factories in the United States and relocating operations in countries 
were labor was cheaper, taxes were lower, and government regulations less 
stringent. 

 The decline in domestic manufacturing was partly offset by an expanding 
service sector, but many communities experienced a net loss of jobs in the 
1970s and 1980s. Except for a few specialized occupations requiring high 
levels of expertise, most jobs in growth areas such as retail, offi ce work, 
fi nance, insurance, and real estate did not offer the same level of pay or 
benefi ts as those in older industries. In all sectors the stable, secure employ-
ment demanded by unionized factory workers in previous decades confl icted 
with employers ’  preference for a leaner and more fl exible workforce in the 
late twentieth century. Corporate leaders cited the need to remain competi-
tive in a globalized economy to justify laying off workers and cutting pay 
or benefi ts for those who remained. Economic restructuring consigned 
increasing numbers of Americans to low - wage, part - time or temporary work 
that restricted their chances for upward mobility. Other workers were not 
needed in the new economy at all. Average weekly earnings (in constant 
dollars) declined from $187 to $170 between 1970 and 1985, and the 
nation ’ s unemployment rate increased sharply during the same period. 38  
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 Unlike previous periods of economic growth that spread the benefi ts to 
broad spectrums of the society, that of the post - civil rights era was more 
selective. In the 1960s the average pay for corporate chief executive offi cers 
(CEOs) was 41 times that of the average factory worker. By 1996 CEOs 
were earning 212 times more than working - class Americans. College edu-
cated people secured the best jobs, enjoyed comfortable incomes, and adapted 
more easily to changes that required them to acquire new skills. Those with 
high school qualifi cations or less found good jobs harder to fi nd and often 
experienced long periods of unemployment or underemployment. 39   

  The Uses of Racism in the Late Twentieth Century 

 Proponents of free market policies both facilitated these developments and 
explained them in ways that obscured their complex causes. Rather than 
highlighting global capitalist transformations or the actions of corporate 
elites, they emphasized federal spending on antipoverty programs and bur-
densome regulations on American businesses. In 1974 Ronald Reagan 
asserted,  “ There is one reason for infl ation in America and that is simply 
that government for too long has been spending too much money. ”  Reagan 
considered most federal regulatory agencies unnecessary and argued that 
 “ too much government, too much red tape, too many taxes, and too many 
regulations ”  were  “ robbing our people of the prosperity that is rightfully 
theirs. ”  40  

 Like other politicians, Reagan knew how to deploy racism to win support 
for his economic agenda. In a televised address in 1976 he cited  “ forced 
school busing ”  as an example of excessive government. During a speech in 
Florida the same year, Reagan sympathized with the anger many citizens 
felt over having to tighten their grocery budgets when a  “ strapping young 
buck ”  could use food stamps to buy T - bone steaks. Another story he told 
repeatedly during his several bids for the Republican Party ’ s presidential 
nomination involved a black  “ welfare queen ”  who allegedly defrauded the 
government of $150,000 by using  “ 80 names, 30 addresses, 12 Social 
Security cards and  …  collecting veterans ’  benefi ts on four nonexisting 
deceased husbands. ”  Reagan ’ s information was based on sensationalized 
newspaper accounts that exaggerated the misdeeds of Linda Taylor, a 
welfare recipient in Chicago. During prosecution of the case the charges 
against her were greatly reduced, and she was eventually convicted of 
wrongly appropriating $8,000 in public assistance checks. 41  

 Reagan ’ s portrayal of social programs as a misuse of taxpayer funds for 
the benefi t of lazy, cheating African Americans paralleled the narratives 
presented by southern segregationists seeking to undermine antipoverty 
efforts and limit federal power. The similarities were not entirely accidental. 
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Lee Atwater, a South Carolinian who began his political career working on 
Strom Thurmond ’ s 1970 senatorial campaign and helped Reagan to devise 
his own version of the Republican southern strategy, outlined the merging 
of racial and economic messages as follows:  “ You start out in 1954 by 
saying  ‘ Nigger, nigger, nigger. ’  By 1968 you can ’ t say  ‘ nigger ’   –  that hurts 
you. Backfi res. So you say stuff like forced busing, states ’  rights, and all 
that stuff. You ’ re getting so abstract now [that] you ’ re talking about cutting 
taxes, and all these things you ’ re talking about are totally economic things 
and a by - product of them is [that] blacks get hurt worse than whites. ”  In 
the mid - 1980s Republican operative Hastings Wyman Jr. refl ected with 
some shame on the methods his party used to win support for its candidates 
after the 1960s.  “ I want to say: But those were insignifi cant details! ”  he 
wrote.  “ Our real pitch was for freedom  –  free enterprise, freedom from 
government interference in the rights of states, of communities, of business. 
 …  But I can ’ t buy my own line. ”  Recalling tactics such as denouncing 
busing and mailing leafl ets to white voters highlighting Democratic candi-
dates ’  support for integration, Wyman acknowledged that Republican elec-
toral successes rested largely on a racist reaction against the civil rights 
movement that was  “ consciously encouraged  –  no, fanned  –  by the GOP 
itself. ”  42  

 The strategy helped to secure Reagan ’ s victories in the presidential elec-
tions of 1980 and 1984 and cemented the political realignment begun in 
the 1960s. Throughout his presidency Reagan and other opponents of 
government intervention in the economy reiterated suggestions that billions 
of dollars in taxpayers ’  money were being wasted on antipoverty efforts 
that unjustly appropriated white wealth for the benefi t of African Americans. 
In reality, the public assistance programs targeted in these attacks repre-
sented a tiny portion of the federal budget. Most social spending was on 
programs such as Social Security and Medicare that disproportionately 
benefi ted the white middle class. 43  By focusing on  “ black ”  programs such 
as welfare, food stamps, and public housing, free market proponents con-
vinced millions of white Americans who owed their economic success to 
New Deal social welfare measures that the government was their enemy, 
not the solution to their problems. 

 At a time when companies were trimming their workforces and reducing 
employee benefi ts, an expansion of services such as unemployment com-
pensation, retraining programs, subsidized health care, and affordable 
housing could have alleviated the economic anxieties of millions of white 
as well as black families. By the mid - 1980s, however, many white Americans 
so closely associated government programs with African Americans that 
they could not see how they might benefi t from such policies themselves. 
 “ Unfortunately, most of the people who need help  …  are black and most 
of the people who are doing the helping are white, ”  Chicago resident Dan 
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Donahue asserted.  “ We are tired of paying for the Chicago Housing 
Authority, and for public housing and public transportation that we don ’ t 
use. ”  A study of the shifting political views of white citizens in Macomb 
County, Michigan, who had voted solidly Democratic in the 1960s and 
switched to supporting to Republicans in the 1970s and 1980s, revealed 
that many of them blamed African Americans for everything that was 
wrong in their lives.  “ These white Democratic defectors express a profound 
distaste for blacks, a sentiment that pervades almost everything they think 
about government and politics, ”  the report stated.  “ Virtually all progressive 
symbols and themes have been redefi ned in racial and pejorative terms. ”  44  
As in the slavery and Jim Crow eras, the nation divided along racial instead 
of class lines, enabling political leaders to pursue policies that benefi ted a 
wealthy minority and did not do much to improve the lives of the majority 
of Americans.  

  Free Market Fallout 

 The version of capitalism that prevailed in the Reagan era represented a 
revival of classical, laissez - faire economic theories that considered the 
pursuit of profi t by individuals, unencumbered by regulations or efforts to 
redistribute resources, the best way to organize societies and ensure the 
most benefi t to the most people. Proponents of these ideas believed that 
some of the wealth generated by profi table activities eventually made its 
way from rich to poor people through normal market mechanisms, leading 
to rising living standards for everyone. In this model, the needs of business 
owners and investors took precedence above other concerns because those 
people created the prosperity that was necessary to improve the lives of the 
less fortunate. 45  

 Reagan ’ s strategy was to starve federal bureaucracies of funds and trans-
fer money back into the private sector where he believed it belonged. 
Corporations and wealthy individuals received roughly $750 billion in tax 
cuts in the 1980s while almost every federal program that offered assistance 
to poor people was scaled back or eliminated altogether. Funding for public 
assistance programs, food stamps, school lunches, health services, and 
housing declined by a total of $40 billion. The construction of low - income 
housing projects was halted, leading to a severe shortage of affordable 
homes and an increase in homelessness in many communities. Reagan 
reduced federal aid to cities by 46 percent and cut the block grants that 
state and local governments relied on to provide social services by one - third. 
These measures generated fi scal crises in many places that political leaders 
chose to resolve by cutting programs rather than taking the more unpopular 
path of raising taxes. As scholars Thomas Byrne Edsall and Mary Edsall 
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observed in 1992, Reagan ’ s tax policies and budget cuts  “ produced one of 
the most dramatic redistributions of income in the nation ’ s history. ”  
Between 1980 and 1990 the average after - tax income of the poorest one 
tenth of Americans fell by 10 percent, from $4,785 to $4,295. In the same 
period average after - tax incomes for the richest 1 percent increased by 87 
percent, from $231,416 to $399,697. 46  

 The free market agenda imposed particular hardships on African 
Americans. One - third of the nation ’ s black citizens lived below the poverty 
line in the 1980s and they suffered greatly from the weakening of the social 
safety net. Many middle - class black people worked in the public sector 
where their jobs were susceptible to budget cuts. Acting on his belief that 
government could perform few functions  “ as well or as economically as the 
private sector of the economy, ”  Reagan ordered federal agencies to contract 
as much work as possible to private companies. Food services, building 
maintenance, and data processing were among the many positions that were 
privatized. Federal workers in these areas frequently saw their full - time, 
year - round jobs transformed into temporary and part - time positions that 
offered no health insurance or pensions. 47  The drive for increased effi ciency 
and fl exibility in government as well as the private sector thus came at the 
expense of workers ’  job security and economic wellbeing. 

 Democrats along with Republicans contributed to these developments. 
Democratic candidates responded to Republican electoral victories by dis-
tancing themselves from ideas and programs that were associated with 
African Americans. The two Democratic presidents elected between 1968 
and 2008, Jimmy Carter (1976) and Bill Clinton (1992), were both racially 
moderate southerners who rejected the segregationist rhetoric of past 
decades but did not revive the forceful commitment to black equality the 
party had demonstrated in the 1960s. Budget constraints and growing 
antitax sentiment among voters during the Carter administration precluded 
any efforts to address poverty that entailed signifi cant government spend-
ing. The president avoided talking about race issues and pursued an eco-
nomic agenda that focused on helping businesses to create jobs and spur 
economic recovery. His efforts failed to solve the problems of high unem-
ployment and high infl ation that plagued the nation in the late 1970s, 
however, and he lost to Ronald Reagan in the 1980 election. 48  

 Reagan ’ s landslide reelection in 1984 inspired a group of Democratic 
politicians from the South and West to form the Democratic Leadership 
Council (DLC) in an effort to push their party in new directions. Senator 
Sam Nunn of Georgia asserted,  “ There is a perception our party has moved 
away from mainstream America. ”  In response to DLC members ’  concerns, 
Democratic National Committee chair Paul Kirk Jr. promised to reduce the 
infl uence of  “ single - issue groups ”  within the party and work to expand its 
base in states where Republicans had been making signifi cant gains. 49  
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Rather than explaining to voters how government initiatives to create jobs 
or improve conditions for poor people could help everyone, Democratic 
leaders tacitly accepted their opponents ’  portrayals of such policies as pro-
grams that benefi ted  “ special interests ”  (meaning black people) at other 
Americans ’  expense. 

 The DLC did not just work to infl uence policy but succeeded in changing 
party rules in ways that strengthened its preferred candidates ’  chances in 
the presidential primaries. These efforts bore fruit with the nomination of 
Arkansas governor and DLC chair Bill Clinton as the party ’ s presidential 
candidate in the 1992 election. Clinton ’ s campaign mimicked many of the 
themes that Nixon and Reagan had used to court white voters, including 
support for tough measures to combat crime and criticisms of excessive 
federal intervention in the economy. 50  The party platform expressed the 
DLC ’ s view that  “ big government ”  solutions to social problems had failed 
and asserted a need to place more emphasis on  “ work, family and individual 
responsibility. ”  51  These tactics refl ected the Democratic Party ’ s retreat from 
its earlier support for the black freedom movement and its leaders ’  tendency 
to legitimize more than challenge the racial and economic ideologies pro-
moted by their Republican opponents in the late twentieth century. 

 Growing inequality characterized the Clinton presidency as it did previ-
ous administrations. Huge budget defi cits resulting from tax cuts and 
increases in military spending in the 1980s prevented Clinton from reviving 
costly antipoverty initiatives even if he had wanted to. Strong economic 
growth in the 1990s stemming from the invention of new computer tech-
nologies, relaxed credit markets, and increasing international trade sug-
gested there was no need for interventionist policies that redistributed 
wealth downward. Unemployment fell to its lowest level since the 1970s, 
and low - wage workers as well as those with more skills saw modest increases 
in their incomes. Much of this growth was based on speculative trading in 
internet company stocks, however, and when the bubble burst in 2001 the 
economy went into recession. 

 The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 and the policies pursued by 
Clinton ’ s successor George W. Bush worsened economic conditions for 
many Americans. Bush pushed supply - side policies that focused on helping 
the nation ’ s wealthiest citizens to new extremes by further cutting taxes, 
reducing social investments, increasing military spending, and encouraging 
privatization of services previously supplied by the government. Bush also 
undermined the effectiveness of many regulatory agencies by staffi ng them 
with people whose ideologies and qualifi cations were antithetical to the 
missions they were supposed to carry out. Civil rights enforcement, protec-
tions for workers and the environment, and oversight of powerful fi nancial 
institutions were greatly weakened during his two terms in offi ce. 52  Toward 
the end of Bush ’ s presidency the consequences of his laissez - faire approach 
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were exposed in a massive economic collapse that rivaled the Great 
Depression in its impact on middle -  and working - class Americans. Voters 
expressed their anger by ejecting Republicans from power in 2008, but 
blame for the crisis really lay with the leaders of both political parties and 
other Americans who promoted policies that concentrated wealth at the top 
of the income pyramid, generated extreme inequality, and eroded the middle 
class after the 1960s. 

 Part of the responsibility lay with those citizens whose resistance to the 
war on poverty and civil rights enforcement rejected notions of mutual 
responsibility and reserved the right to enjoy decent housing, education, 
and other services to those who could afford to pay for them. These beliefs 
facilitated a reordering of national priorities that sacrifi ced the inclusive 
social reforms embodied in the black freedom movement for the pursuit 
of private wealth within the context of free markets. Neither the benefi ts 
nor the burdens of the new order were evenly shared. Failure to address 
institutional racism in the late twentieth century left the shadow cast by 
Jim Crow in place, quietly perpetuating inequities that made black people 
more vulnerable than most other Americans to the downside of capitalist 
restructuring.    
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 A System without Signs: The Invisible 
Racism of the Post - Civil Rights Era     

       To later generations these wrongs  –  and the need for collective efforts 
to right them  –  will be as clear as the wrongs of slavery were to those 
born after 1865, or of segregation to those born after 1964.  (Thomas 
C. Holt, 2000) 1     

 One night in December 1995 three white soldiers stationed at Fort Bragg, 
North Carolina, ventured into nearby Fayetteville looking for African 
Americans to harass. Within a short time they came across black residents 
Jackie Burden and Michael James taking an evening walk. An argument 
ensued that ended with the soldiers executing Burden and James. The 
resulting murder investigation revealed that two of the soldiers, James 
Burmeister and Malcolm Wright, were among a small group of skinheads 
at Fort Bragg who admired Adolf Hitler and openly espoused racist views. 
News accounts and citizen reactions to the incident treated the pair of neo -
 Nazis as ignorant, irrational people whose racial beliefs were far out of the 
mainstream.  “ I never thought we had that kind of hatred still in our midst ”  
and  “ I thought it was over ”  were typical comments gathered from local 
residents in the wake of the Fayetteville murders. A newspaper reporter 
found it hard to explain the soldiers ’  actions, informing readers that  “ there 
seemed to be nothing in their pasts to account for their hatred. ”  2  No one 
considered whether there might be something in the current confi guration 
of American society that could cause some people to conclude that African 
Americans were second - class citizens unworthy of enjoying the same rights 
as other people. 

 Three decades after the passage of civil rights legislation the social 
order was still structured in ways that encouraged assumptions of black 
inferiority, and people who held the types of racist views expressed by 
Burmeister and Wright had only to look around them to fi nd evidence 
that appeared to confi rm their beliefs. Individual racism and institutional 
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barriers continued to affect black people ’ s chances of acquiring decent 
housing and adequate education, in turn shaping their economic prospects. 
The crisis conditions in the nation ’ s inner cities and rural black communities 
only worsened as policy makers cut back on antipoverty initiatives. National 
leaders replaced the war on poverty with a war on crime that channeled 
surplus laborers into prison instead of jobs. The racial biases that lay behind 
these processes were invisible to most citizens, causing many observers to 
conclude that black people ’ s problems could not be the result of racism. 
Most white Americans attributed conditions in African American communi-
ties to cultural defi ciencies that prevented residents from advancing eco-
nomically rather than political decisions that perpetuated black disadvantages 
and left displaced workers without the resources they needed to adjust to 
the postindustrial economy.  

  Persistent Racial Disparities 

 The racial order of the post - civil rights era was not as rigidly oppressive as 
those of earlier times. Educational and economic opportunities were more 
widely available than in the past and many black people experienced sig-
nifi cant social mobility as a result. The high school graduation rate for black 
students increased dramatically, from 20 percent in 1960 to 81 percent in 
2006. In the same period the proportion of African Americans who held 
college degrees grew from 3 percent to 19 percent. The 3 percent of black 
households with annual incomes over $75,000 in 1970 increased to 17 
percent by 2006. Meanwhile, the black poverty rate was cut in half, declin-
ing from 51 percent to 25 percent. Forty out every 1,000 black infants born 
in 1965 died before reaching one year old compared with only 14 in 2005. 
Life expectancy for African Americans increased from 64 to 73 years in the 
same period. 3  

 Despite these advances African Americans ’  experiences continued to 
differ substantially from those of white people. In the four decades after 
1965 the black unemployment rate consistently remained more than double 
the rate for white workers. In 2005, one - fourth of African Americans were 
poor compared to just 11 percent of white Americans, and the median 
income of white families was $24,000 more than that of black families. 
More than one - third of white households had incomes over $75,000 per 
year compared with less than one - fi fth of black households. When other 
fi nancial assets as well as earnings were included, the economic divide was 
even greater. White Americans had a median net worth of $140,700, more 
than fi ve times the $24,800 reported for African Americans. Black people 
were less likely than white Americans to complete college degrees and more 
likely to lack health insurance. The black infant mortality rate was still 
more than twice the rate for white babies. 4  
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 Both the lingering effects of past discrimination and the policies pursued 
after the 1960s contributed to the disparities. Even without the overt racism 
of earlier times, the nation ’ s black citizens suffered more than white people 
in the new economy that emerged in the late twentieth century. African 
Americans were disproportionately represented among the unskilled and 
poorly educated and their economic prospects suffered accordingly. Many 
black people worked in the public sector or in industries that were vulner-
able to layoffs, and their recent entry into occupations that had previously 
been reserved for white Americans meant they lacked the seniority to with-
stand waves of downsizing. In the early 1980s, when the unemployment 
rate for white workers climbed to 9 percent (up from 5 percent in 1970), 
the black unemployment rate reached 20 percent. After renewed job growth 
brought white unemployment back down to 5 percent toward the end of 
the decade, black unemployment remained in double digits at 12 percent. 
Although younger black people enjoyed greater educational opportunities 
than previous generations, geographical isolation in declining urban areas 
limited their access to jobs. In 1988 the unemployment rate for college -
 educated black workers was 17 percent, compared with 6 percent for their 
white counterparts. For African Americans aged between 16 and 24 who 
lacked college qualifi cations, the unemployment rate was 34 percent, more 
than twice as high as the 14 percent recorded for similarly educated white 
Americans. 5  In an era that generated intense economic hardship for many 
citizens, already disadvantaged black communities received an unequal 
share of the pain. 

 The federal government ’ s turn away from rigorous enforcement of civil 
rights laws also bore some responsibility for the disparities. African 
Americans lost some key allies in the Department of Justice as new appoin-
tees took over from the lawyers who directed policy in the Johnson admin-
istration. When Nixon ’ s attorney general John Mitchell spoke of  “ vigorous ”  
efforts to preserve law and order, he meant getting tough with protesters 
who engaged in civil disobedience, not racists who discriminated against 
black people. President Reagan also weakened enforcement efforts by 
cutting the budgets and staff of government agencies that were responsible 
for ensuring equal treatment for nonwhite people. The president and his 
appointees believed racism was no longer a problem and attributed persis-
tent segregation to individual choices that were beyond the purview of 
federal authorities. Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights William 
Bradford Reynolds stated that there was nothing inherently wrong with 
white and black people living in separate neighborhoods and that the 
government should not be involved in forcing integration. Rather than 
aggressively seeking to uncover and punish violations of antidiscrimination 
regulations, the Reagan administration relied on voluntary compliance by 
local governments, federal agencies, and private citizens. Justice Department 
lawyers brought cases only when they could prove discriminatory intent by 
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individuals, leaving covert practices that generated patterns of inequality 
unchallenged. 6  

 Nixon and Reagan also exerted a lasting infl uence on civil rights enforce-
ment through their appointments to the federal courts. Nixon ’ s picks for 
the Supreme Court  –  Warren Burger, Harry Blackmun, Lewis Powell, and 
William Rehnquist  –  refl ected the limited role he expected of judges. The 
president expressed confi dence that, unlike the  “ judicial activists ”  respon-
sible for many of the rulings that pushed the nation in a more racially 
egalitarian direction after World War II, his appointees would not try to 
 “ twist ”  the Constitution to advance their  “ personal, political, or social 
views. ”  After the mid - 1970s the Court was much less likely to be persuaded 
by lawyers who argued that forceful measures were necessary to overcome 
institutional racism. Reagan ’ s appointment of Supreme Court justices 
Sandra Day O ’ Connor, Antonin Scalia, and Anthony Kennedy, along with 
368 lower court judges, solidifi ed the tendency to accept inadequate, col-
orblind solutions to racial problems. 7  Unfavorable rulings in civil rights 
cases discouraged participants in the freedom struggle and emboldened their 
opponents in the later part of the century.  

  Separate and Unequal Communities: Housing Segregation 
and Environmental Racism 

 These shifts ensured that the racist social structure created during the Jim 
Crow era remained in place, only without the segregation signs. At the end 
of the twentieth century most African American families still lived in pre-
dominantly black neighborhoods. The consequences of this extended 
beyond the minimal social interaction between white and black Americans 
that resulted. As Douglas Massey and Nancy Denton observed in their study 
of the separate and unequal geographical spaces that Americans occupied 
in the 1990s,  “ Barriers to spatial mobility are barriers to social mobility, 
and where one lives determines a variety of salient factors that affect indi-
vidual well - being: the quality of schooling, the value of housing, exposure 
to crime, the quality of public services, and the character of children ’ s 
peers. ”  8  Failure to address the problem of segregated housing was a major 
factor in the persistence of racial inequality in the post - civil rights era. 

 In the early 1960s the Kennedy and Johnson administrations made some 
attempts to expand black people ’ s housing options by banning discrimina-
tion in federally funded housing projects and in the government ’ s mortgage 
guarantee programs. Opposition to open housing policies from homeown-
ers, real estate industry leaders, and congressional representatives made it 
diffi cult to extend antidiscrimination measures to the private sector, 
however. Southern Democrats and their Republican allies in Congress 
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deployed the rhetoric of individual freedom and private property rights to 
block fair housing legislation proposed by President Johnson in the late 
1960s. Many northern Democrats who feared negative reactions from their 
white constituents offered only lukewarm support and allowed amendments 
to the original proposal that greatly weakened its enforcement provisions. 
These changes were still not enough to ensure passage of the legislation, 
and it remained stalled in the House of Representatives when James Earl 
Ray assassinated Martin Luther King Jr. on April 4, 1968. The murder 
sparked violent protests in cities throughout the nation. Massive social 
unrest convinced Congress to act, and on April 11 Johnson signed the Fair 
Housing Act into law. 9  

 The legislation made it illegal to discriminate by race in advertising 
properties, renting or selling homes, and offering loan terms to prospective 
home buyers. Limited enforcement mechanisms made it diffi cult to prose-
cute offenders and undermined the effectiveness of the law, however. Subtle 
methods of denying housing options to black people such as withholding 
information or steering home seekers toward particular neighborhoods 
often went undetected. Even clear cases of discrimination were diffi cult to 
punish. Staff of the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 
who were responsible for implementing the new regulations could only act 
after receiving individual complaints of racism and then were limited to 
negotiating with offending parties to persuade them to stop discriminating. 
Administrators could refer cases to the Justice Department for prosecution 
if they identifi ed a consistent pattern of violating the law. Uncovering 
such activity was rare, though, because it required systematic testing 
and comparison of the treatment given to white and black applicants. 
Plaintiffs ’  responsibility for paying legal fees and limits on the damages 
they could claim discouraged many victims of discrimination from bringing 
lawsuits. 10  

 Administrators ’  antipathy toward civil rights enforcement further under-
mined efforts to ensure fair housing practices after the late 1960s. The FHA 
and private lenders continued to redline central cities on the assumption 
that, as HUD secretary George Romney put it, areas  “ occupied largely by 
minority groups had an unfavorable economic future. ”  When Romney tried 
to open up the suburbs by threatening to withhold federal infrastructure 
funds from communities that relied on exclusionary zoning to keep poor 
people out, President Nixon ordered him to stop. Nixon maintained that 
there was a difference between intentional racial discrimination and the eco-
nomic segregation that was presumed to result naturally from market forces. 
In a policy statement issued in June 1971, the president promised not to 
subject middle - class neighborhoods to  “ a fl ood of low - income families. ”  11  

 Greater reliance on the private sector to allocate housing resources in 
the 1970s and 1980s led to increased segregation. Rather than fi nancing 
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the construction of low - income housing, the federal government shifted to 
subsidizing rents and mortgages for people who could not afford to pay 
market rates. If the housing industry had not been deeply contaminated 
with racism these programs might have helped to scatter poor people 
throughout cities and alleviate some of the problems caused by the concen-
tration of poverty in public housing projects. Instead, persistent discrimina-
tion in home rentals, sales, and mortgage fi nancing enabled poor white 
people to escape to the suburbs and intensifi ed the isolation of African 
Americans in the nation ’ s inner cities. Fear of violence or other means of 
making them feel unwelcome discouraged many black families from looking 
for apartments or houses in white neighborhoods. Real estate agents con-
tinued to engage in differential treatment of white and black home seekers, 
often showing African Americans who inquired about homes fewer units, 
quoting them higher prices, neglecting to discuss fi nancial aid options, or 
treating them rudely. Discrimination continued in the banking industry as 
well. Studies conducted in the 1990s showed that black applicants were 
twice as likely to be rejected for home loans compared with white people 
who had identical qualifi cations. The greater diffi culty African Americans 
encountered in securing conventional home loans made them easy targets 
for subprime lenders who offered more lenient acceptance criteria but 
higher interest rates. 12  As in the Jim Crow era, black families found decent 
housing diffi cult to acquire and paid more for it than white families. 

 The costs of being black were also evident in the frequency with which 
local governments zoned African American communities for land uses that 
white homeowners found intolerable. Past racist practices meant that black 
neighborhoods and housing projects were located in the most undesirable 
parts of cities, often near landfi lls, highways, or industrial activities that 
regularly spewed smoke and toxins into the air. In the late twentieth century 
black communities continued to act as dumping grounds for waste process-
ing facilities and high pollution industries that white suburbanites blocked 
from being built near their own homes. In Houston, Texas, out of 13 
incinerators and landfi lls operated by the city from the late 1920s through 
the late 1970s, only one was located in a white neighborhood. One was in 
a Latino area and the rest were in black communities. In 1982 political 
leaders in North Carolina chose predominantly black Warren County as 
the site for holding 32,000 cubic yards of toxic soil, even though the area ’ s 
geology made it very likely that the poisons would eventually seep into 
residents ’  drinking water. An offi cial at the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) noted the lack of  “ science, truth, knowledge or facts ”  that 
went into such site selections and stated that they were  “ purely political ”  
decisions. An investigation into the geography of dumping in the South by 
the federal government ’ s General Accounting Offi ce (GAO) in 1983 found 
a strong correlation between the racial make up of communities and the 
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location of toxic waste sites. A nationwide study by the United Church of 
Christ ’ s Commission for Racial Justice (CRJ) identifi ed a similar pattern 
and estimated the chances of this being coincidental as  “ less than 1 in 
10,000. ”  13  

 Poor black counties and towns were often targeted as places where deci-
sions to locate undesirable land uses were unlikely to encounter resistance. 
In the rural South, especially, residents of communities that were desperate 
for new job - creating industries were easily persuaded that the economic 
benefi ts outweighed the environmental dangers. In the second half of the 
twentieth century the Gulf Coast region of Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi, 
and Texas became packed with chemical plants, paper mills, and waste 
disposal and treatment facilities (see Figure  3.1 ). By the 1990s one - fourth 
of the nation ’ s petrochemicals were being produced along an 85 mile long 
corridor between Baton Rouge and New Orleans that local people called 
 “ Cancer Alley ”  because of the many carcinogens that contaminated the air, 

     Figure 3.1     Petrochemical installation built over the remains of Madewood 
Plantation in Louisiana, 1973 
  Source :   John Messina/National Archives and Records Administration 412 - DA - 
3495  
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soil, and water. In Louisiana ’ s St. James Parish alone, the mostly black 
population was exposed to 4,500 pounds of toxic releases by nearby indus-
trial plants every year, compared with the national average of 10 pounds 
per year. 14    

 Louisiana activist and scholar Beverly Wright viewed the petrochemical 
industry as the latest incarnation of an economic structure that had long 
exploited the region ’ s people and resources for the benefi t of wealthy white 
elites.  “ A colonial mentality exists in the South, where local governments 
and big business take advantage of people who are politically and economi-
cally powerless, ”  she wrote in 2005. The powerful Louisiana Association 
of Business and Industry exerted enormous infl uence over state legislators, 
often recruiting and supporting candidates for offi ce. Like their nineteenth -
 century predecessors, political leaders assumed that facilitating private 
enterprise was the best way to ensure economic growth and consistently 
placed corporate interests ahead of other residents ’  needs. The state offered 
generous property tax exemptions for new industries that cost $2.5 billion 
in lost revenue between 1988 and 1998 alone. As a result, local govern-
ments were left without adequate funds to pay for schools, roads, recreation 
facilities, and other services for residents.  “ This tax exemption program 
could best be described as a corporate welfare program paid for by the poor 
of Louisiana, ”  Wright asserted. Yet when community organizations 
attempted to persuade legislators to repeal the program or at least exclude 
education taxes from the exemptions, corporate lobbyists derided the 
effort as a job - killing initiative promoted by  “ anti - business special interest 
groups. ”  15  

 In many cases the jobs and other economic benefi ts promised to rural 
poor communities failed to materialize. When Chemical Waste Management 
secured a permit to open a hazardous waste treatment plant near Emelle, 
Alabama, the local newspaper reported that a  “ unique new industry ”  and 
additional employment opportunities were coming to the area. Most of the 
newly created jobs went to people who lived outside the county, however. 
Local resident Wendell Paris stated,  “ We were promised jobs, but what we 
got was a giant hazardous - waste headache. ”  Similarly, the construction of 
a Union Carbide plant in the all - black town of Institute, West Virginia, 
looked like economic salvation to many residents, but only 10 percent of 
positions at the factory went to local people. After a poisonous gas leak at 
one of the company ’ s plants in Bophal, India, killed 3,400 people, the citi-
zens of Institute questioned whether the risks they had taken for the sake 
of industrial development were worth it. 16  

 The presence of polluters often worsened economic conditions instead 
of improving them. In Emelle, Mayor James Dailey watched the value of 
his home decline from $50,000 to $15,000 after the arrival of Chemical 
Waste Management ’ s toxic waste landfi ll. As for jobs, Dailey reported, 
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 “ We ’ ve been losing businesses, not gaining them. The only thing that a 
toxic waste dump attracts is toxic waste. ”  Declining property values and 
tax revenues added to the diffi culties poor communities faced in providing 
basic services for residents. Meanwhile, corporations often did not increase 
the tax base because of the exemptions granted by states that were eager 
to attract new industries. Even when the companies did contribute funds 
to the larger community, residents doubted that this compensated for the 
damage they caused. As one black man in Houston pointed out,  “ We need 
all the money we can get to upgrade our school system. But we shouldn ’ t 
have to be poisoned to get improvements for our children. ”  17  

 Environmental racism had serious consequences for black people ’ s 
health. Greater exposure to poor quality air meant that African Americans 
suffered from respiratory diseases such as bronchitis and asthma at higher 
rates than white Americans. Similarly, the concentration of many poor 
black families in older housing meant their children were at greater risk of 
lead poisoning than white children living in modern suburban homes. A 
1988 study found that among families earning less than $6,000 per year in 
the United States, 68 percent of black children were affl icted with lead 
poisoning compared with 36 percent of the children in white families. More 
health problems meant more time lost from work and more money spent 
on doctors and medications, imposing signifi cant fi nancial burdens on fami-
lies that could least afford them. 18   

  Separate and Unequal Education: Resegregation and 
Neglect of Public Schools 

 Black children growing up in communities plagued by unemployment, 
poverty, underfunded public services, and environmental hazards did not 
start out with the same opportunities as children in most white families. 
These initial disadvantages were compounded by a return to segregated 
schools and the poor quality of education offered to many African Americans 
in the late twentieth century. In July 1969 Justice Department and HEW 
offi cials signaled the beginning of a gradual shift away from attempts to 
realize the promise of  Brown v. Board of Education  when they announced 
that rigid deadlines for school desegregation imposed too much hardship 
on some communities and pledged to take a more fl exible approach from 
now on. Senator Russell Long wrote optimistically to a constituent in 
Louisiana:  “ It is a little early to think in terms of repealing any of the so -
 called Civil Rights bills, but I feel that the pendulum is fi nally beginning to 
swing in our direction. ”  19  

 The Nixon administration ’ s equivocation on civil rights enforcement 
emboldened segregationists in the 1970s. Former HEW staffer Barney 
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Sellers accused Nixon of creating  “ confusion where, after years of legal 
battles, the basic victories had been won, ”  thus encouraging opponents of 
black equality to continue their resistance. Throughout the decade racist 
intransigence obstructed integration efforts in many communities. Public 
policy scholar Charles Clotfelter ’ s account of the response to a court -
 ordered desegregation plan in Louisville, Kentucky, in 1975 provides a vivid 
example:  “ Following two years of legal orders, appeals, and postpone-
ments, the plan ’ s eventual implementation was accompanied by protest 
rallies, a boycott by whites, the burning of buses, physical violence, and the 
use of tear gas by National Guard troops. ”  White public school enrollment 
dropped by an average of 6 percent per year between 1974 and 1982, level-
ing off at around 50,000 by the end of the century (down from 120,000 in 
1970). In Charlotte, North Carolina, maintaining integrated schools in the 
face of a similar white exodus necessitated reassigning several thousand 
students every year after the mid - 1970s. Black students in Boston who 
braved the rocks and bottles thrown at the buses that transported them to 
white schools were often no safer inside their new classrooms than they 
were on the streets.  “ Harassment and name calling and shoving is con-
stant, ”  reported observers at South Boston High School in 1975. Some 
white students expressed their feelings about attending classes with black 
people by chanting,  “ Two, four, six, eight, assassinate the nigger apes. ”  20  

 Not all the voices raised against school integration were those of white 
racists. Some opposition came from African Americans as well. Black 
parents worried about the safety of children who were being transported 
every day into communities where they were clearly not welcome. School 
boards ’  reluctance to transfer white children to previously black schools 
meant that busing was often a one - way street that imposed more disrup-
tions on black families than white ones. African American children fre-
quently spent more time traveling and less time studying than their white 
counterparts, a situation that was hardly conducive to equalizing their 
educational opportunities. Racist teachers, administrators, and classmates 
often mistreated black students who attended integrated schools and hin-
dered their learning. Fifteen - year - old Sheryl Threadgill suffered through 
some kind of insult or physical assault every day she attended Wilcox 
County High School in Alabama. Third grader Dolores Ray encountered a 
similarly hostile environment at the school she attended.  “ The teacher 
wasn ’ t nice to me, ”  she said.  “ I had to let my books stay in school,  ’ cos I 
was colored. So I did my assignments in the daytime. I got Ds and Fs. ”  21  

 Some black activists questioned whether the single - minded pursuit of 
integration was worth the costs they saw in African American neighbor-
hoods: school closings, job losses for black teachers, a weakened sense of 
community, and disruptions to their children ’ s education.  “ Black power ”  
advocates who sought to foster the development of black institutions that 
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could operate independently of white control believed integrationist proj-
ects merely perpetuated racist assumptions. Stokely Carmichael and Charles 
Hamilton argued that these efforts were  “ based on complete acceptance of 
the fact that in order to have a decent house or education, black people 
must move into a white neighborhood or send their children to a white 
school. This reinforces, among both black and white, the idea that  ‘ white ’  
is automatically superior and  ‘ black ’  is by defi nition inferior. ”  Rather than 
spending thousands of dollars to ensure that equal numbers of white and 
black students attended each school, some African Americans suggested, 
school districts should focus on enhancing the quality of education offered 
within institutions, regardless of their racial composition. 22  These argu-
ments meshed well with those of white opponents of desegregation and 
with political leaders ’  desire to limit the federal government ’ s role in educa-
tion. Over the next two decades declining support for integration and the 
growing infl uence of judges who interpreted the law  “ strictly ”  in the federal 
courts resulted in policy shifts that halted the transition to unitary systems 
and allowed schools to resegregate. 

 Within a few years of ordering school districts to adopt measures aimed 
at overcoming structural obstacles to integration, the Supreme Court 
reversed course in a series of decisions that exempted education offi cials 
from this responsibility. In  Milliken v. Bradley  (1974) the Court sided with 
suburban districts in Detroit that refused to take part in a metropolitan 
busing plan and allowed the city ’ s schools to remain segregated. A follow 
up decision in 1977 ( Milliken v. Bradley II ) authorized states to pay for 
compensatory programs in minority schools to address the inequalities that 
resulted from past racist practices. The  Milliken  decisions essentially nulli-
fi ed  Brown v. Board of Education  and returned to the  “ separate but equal ”  
doctrine of the Jim Crow era. As before,  “ equal ”  in theory meant unequal 
in practice. Administrators implemented remedial programs with little plan-
ning, no clear goals, and no means of evaluating their effects. One observ-
er ’ s assessment of a program in Little Rock, Arkansas, that fi lled classrooms 
with new equipment but failed to improve student achievement concluded 
that  “ the enhancements were really to [say]  ‘ we ’ re making you go to these 
segregated schools, so we ’ re going to give you a lot of neat things to do 
while you ’ re there. ’     ”  23  

 School districts that had vigorously fought desegregation in the 1950s 
and 1960s and moved toward integrated systems only under federal duress 
in the 1970s gradually resegregated when the government ’ s commitment to 
racial equality weakened in the 1980s and 1990s. The case of Norfolk, 
Virginia, demonstrates the trajectory. Offi cials there took no action to 
desegregate the schools until a lawsuit placed them under court order in 
1958. The state ’ s governor responded by closing the public schools. Further 
legal action forced the school board to adopt a desegregation plan in 1970 
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but the zoning system was designed to ensure only token integration. A 
busing plan implemented after 1972 fi nally brought the system to unitary 
status in 1975. In 1983, encouraged by the opposition to busing expressed 
by President Reagan and his appointees to the Department of Justice, the 
school board voted to approve a new student assignment plan that resulted 
in almost entirely black enrollment at ten of the city ’ s schools. Federal 
courts upheld the plan after Justice offi cials fi led a brief favoring the school 
board ’ s position. Assistant Attorney General William Bradford Reynolds 
argued that achieving unitary status entitled the school district to be treated 
as though it had never discriminated against African Americans. Federal 
offi cials thus granted Norfolk permission to resegregate its schools. 24  

 In the 1990s the Supreme Court solidifi ed the return to separate and 
unequal education in a set of decisions that, like Reynolds, assumed that 
desegregating a community ’ s schools for a few years could wipe out the 
effects of past discrimination and ensure fair treatment for African Americans 
in future. In  Board of Education of Oklahoma v. Dowell  (1991) the Court 
decided that attainment of a unitary system ended a district ’ s obligation to 
maintain integration and allowed Oklahoma to return to segregated neigh-
borhood schools. A year later in  Freeman v. Pitts  the criteria for defi ning 
unitary status were relaxed so that school districts no longer had to meet 
all of the Green factors before being allowed to resegregate.  Missouri v. 
Jenkins  (1995) permitted school boards to limit the duration of compensa-
tory programs for minority schools and to abandon them without having 
to demonstrate that they had solved the problems they were supposed to 
address. 25  Education scholar Gary Orfi eld observed,  “ In the 1990s, power 
was turned back to the local school districts in spite of the fact that almost 
every city and many states had strongly resisted desegregation and many 
were actively planning to resegregate.  …  The courts and many political 
leaders decided that the same state and local governments that had histori-
cally engaged in blatant discrimination would now be fair, and that race -
 related issues could safely be settled at the local level. ”  26  

 Proponents of resegregation did not openly express racist intentions. 
Many sincerely believed that the return to separate and (this time) truly 
equal schools was best for children, their families, and communities. 
Supporters often presented the measures as educational reforms aimed at 
ending the disruptions caused by desegregation efforts and providing better 
quality of education for all children. In some cases school districts spent 
millions of dollars on curricular innovations, upgrading facilities, and 
creating  “ magnet ”  schools in an attempt to entice private schoolers back 
to public education. None of this addressed the inequities caused by the 
economic disparities that still separated white and black Americans in 
the post - civil rights era.  “ Neighborhood schools ”  in the mostly black, 
mostly poor inner cities meant schools that had to deal with the effects of 
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concentrated poverty associated with residential segregation. Students often 
came from homes where low incomes generated multiple problems that 
interfered with the ability to learn, such as inadequate nutrition, crowded 
and noisy living conditions, frequent evictions and moving, illness, domestic 
violence, and substance abuse. Resources that schools had to expend on 
overcoming these disadvantages in order to develop basic skills in reading, 
math, and science meant less money was left for  “ luxuries ”  such as music, 
art, or college preparation classes. In contrast, suburban schools free from 
the burdens of addressing the social problems in the cities offered more 
comprehensive curricula, better equipment and facilities, and higher quality 
instruction. 27  

 Reliance on local property tax revenues for most school funding meant 
that children living in wealthier districts had inherent advantages over those 
in poorer communities. It also meant that the antitax ethos of the post - civil 
rights era had some damaging consequences for public education. Segregated 
schools made it hard to persuade some citizens to support taxes and bond 
issues aimed at raising money for facilities they did not use. In Kansas City, 
Missouri, 1969 was the last year a majority of children in the city ’ s public 
schools were white and also the last year voters approved a bond measure 
for education. By 1994 the schools were 75 percent black and 19 attempts 
to raise money to improve educational services had been defeated at the 
polls. An Alabama woman who wrote to congressman Bill Nichols in 1982 
to ask him to support a bill granting a tax credit to people who relied on 
private education typifi ed the thinking of many parents.  “ I along with 
others am paying taxes for public school even though I choose to send my 
child to a private school, ”  she pointed out.  “ I feel we should receive a Tax -
 Credit afterall we are paying for something we cannot benefi t from. The 
Tax - Credit is the only fair thing to do. ”  28  It did not occur to voters who 
refused to help fund schools for other people ’ s children that education was 
a social investment that benefi ted the whole community. Their focus on 
ensuring quality instruction for their own children and failure to acknowl-
edge any wider social responsibilities meant that African Americans con-
tinued to receive and suffer the consequences of inferior education even 
after the deliberately racist practices of the Jim Crow era ended.  

  Criminal Injustice: The Prison - Industrial Complex and 
Surplus Labor Control 

 Unequal education further limited black people ’ s employment options and 
contributed to high levels of crime in African American communities. As 
political leaders cut funding for job training programs and other antipoverty 
efforts in the late twentieth century, some people turned to stealing or drug 
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dealing to get by. In an essay recounting his childhood in New Haven, 
Connecticut, Antoine Reddick described the harsh economic circumstances 
that drove people to such measures. His unemployed father could not 
support the family and eventually left so that the others could qualify for 
public assistance. His mother was overwhelmed by the task of caring for 
16 children by herself.  “ There was never enough food, money, clothes, or 
even love, ”  Reddick recalled. The older children  “ found escape in the streets 
 …  in the drug houses and back alleys, where narcotics ran free and were 
easy to buy or sell. ”  The contrast between his poor black neighborhood 
and the suburban homes of the white children he befriended in school 
generated awareness of the role that racial injustice played in his life. Crime 
became a way to strike back at the system as well as to acquire the basic 
necessities and consumer items the family could not afford to buy. Reddick 
regretted his past misdeeds and did not seek to excuse criminals for their 
actions. At the same time, he asserted,  “ poverty, frustration, and hate for 
a society that refused black children equality as human beings were the 
creators of the crimes we committed. ”  29  

 Analyses that linked criminal activity to social circumstances fell out of 
favor after the 1960s. Policy makers ’  efforts to crack down on crime gener-
ated exponential increases in the prison population in the post - civil rights 
era. The number of people held in correctional facilities nationwide rose 
from 326,000 in 1972 to 2.1 million in 2003, an increase of 552 percent 
in a country where the population grew by only 37 percent in the same 
period. By 2008 the United States had the highest incarceration rate in the 
world. In January that year a Pew Center study counted 1,596,127 inmates 
held in federal and state prisons and another 723,131 in local jails, bringing 
the total number of people behind bars to 2,319,258  –  one in every 100 
American adults. The rate for African Americans was much higher, at one 
in 29, and for black men aged 20 – 34 it was one in nine. 30  

 Multiple factors contributed to the expansion of the prison system and 
the increasing numbers of African Americans who were ensnared by it in 
the decades following the civil rights movement. The social turmoil of the 
1960s convinced many Americans that the nation was threatened by increas-
ing lawlessness and disrespect for authority. Proponents of stronger mea-
sures to combat crime often did not distinguish between legitimate political 
protest and actual criminal activity, framing peaceful civil rights demonstra-
tions, urban uprisings, and student protests against the Vietnam War as 
part of a general breakdown of the social fabric. George Wallace ’ s cam-
paign speeches frequently linked blackness, civil rights activism, and crime 
by attacking Supreme Court decisions that protected the rights of suspected 
criminals along with the rulings in favor of black equality. In 1966 Richard 
Nixon blamed the growing unrest in the nation ’ s cities on  “ the spread of 
the corrosive doctrine that every citizen possesses an inherent right to decide 
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for himself which laws to obey and when to disobey them, ”  a reference to 
the civil disobedience tactics used in the struggle for racial justice. During 
his campaign for the presidency in 1968, Nixon dismissed research that 
suggested factors such as lack of education or unemployment were key 
sources of crime.  “ Doubling the conviction rate in this country would do 
far more to cure crime in America than quadrupling the funds for [the] war 
on poverty, ”  he asserted. 31  

 The association between African Americans and criminality helped to 
increase public support for policies that aimed to harshly punish offenders 
instead of rehabilitating them. The wave of violent protests that swept 
through Watts, Newark, and dozens of other cities in the late 1960s inspired 
calls for strong measures to prevent further disturbances, including a pro-
posed crime bill for the District of Columbia that allowed police to pre-
emptively detain people and increased the minimum prison sentence for 
robbery from six months to fi ve years. The same representatives in Congress 
who sought to limit funding for antipoverty initiatives allocated millions of 
dollars for programs to strengthen law enforcement in the Omnibus Crime 
Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968. State legislators also passed laws that 
imposed mandatory minimum sentences and made prison terms rather than 
alternatives such as counseling or supervision the default punishment for 
many crimes. By 1987 46 states had adopted mandatory sentencing laws. 
The same year, federal sentencing guidelines drawn up under the Sentencing 
Reform Act of 1984 went into effect, ordering jail time for most offenses 
and restricting judges ’  ability to take mitigating circumstances into account. 
The guidelines specifi cally prohibited giving reduced sentences for  “ circum-
stances indicating a disadvantaged upbringing, ”  refl ecting an emphasis on 
individual responsibility for criminal acts rather than economic hardships 
that encouraged people to break the law. 32  Changes in sentencing practices 
that resulted from legislators ’  unforgiving stance on crime signifi cantly 
increased the number of offenders who ended up in jail. 

 Federal efforts to combat substance abuse by declaring a  “ war on drugs ”  
also contributed to the rising prison population. Funding for drug law 
enforcement increased from $800 million to $2.5 billion between 1981 and 
1988, and prosecutions for drug related crimes rose by 99 percent. A surge 
in drug use stemming in part from the development of cheaper crack cocaine 
led Congress to pass the Anti - Drug Abuse Act of 1986. The legislation 
imposed mandatory prison terms for drug dealers and ordered especially 
long sentences for those whose activities caused injuries to others.  “ The 
American people want their government to get tough and go on the offen-
sive, ”  President Reagan stated at the signing ceremony. 33  Antidrug crusad-
ers did not demonstrate equal levels of commitment to combating all forms 
of substance abuse, however. Alcohol and tobacco killed far more people 
every year than the narcotics singled out by the new drug laws and yet they 
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were not outlawed. Drunk drivers typically received punishments of a few 
days in jail and community service rather than the years in prison meted 
out to people who abused other drugs. As scholar Andrew Barlow noted 
in 2003, the war on drugs was  “ highly selective, ”  targeting only the drugs 
that were  “ used by the most marginalized and impoverished and racially 
oppressed segments of the United States. ”  34  

 The main achievement of federal drug policy was that it fi lled the nation ’ s 
jails with addicts whose actions had not directly harmed anyone other than 
themselves. People who purchased small quantities of drugs for their own 
use were criminalized along with the dealers and pushers. The millions of 
dollars the federal government provided for enforcement encouraged police 
departments to devote more resources to the drug war and to actively seek 
out people who were involved in the trade. Arrests almost tripled between 
1980 and 2000, increasing from 581,000 to 1,579,566. Mandatory sen-
tencing meant that those who were convicted were virtually certain to serve 
time. By 2004, drug offenders made up 55 percent of American prisoners, 
double the percentage they had been in 1980. 35  

 Poor black people in the inner cities were especially vulnerable to getting 
caught in the dragnet. Despite evidence indicating that most drug addicts 
and dealers were white, racial profi ling by police who believed that African 
Americans were more likely to engage in criminal behavior than other citi-
zens meant offi cers paid closer attention to black people as they cruised 
neighborhoods looking for suspicious activity. In 1985, a directive to state 
highway patrol offi cers in Florida specifi cally instructed them to focus on 
 “ ethnic groups associated with the drug trade. ”  Videotapes of police activ-
ity later revealed that African Americans comprised 85 percent of drivers 
stopped by offi cers in their hunt for drug traffi ckers. Across the nation 
police often pulled over African American drivers or questioned black 
youths they encountered in the streets for no real cause. One study of law 
enforcement practices in New York City in 1998 and 1999 found that 
although African Americans made up 25 percent of the population, they 
were 50 percent of those stopped by police. Police offi cers ’  tendency to 
single out black people for harassment meant African Americans were more 
likely than white people to be caught breaking the law. Individuals with 
prior infractions on record were in turn more likely to be sentenced to 
prison if they were later found guilty of more serious crimes. The dispro-
portionate numbers of African Americans who were convicted and jailed 
as a result had the effect of reinforcing the connection between blackness 
and criminality, encouraging more racial profi ling by law enforcement 
agencies. 36  

 Racialized class inequalities as well as racist policing contributed to 
inequities in the criminal justice system. Middle - class professionals and 
white suburban teenagers who developed drug addictions relied on social 
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networks and private sales behind closed doors to obtain illicit substances. 
In contrast, the drug trade in poor black communities was carried out in 
the open, on street corners and in other public spaces where the chances of 
getting caught were higher. Laws that increased the penalties for drug 
selling near schools or public housing projects also had a disparate effect. 
In Illinois, for example, a teenaged black public housing resident caught 
dealing at home would be tried as an adult and most likely serve jail time, 
while a white youth engaging in the same activity in suburbia would be 
treated as a juvenile and receive counseling instead of being sent to prison. 
Harsher penalties for the possession of crack cocaine versus powder cocaine 
were notorious for their racist effects. Possession of just fi ve grams of the 
crack cocaine commonly used by poorer people carried a prison term of 
fi ve years. Wealthier users who could afford the more expensive powder 
cocaine had to be caught with 500 grams to incur the same sentence. White 
addicts also typically had greater resources to draw on that could help them 
stay out of jail, such as health insurance, access to treatment programs, 
money to pay lawyers, and family support. 37  

 By the turn of the twenty - fi rst century more than 900,000 African 
Americans were imprisoned, making up almost half of the nation ’ s jailed 
population. One in three black men aged 20 – 29 was caught up in the 
criminal justice system in some way, either on probation, in prison, or on 
parole. The number of black women who spent part of their lives in prison 
was also increasing, rising by 267 percent between 1985 and 2000. 
Incarceration had long - term consequences that went beyond the loss of 
freedom, lost earnings, and separation from family members that prisoners 
experienced during the time they spent in jail. Exposure to diseases and the 
psychological stresses of prison life often had lasting effects on people ’ s 
health. Upon release, most ex - offenders found it diffi cult to fi nd employ-
ment, and they were no longer eligible for social services such as welfare, 
public housing, or student loan programs. The factors that led many poor 
people to break the law in fi rst place  –  inadequate education, joblessness, 
and lack of money  –  were all magnifi ed by even a brief stint in jail. 38  

 The effects of the nation ’ s crime policies were equally devastating at the 
community level. Legislation that barred prisoners and former felons from 
voting in many states represented a new form of mass disfranchisement that 
undercut black political power in the late twentieth century. Families that 
were already strained economically and emotionally became even more so 
when parents or children were imprisoned, particularly if they were the 
central breadwinners. Without adequate income other family members 
might resort to stealing food and other necessities or selling drugs to survive. 
The loss of large numbers of adults from black communities disrupted social 
institutions and left children without guidance, increasing the likelihood of 
criminal activity. Serving time seemed like such a routine part of being black 
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and poor in the United States that the thought of going to prison no longer 
deterred many African Americans from lawbreaking. Tougher sentencing 
policies often increased instead of reducing crime in black neighborhoods 
by further destabilizing disadvantaged and vulnerable communities. 39  

 As in more conventional wars, authorities responded to the lack of 
results by escalating the violence. Police departments in many cities turned 
into small armies equipped with semi - automatic weapons, armored vehi-
cles, and helicopters. Offi cers trained in paramilitary techniques engaged in 
actions that seemed designed to terrorize entire communities as much as to 
apprehend individual criminals. Analysts of the racism and brutality that 
permeated the criminal justice system frequently drew comparisons to the 
slave patrols and lynching parties of earlier eras. Sociologist Lo ï c Wacquant 
called anticrime initiatives the latest in a  “ historical sequence of  ‘ peculiar 
institutions ’  that have shouldered the task of defi ning and confi ning African 
Americans, alongside slavery, the Jim Crow regime, and the ghetto. ”  
Similarly, writer and activist Jennifer E. Smith labeled mass incarceration 
 “ second only to slavery in its devastating impact on African Americans. ”  40  

 Despite mounting evidence that the punitive approach to crime had 
failed, political leaders continued to favor measures that made it easier to 
send people to prison over other options. Between 1980 and 1993 federal 
spending on training and employment programs declined by 35 percent 
while spending on corrections increased by 521 percent. In the 1990s 
President Bill Clinton expressed support for community policing and drug 
treatment programs, but legislation passed during his two terms devoted 
far more resources to punishment than prevention. A telling indication of 
political priorities came in the wake of a major uprising by poor people in 
South Central Los Angeles in 1992 after a jury acquitted four police offi cers 
who had brutally beaten black motorist Rodney King while arresting him 
for speeding. Fifty - three people died amidst the violence and the property 
damage reached one billion dollars. These events highlighted the ongoing 
injustices that existed in urban neighborhoods, and in 1993 the Clinton 
administration proposed spending $30 billion on job creation and economic 
development in the nation ’ s neglected inner cities. Opponents argued that 
the plan was unaffordable and pared it back to an allocation of $5 billion 
to enhance unemployment insurance and a few other social programs. One 
year later, Congress approved $30 billion to fund the Omnibus Crime Act 
of 1994. The measure included $8 billion for new prison construction, more 
mandatory minimum sentences, and other punitive measures designed to 
enhance legislators ’   “ tough on crime ”  credentials. 41  

 Expansion of the prison system created powerful constituencies that 
had an interest in maintaining the punitive measures that were helping to 
fi ll the nation ’ s jails. Construction companies, prison administrators and 
guards, and contractors who provided services to correctional facilities all 
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benefi ted from draconian crime policies. In 1996 the World Research Group 
invited entrepreneurs who were interested in profi ting from rising incarcera-
tion rates to a conference where they could learn how to  “ get in on the 
ground fl oor of this booming industry now. ”  Corporations such as Microsoft 
and Boeing employed incarcerated people as inexpensive workers in joint 
venture operations developed in collaboration with state governments. The 
communities where prisons were located also benefi ted economically. 
Crescent City, a dying small town in California, saw a revival of its fortunes 
in the 1990s after it became home to a new state prison and 1,500 new 
jobs. Residents of many other small towns and rural areas hit hard by the 
disappearance of manufacturing enterprises viewed prisons as welcome 
replacements for the industries that had been lost. 42  The policies that fun-
neled thousands of poor people into jail in the late twentieth century thus 
cushioned the effects of deindustrialization and globalization for other poor 
people who found new employment opportunities as prison guards.  

  The New Face of White Supremacy 

 As in earlier periods of American history, the racial order was modifi ed to fi t 
new circumstances in the late twentieth century. Capitalist transformations 
rendered large numbers of workers obsolete and generated mass joblessness 
among African Americans in the 1970s and 1980s. Rather than acknowl-
edging defi ciencies in the economic system that required government 
action to address the crisis, the nation ’ s leaders chose to control unneeded 
workers through mass incarceration policies that only added to black peo-
ple ’ s problems. These decisions ensured that African Americans shouldered 
the heaviest burdens imposed by economic restructuring and shielded most 
white Americans from the harshest consequences of the new order. 

 When black communities collapsed under the weight of rampant unem-
ployment, deteriorating infrastructure, the loss of social services, and 
repressive policing, many citizens accepted explanations that located the 
source of the problems in black people ’ s behavior rather than in the larger 
social world. A form of cultural racism  –  the belief that African Americans 
lacked the commitment to mainstream values such as education and hard 
work that was presumed to be the basis for middle - class success  –  replaced 
the biological determinism that legitimized racial oppression in the slavery 
and Jim Crow eras. Many people understood the disproportionate repre-
sentation of African Americans among the unemployed, poor, inadequately 
educated, unhealthy, and imprisoned not as the product of law and policy, 
but as evidence of behavioral defi ciencies that explained the failure of many 
black people to improve their economic status after the passage of civil 
rights legislation. 43  
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 An assortment of scholars and intellectuals, including some African 
Americans, performed a similar function as nineteenth - century race scien-
tists in reinforcing these ideas. Analysts such as Charles Murray, Abigail 
and Stephan Thernstrom, and Dinesh D ’ Souza denied that racism remained 
a signifi cant barrier to black advancement and suggested that government 
social programs harmed more than they helped poor people. Murray ’ s 
 Losing Ground  (1984) linked black poverty to disincentives to employment 
provided by public assistance programs and provided intellectual cover for 
Reagan - era cuts in services for poor people. In  The End of Racism  (1995), 
D ’ Souza disparaged efforts to expose  “ disguised and hidden forms of white 
racism ”  and suggested that proponents of racial equality focus on address-
ing African Americans ’   “ destructive and pathological cultural patterns ”  
instead. Similarly, African Americans Shelby Steele and Ward Connerly 
urged black people to stop blaming white people for their problems and 
acknowledge the opportunities available to all who were willing to study, 
work hard, save their money, and adhere to traditional moral values.  “ The 
major obstacle facing the average black person in America is not race; it is 
the attitude and approach of black people toward their role in American 
society, ”  Connerly asserted. 44  

 Such theories had widespread appeal among white Americans who failed 
to perceive their own complicity in perpetuating the racist structures that 
disadvantaged black people. Eliminating racial disparities required partici-
pation by all Americans and a more equitable sharing of resources, yet 
throughout the late twentieth century efforts to include white communities 
in plans to improve conditions for poor black people generally met intense 
opposition. White citizens ’  refusal to take part in metropolitan solutions to 
problems in the inner cities, resistance to paying taxes to support public 
services, and retreat to private facilities all refl ected the latent racism that 
lay beneath professions of colorblindness. Occasionally, these sentiments 
bubbled to the surface. In the 1980s and 1990s residents of counties on the 
outskirts of Atlanta vigorously fought attempts to annex them to the city 
and blocked the extension of mass transit systems to the suburbs, fearing 
that it would allow African Americans access to jobs, residences, and 
schools in their all - white communities. Civil rights activists and city offi cials 
involved in the negotiations were disturbed by the sentiments expressed by 
many suburbanites who rejected the project. One legislator from Gwinnet 
County stated that most of his constituents could  “ come up with 12 differ-
ent ways of saying they are not racist in public.  …  But you get them alone, 
behind a closed door and you see this old blatant racism that we have had 
here for quite some time. ”  45  

 Even people who harbored no personal prejudices toward African 
Americans often felt constrained to act in ways that reinforced the system. 
Citizens pondered options on where to live, where to send their children to 



 a system without signs 73

school, or whether to visit certain neighborhoods within a racialized social 
context that made some choices more appealing than others. As public 
education was slowly strangled and poor black neighborhoods were left to 
deteriorate, many middle - class African Americans and racially liberal white 
people made decisions rooted in practical realities that perpetuated the cycle 
of racism and decline initiated in earlier decades. 

 Minimal effort was required on the part of those who benefi ted from the 
shadow Jim Crow system to maintain it. Simply leaving things alone ensured 
that it continued to allocate a greater share of the nation ’ s wealth to white 
people than to African Americans. Since most white people did not see 
themselves as directly causing the problems they saw in black communities, 
few felt any responsibility for solving them. The absence of any overtly 
discriminatory laws convinced many Americans that racism no longer 
existed, and arguments to the contrary seemed anachronistic now that the 
nation had moved  “ beyond race. ”  As black activist Dorothy Height 
explained,  “ During the civil rights movement, when Bull Connor put his 
foot on the neck of a woman lying on the ground, or when dogs and fi re 
hoses swept away innocent children, a kind of righteous indignation gripped 
the country. But now  …  that sense of outrage was gone. Now whites won-
dered what our problem was. ”  46   

  Waking Up to Racism in the Twenty - First Century 

 It took a major natural disaster that laid bare persistent injustices to shake 
the nation out of its post - racial dream. On August 29, 2005 Hurricane 
Katrina devastated the Gulf Coast of Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi, 
sweeping away homes and causing massive storm surges that burst through 
aging levees in New Orleans and placed 80 percent of the city under water. 
More than 1,400 people, mostly poor and black, were killed. Thousands 
more who lacked the resources to evacuate before the storm hit were 
stranded for days on rooftops, highway overpasses, and in buildings such 
as the Superdome football stadium that were located on higher ground. 
Americans across the nation were shocked by the failures of government at 
all levels revealed by the hurricane. Political leaders had known for years 
that the levees were deteriorating but neglected to allocate adequate funds 
for repairing them. Disaster preparedness plans included no provisions for 
evacuating the 40,000 residents of New Orleans who did not own cars. 
Relief agencies took far too long to get food, water, and medical assistance 
to citizens after the wind and rain subsided. Dozens of people who lived 
through the storm perished before help arrived in the days that followed. 
Television and newspaper coverage reported incidents of offi cial incompe-
tence and callousness more akin to Americans ’  images of  “ third world ”  
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countries than their own nation. 47  In testimony before a congressional com-
mittee in December, hurricane survivor Leah Hodges offered a blunt 
summary of what happened:  “ The people of New Orleans were stranded 
in a fl ood and were allowed to die. ”  48  

 The images of people standing on rooftops surrounded by water, aban-
doned by their government, represented the logical consequence and endur-
ing symbol of the political and economic ideologies that prevailed in the 
United States after 1965. George W. Bush ’ s tax cuts, misplaced spending 
priorities, and evisceration of government agencies responsible for dealing 
with such emergencies took these measures to new levels and were rightly 
blamed for directly contributing to the disaster, but they were just the latest 
manifestation of policies that favored individualism and the pursuit of 
private wealth over the mutual responsibility of citizens to care for each 
other. The results of this approach for the nation ’ s poorest and most vul-
nerable people were starkly exposed in August 2005. Barbara Arnwine of 
the Lawyers ’  Committee for Civil Rights Under Law (Lawyers ’  Committee) 
noted that for many Americans,  “ Katrina provided their fi rst look at the 
face of poverty and race in this country. The storm and its devastating 
aftermath forced Americans to witness fi rst - hand a deadly combination of 
racism, racial disparities, racial insensitivity, poverty, and governmental 
incompetence. ”  49  

 The hurricane revealed all of the complex ways in which racism remained 
embedded in American society. New Orleans was a segregated city with a 
population that was 68 percent black and 23 percent poor. The median 
household income of $31,369 was almost $15,000 lower than the national 
average. Within the city low - income people lived in modest homes and 
public housing projects in the areas most susceptible to fl ooding while 
middle -  and upper - class residents occupied more desirable neighborhoods 
on higher ground. When the mayor issued a mandatory evacuation order 
on August 28 most residents who were able to packed their cars and drove 
hundreds of miles to stay in hotels where they were safe. These people were 
largely white. Poorer citizens who did not own vehicles or lacked money 
for gas, bus fares, and accommodation remained behind. Most of these 
people were black. The spatial and income disparities that existed in New 
Orleans meant that African Americans made up the largest number of 
people who could not get out and were subsequently drowned or stranded. 50  

 Widely held perceptions of black people as unintelligent, dependent, and 
criminal affected relief efforts and media coverage after the storm. Some 
commentators attributed victims ’  failure to evacuate to black people ’ s 
inherent lack of initiative or self - reliance. Journalists reported unsubstanti-
ated rumors that drug use, violence, and rape were rampant in the buildings 
where people took shelter. (Many of these reports later proved to be false.) 
Cable news networks repeatedly ran footage of  “ the same picture of the 
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same few people carrying gym shoes, clothing, food, and in one case a T.V. 
from a few stores, ”  as attorney Ishmael Muhammad put it.  “ To the major 
media, black people seeking and fi nding food from abandoned stores were 
looters, while whites doing the same were identifi ed as having found food. ”  
Aid workers fearing violence refused to go into black neighborhoods to 
rescue people. Law enforcement offi cers and national guard units were 
directed to patrol white neighborhoods with orders to  “ shoot to kill ”  
looters instead of helping people in the fl ooded areas. Police and residents 
in some of the city ’ s white suburbs barricaded their communities and pre-
vented black people seeking refuge from entering. At an open - air camp 
located on an interstate highway, soldiers held thousands of people under 
armed guard while they waited for buses to take them out of the city. 
According to Leah Hodges, the soldiers allowed white people to leave fi rst, 
did nothing to help the sick or the elderly, and threatened to shoot people 
who requested medical assistance.  “ They were all about detention, as if it 
were Iraq, like we were foreigners and they were fi ghting a war, ”  she stated. 
 “ As a hurricane survivor, I and my family were detained, not rescued. ”  51  

 Buried under reports of offi cial ineptitude and social disintegration that 
dominated the news were incidents demonstrating the resilience of black 
communities in the face of calamity. Hodges began her testimony to the 
congressional committee by revealing a background that contradicted pre-
vailing assumptions regarding the lawbreaking, welfare - dependent, dys-
functional people presumed to inhabit the black neighborhoods of cities 
like New Orleans.  “ I come from a family of musicians, ”  she stated.  “ Before 
Hurricane Katrina  …  I had taken time off from pursuing my law degree to 
care for my sick granddad. I was also in the process of working with com-
munity leaders on setting up music and art workshops for youths. ”  
Traditions of family and community responsibility helped people through 
the storm just as they had helped people endure the hardships of earlier 
times. Neighbors shared food and other provisions with each other and 
young people helped older victims while they awaited rescue. In New 
Orleans and throughout the Gulf Coast area black churches and community 
organizations provided food, shelter, transportation, and medical assistance 
that helped to bridge the gap between citizens ’  needs and the government ’ s 
lame response. 52  Along with racism, African Americans ’  ongoing struggles 
against injustice continued in the decades after the 1960s, often as invisible 
to other Americans as the system that necessitated such activity.    
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 Fighting Jim Crow ’ s Shadow: Struggles 
for Racial Equality after 1965     

       Freedom is never given to anybody.  …  Privileged classes never give 
up their privileges without strong resistance.  (Martin Luther King Jr., 
1957) 1     

 In the popular imagination the black freedom movement began with the 
Montgomery bus boycott in 1955 and ended with the assassination of 
Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968. As Fred Powledge observed in 1991, for 
many Americans  “ the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,  was  the civil 
rights movement. Thought it up, led it, produced its victories, became its 
sole martyr. ”  2  Media coverage helped to create that perception by focusing 
on King ’ s inspiring leadership and his ability to express black Americans ’  
aspirations in terms that appealed to many white citizens as well. In later 
decades annual commemorations of King ’ s legacy and the creation of a 
national holiday in his honor solidifi ed the tendency to confl ate the move-
ment with the man. These memorials often overlooked the millions of 
ordinary people who were active in the freedom struggle before King ’ s rise 
to prominence and who continued to fi ght for equality after his death. 

 Having secured the passage of civil rights legislation, activists worked to 
preserve the rights they had won and pushed for more fundamental changes 
that were necessary to ensure justice. This ongoing pressure was essential 
to realizing the most basic objectives of the struggle for equality. Attempts 
to force individuals, businesses, local governments, and federal agencies 
simply to uphold the law consumed large amounts of energy and grew more 
diffi cult as political leaders and the courts abandoned the cause. African 
Americans and their allies needed to use every means at their disposal to 
prevent the achievements of the civil rights movement from being negated 
by offi cial indifference and colorblind denial. Legal action, boycotts, and 
street protests were all deployed on battlefi elds old and new as activists 
confronted continued discrimination in housing, environmental policy, edu-
cation, and the criminal justice system.  

Invisible Enemy: The African American Freedom Struggle after 1965        Greta de Jong
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  Realizing the Dream 
 Although violent retaliation and other means of suppressing black protest 
diminished after 1965, the invisible racism of the post - civil rights era posed 
its own problems. Many Americans saw no need for further action on racial 
equality now that legalized disfranchisement and segregation had ended. 
Some observers questioned whether continued struggle was necessary and 
accused black leaders of being more concerned with enhancing their own 
material interests than improving conditions for African Americans.  “ These 
activists have found a way to turn racial victimization, which was their 
historical condition, into a successful career, ”  Dinesh D ’ Souza wrote in 
1995. Proponents of colorblind policies countered suggestions that elimi-
nating racism required more than just equal treatment by citing a few lines 
from King ’ s most famous speech, delivered at the March on Washington 
in August 1963:  “ I have a dream that my four little children will one day 
live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but 
by the content of their character. ”  D ’ Souza and others believed demands 
for  “ special treatment ”  for black Americans violated the original ideals of 
the civil rights movement. They argued that the keys to further progress 
lay within the black community, in programs that promoted individualism 
and self - reliance, rather than in continued protests over nonexistent 
injustices. 3  

 Yet Martin Luther King Jr. and other participants in the freedom move-
ment never viewed the passage of civil rights legislation as their ultimate 
goal or the end of their fi ght against white supremacy. In a book published 
the year before his death, King outlined the hard work that remained to be 
done by Americans who were committed to racial equality and warned that 
it could not be achieved without some sacrifi ce on the part of the nation ’ s 
white citizens  –  many of whom, he noted, were now abandoning the 
struggle in recognition of that fact. Desegregating public spaces and allow-
ing black southerners to vote required no new taxes or expenditures, but 
the same could not be said of expanding other opportunities for African 
Americans.  “ The real cost lies ahead, ”  King wrote.  “ The discount education 
given Negroes will in the future have to be purchased at full price if quality 
education is to be realized. Jobs are harder and costlier to create than voting 
rolls. ”  

 King explicitly rejected the view that black people ’ s unequal economic 
status could be explained by  “ the myth of the Negro ’ s innate incapacities, 
or by the more sophisticated rationalization of his acquired infi rmities 
(family disorganization, poor education, etc.). ”  Instead, he argued that 
black disadvantage was  “ a structural part of the economic system ”  that 
resulted from the reliance of key industries on cheap black labor. Given 
that history, he suggested, colorblind approaches to overcoming racial 
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inequality were inadequate. King urged white Americans to accept that  “ a 
society that has done something special  against  the Negro for hundreds of 
years must now do something special  for  him, in order to equip him to 
compete on a just and equal basis. ”  He also recognized that waiting pas-
sively for racism ’ s benefi ciaries to voluntarily end practices that perpetuated 
injustice was unlikely to be effective. Ensuring equality necessitated  “ per-
sistent pressure and agitation ”  to enforce existing laws and encourage more 
comprehensive reforms. 4   

   “ Rumors of my death  …  ”  

 Activists ’  continued vigilance after the 1960s was appropriate and in 
keeping with King ’ s legacy. Most of the major civil rights groups that were 
prominent in the fi ght to end legalized discrimination in the 1960s carried 
their work into the twenty - fi rst century. The NAACP remained the nation ’ s 
largest and best known civil rights organization in this period as before. Its 
lobbying efforts kept black concerns in the nation ’ s consciousness and held 
the line against attempts to roll back civil rights legislation. The NAACP 
Legal Defense and Education Fund (LDF) and the Lawyers ’  Committee both 
played major roles in ensuring enforcement of antidiscrimination laws and 
pushing for expansive interpretations to combat institutional racism after 
1965. 5  The SCLC also maintained a national presence. Under the guidance 
of Ralph Abernathy, Joseph Lowery, and others who took over after King ’ s 
death, the SCLC continued the mission its fallen leader began to set out for 
it toward the end of his life, pushing the struggle into broader areas of social 
justice such as poverty, war, and international human rights. For many 
African Americans local branches of the NAACP and SCLC remained the 
fi rst place to turn for help when they experienced discrimination. These 
organizations ’  hundreds of thousands of members were the foot soldiers in 
efforts to combat racism in all of its forms, from Klan violence and police 
brutality to policies that disproportionately burdened black communities 
with high unemployment and its distressing social consequences. 6  Meanwhile, 
the NUL maintained its focus on addressing the urban crisis. The NUL ’ s 
relative conservatism compared with other civil rights groups and its 
emphasis on fostering economic self - reliance appealed to political leaders 
and enabled it to secure government contracts to operate job training pro-
grams and other services in black communities. Toward the end of the 
century the NUL combined efforts to address issues such as crime, teenage 
pregnancy, and single - parent families with calls for more government action 
to combat the underlying causes of social problems. 7  

 Unlike the other civil rights groups, neither CORE nor SNCC emerged 
from the 1960s with a coherent mission and their original structure intact. 
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Ideological divisions sparked by the emergence of the black power move-
ment disrupted both organizations, leading to the loss of members and 
declining contributions from white supporters who helped fi nance their 
activities in the civil rights era. SNCC disintegrated completely by the end 
of the decade, and CORE struggled to implement programs focused on 
black self - determination with minimal resources after the mid - 1960s. 
CORE director Floyd McKissick came under fi re from some members for 
accepting funding from white foundations and was replaced by Roy Innis 
in 1968. Innis ’  authoritarian leadership style and unpopular stances on 
some issues (such as his support for segregated schools) alienated many 
members and supporters. In the 1980s Innis embraced the Reagan admin-
istration ’ s free market ideology and earned the patronage of powerful 
conservatives by speaking out against affi rmative action, black crime, and 
welfare dependency. CORE maintained few programs in the 1990s and 
concerned itself mostly with raising funds through annual dinners and 
telephone solicitations. In 2002  New York Times  columnist Maureen Dowd 
described Innis as  “ the head of a shell organization called CORE [who] 
routinely rents himself out as Black Friend to Disgraced Whites. ”  8  

 Many former members of SNCC and CORE found other ways of pursu-
ing the goal of an integrated, more socially just society in the post - civil 
rights era. The fi rst generation of black political leaders elected after the 
1960s included dozens of veterans of civil rights organizations, among them 
Julian Bond and John Lewis (SNCC), Andrew Young (SCLC), and Richard 
Hatcher (NAACP). Others found employment as teachers, journalists, 
lawyers, social workers, community organizers, business people, law 
enforcement offi cers, and government offi cials. Entering mainstream profes-
sions such as these ran the risk of being coopted and deradicalized, but it 
also offered the chance to infl uence important institutions and make them 
more responsive to black people ’ s needs. Barack Obama ’ s ability to rally 
support from millions of white Americans in the presidential election 
of 2008 undoubtedly owed much to the normalization of core tenets of 
the black freedom movement throughout American society in the decades 
after 1965. 

 Some activists created new organizations to carry on the fi ght when older 
civil rights groups no longer refl ected their own values. In 1966 a group of 
disaffected CORE members formed the Scholarship, Education and Defense 
Fund for Racial Equality (SEDFRE) to continue the nonviolent, integration-
ist approach to racial justice that fi rst inspired them to join CORE. SEDFRE 
provided college scholarships to young people who participated in the civil 
rights movement and trained thousands of grassroots leaders to run for 
political offi ce in the years following passage of the Voting Rights Act. 
George Wiley also left CORE when black nationalists gained control over 
the organization. After losing his bid to become national director of CORE 
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to Floyd McKissick, Wiley set up the Poverty/Rights Action Center and 
became a leading fi gure in the welfare rights movement of the late 1960s 
and early 1970s. That movement in turn spun off the Association of 
Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN), an interracial coali-
tion that worked on a range of social justice issues including poverty, 
homelessness, and voting rights. Similarly, Jesse Jackson broke with the 
SCLC to establish Operation PUSH (People United to Serve Humanity) in 
1971 and organized the Rainbow Coalition to support his campaigns for 
the Democratic presidential nomination in 1984 and 1988. The two groups 
later merged as the Rainbow/PUSH Coalition and combined projects aimed 
at enhancing black political power with efforts to increase employment and 
business opportunities for African Americans. In the rural South, activists 
who worked on voter registration and community organizing projects initi-
ated by the SCLC, CORE, and SNCC in the early 1960s joined together in 
the Federation of Southern Cooperatives (FSC) in the later part of the 
decade to encourage the development of farmers ’  cooperatives and black -
 owned business enterprises that provided alternatives to migration for dis-
placed agricultural workers. 9  

 Much of the action initiated by these and other organizations took place 
at the local level, out of the media spotlight that centered attention on the 
mass demonstrations and protests led by national civil rights groups in the 
1960s. In many ways the late twentieth - century freedom struggle resembled 
what was happening before the Montgomery bus boycott and Martin 
Luther King Jr. ’ s rise to fame: ordinary people working together in their 
own neighborhoods to challenge racist practices and improve conditions 
for African Americans. In 1997 Manning Marable reported dozens of 
examples of such activity in every region of the country, ranging from 
attempts to pressure the construction industry in Chicago to employ more 
black workers to church - run youth programs aimed at providing alterna-
tives to drugs and crime.  “ Rumors of the death of the black freedom move-
ment have been greatly exaggerated, ”  he proclaimed.  “ Resistance is 
fl ourishing in hundreds of black communities across the nation. ”  10   

  The Environmental Justice Movement 

 The struggle for environmental justice began with such activities by local 
grassroots organizations and grew into a movement that united people 
across the lines of race, class, and nationality at the turn of the century. 11  
In the late 1970s and early 1980s residents of poor black communities that 
were dumping grounds for consumer waste and polluting industries began 
drawing attention to the unequal burden these siting decisions placed on 
African Americans and other nonwhite citizens. Participants in these efforts 
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connected the right to a safe and healthy environment to other struggles 
for equality in politics, education, and economic opportunity. Black peo-
ple ’ s political powerlessness lay behind zoning decisions that allowed unde-
sirable land uses in their neighborhoods. The pollutants generated by these 
activities contributed to health problems that interfered with children ’ s 
education and adults ’  ability to hold jobs. The location of waste dumps and 
factories near their homes depressed housing values and discouraged the 
establishment of cleaner industries or businesses, exacerbating poor peo-
ple ’ s economic problems. Frequent violations of environmental standards 
and the failure of government regulators to adequately police the activities 
of industrial polluters convinced many African Americans that policy 
makers and business leaders still viewed them as second - class citizens to be 
exploited and abused. 

 Black homeowners in the Houston suburb of Northwood Manor were 
the fi rst to use the antidiscrimination provisions of the Civil Rights Act 
to challenge the placement of a waste dump in their neighborhood. 
Environmental justice scholar and activist Robert Bullard noted that the 
middle - class character of the community made it  “ an unlikely location for 
a garbage dump  –  except that over 82 percent of residents were African 
American. ”  Many families had moved there to escape landfi lls that under-
mined their quality of life in their previous neighborhoods. When they 
learned that city offi cials had issued a permit to a private company to con-
struct a dump near their homes in Northwood Manor, residents formed 
Northeast Community Action Group and fi led a class - action lawsuit in 
1979 to halt the project. Although the case was unsuccessful, city leaders 
were suffi ciently chastened by the protest to avoid locating any more waste 
facilities in black neighborhoods for the rest of the twentieth century. 12  

 In 1982 protests by residents in Warren County, North Carolina, against 
the state ’ s decision to store thousands of tons of contaminated soil in their 
community received support from national civil rights organizations and 
pushed environmental racism into public view. The SCLC, the CRJ, and 
members of the Congressional Black Caucus all joined with local activists 
in their effort to prevent the dumping. The CRJ ’ s Charles Cobb linked 
the demonstrations to the earlier freedom movement, stating,  “ We must 
move in a swift and determined manner to stop yet another breach of civil 
rights.  …  The depositing of toxic wastes within the black community is no 
less than attempted genocide. ”  Public condemnation failed to convince state 
leaders to fi nd an alternative, and trucks began hauling soil to the landfi ll 
in mid - September. Over the next two weeks police arrested more than 400 
people who tried to block access to the site. The state remained undeterred 
and the protesters ultimately failed to prevent the dumping, but their efforts 
helped to raise awareness of discrimination and catalyzed studies by govern-
ment agencies, civil rights groups, and academics that lent empirical support 
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to activists ’  claims regarding the racially biased distribution of industrial 
waste. As in the Houston case, residents ’  actions signaled to political leaders 
that African Americans were no longer willing to accept the designation of 
their neighborhoods as waste sites.  “ Nobody thought people like us would 
make a fuss, ”  Warren County minister Luther Brown observed. 13  In subse-
quent decades, black passivity could no longer be so easily assumed. 

 The 1990s saw several victories for the environmental justice movement. 
When authorities in California failed to adequately implement a federal 
mandate to test children for lead exposure under the Medicaid program, 
civil rights groups helped parents to sue the state and win a settlement that 
resulted in testing of 557,000 poor children. Activists in Louisiana orga-
nized demonstrations and signed on to a lawsuit that succeeded in blocking 
construction of a plastics manufacturing plant in St. John the Baptist Parish 
in 1992. 14  In St. James Parish, a community that was already ranked third 
in the state for toxin levels, poor black people formed St. James Citizens 
for Jobs and the Environment in September 1996 after learning of Shintech 
Corporation ’ s plans to build a polyvinyl chloride manufacturing plant next 
door to their homes. The group found support among white environmental-
ists who were also concerned about the state ’ s notoriously high pollution 
levels, creating an interracial coalition that used legal action and appeals to 
federal offi cials to delay construction of the factory. In June 1998 a three -
 member delegation traveled to Shintech ’ s headquarters in Japan to explain 
their concerns to the company ’ s top executives. In September, Shintech 
canceled its plans to build the plant. 15  

 The movement gained momentum at the national level as well. Black 
community struggles forced white Americans to recognize that their NIMBY 
(Not In My Back Yard) politics often had PIBBY (Place In Black Back 
Yards) consequences. Organizations such as Greenpeace and the Sierra 
Club began to pay more attention to race and class inequality, helping to 
broaden the mainstream environmental movement into new areas and 
bringing useful allies into the fi ght against racism. Pressure from environ-
mental justice groups led the EPA to create an Offi ce of Environmental 
Equity in 1992, later renamed the Offi ce of Environmental Justice during 
the Clinton administration. Clinton also created the National Environmental 
Justice Advisory Council, bringing representatives of community groups, 
environmental justice organizations, government, and industry together to 
help shape EPA policy. When state offi cials in North Carolina discovered 
problems at the Warren County landfi ll that threatened leakages of danger-
ous contaminants, the new provisions for citizen participation enabled 
activists to convince political leaders they could detoxify the chemicals at 
the site instead of moving them to some other unfortunate community. In 
February 1994 the president issued Executive Order 12898 requiring gov-
ernment agencies and entities that received federal funds to consider the 
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environmental impact of planning decisions on poor and minority com-
munities and avoid administering policy in a discriminatory manner. 16  

 Activists in Louisiana cited Executive Order 12898 to protest the United 
States Nuclear Regulatory Commission ’ s (NRC) approval of plans to locate 
a uranium enrichment plant in Claiborne Parish. Planners ’  nationwide 
search to choose a site for the project focused telescopically on regions, 
states, counties, and communities that grew progressively blacker at each 
stage of the decision - making process. Robert Bullard explained,  “ African 
Americans constitute about 13 percent of the U.S. population, 20 percent 
of the southern states ’  population, 31 percent of Louisiana ’ s population, 
35 percent of Louisiana ’ s northern parishes  …  and 46 percent of Claiborne 
Parish. ”  Black people made up 65 percent of the population in the fi nal six 
communities considered and 97 percent of those living within one mile of 
the eventual site choice at LeSage. Residents in the surrounding communi-
ties thought they had a good case for charging the NRC with environmental 
racism. In May 1997 three administrative judges on the NRC ’ s Atomic 
Safety and Licensing Board agreed that the agency failed to adequately 
consider the likely impact of the uranium enrichment facility on citizens or 
the racial implications of the site choice, as required by Executive Order 
12898. The private company that had applied for permission to build the 
plant abandoned the project. In addition, the organizing effort and eventual 
victory helped to propel several of the local activists involved into political 
offi ce in the late 1990s. 17  

 Environmental justice activists in the United States realized that people 
in other parts of the world faced similar battles to their own in an era of 
global economic policies that encouraged corporate exploiters to seek out 
the poorest nations and least powerful communities to avoid regulations 
that might interfere with their activities. In 1991 the fi rst National People 
of Color Environmental Leadership Summit in Washington, DC, was an 
international affair involving 650 delegates from every state as well as 
Mexico, Chile, and Puerto Rico. Participants discussed a range of social 
justice issues that included health, housing, transportation, and the treat-
ment of workers as well as problems related to toxic industries and waste. 
The conference resulted in the adoption of 17 principles of environmental 
justice that helped to guide activism inside and outside the United States in 
subsequent decades. Representatives from every continent and 18 nations 
attended a second summit in October 2002. They included members of civil 
rights organizations as well as religious, labor, and student groups who 
viewed environmental justice as an essential element in the global struggle 
for human rights. Activist Peggy Morrow Shepard outlined the inclusive 
view that motivated participants at the summits and in grassroots struggles 
waged in every nation:  “ [We] defi ned the environment holistically as being 
where we live, work, play, pray, and learn. Those of us in the movement 
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see our concerns as interrelated: disinvestment, transportation, poverty, 
racism, pollution, deteriorating housing, land use and zoning, health dis-
parities, environmental health, and sustainable development. ”  18  

 A similar belief in the interconnectedness of social problems motivated 
civil rights lawyer and community organizer Van Jones to establish the Ella 
Baker Center for Human Rights in Oakland, California, in 1996. The cen-
ter ’ s initial focus on helping young black people avoid the racist traps laid 
for them by the criminal justice system expanded to include efforts to 
simultaneously improve environmental conditions, increase job opportuni-
ties, and keep African Americans out of jail through the Green Collar Jobs 
Campaign.  “ Quite simply, Oakland is under - employed and over - polluted, ”  
the Baker Center website noted.  “ We can solve both of these problems by 
making sure that the emerging  ‘ clean and green ’  economy comes to Oakland, 
and that the jobs go to people coming out of prison or at risk for going 
in. ”  Jones later founded Green For All, a national organization dedicated 
to the task of forging broad alliances of environmentalists, unions, social 
justice activists, and eco - friendly entrepreneurs to create a  “ green New 
Deal ”  with the same transformative power as the interracial coalitions of 
the 1930s.  “ We can take the unfi nished business of America on questions 
of inclusion and equal opportunity and combine it with the new business 
of building a green economy, thereby healing the country on two fronts 
and redeeming the soul of the nation, ”  he wrote in 2008. Barack Obama ’ s 
election to the presidency in November that year offered the potential for 
these goals to be realized. Obama ’ s policy proposals closely paralleled 
Jones ’  vision, promoting green energy and jobs as a way to revive Americans ’  
economic fortunes. In March 2009 Obama chose Jones to be a special 
advisor to the White House Council on Environmental Quality. 19   

  Battling Racism in the Criminal Justice System 

 Jones and other activists also succeeded in highlighting racial disparities in 
the legal system in the late twentieth century. Blatant discrimination often 
proved easier to challenge than less visible forms, and the criminal justice 
system provided some of the best cases for action. Police brutality, racial 
profi ling, and the harsher sentences black Americans received compared 
with white people convicted of similar crimes concerned many civil rights 
groups in the late twentieth century. In 1978 the SCLC led 400 protesters 
on a march through Gadsen, Alabama, after police shot and killed a black 
man pulled over for drunk driving. 20  Similar incidents in other cities over 
the next few decades often drew African Americans into the streets in mass 
protests aimed at pressuring police departments to change their ways. In 
1995 a black businessman with no criminal record died of suffocation while 



 fi ghting jim crow’s shadow 85

in police custody in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, raising suspicions of foul play 
by the fi ve offi cers involved. Authorities ’  failure to adequately punish the 
offi cers sparked demonstrations by the NAACP and community organiza-
tions as well as a boycott by high school students. Activists viewed the 
killing as just the latest demonstration of disrespect for black life that had 
long characterized the actions of law enforcement offi cials. 21  A similar 
pattern of violence existed in New York. After police beat Liberian immi-
grant Ernest Sayon to death during a drug raid in 1994, protesters rallied 
and picketed law enforcement agencies to denounce this and other uses of 
excessive force. Three years later, Haitian immigrant Abner Louima was 
beaten and sodomized by offi cers after being arrested for double parking. 
Thousands of New Yorkers expressed their anger by marching on city hall 
and speaking out against Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, whose tough crime 
policies coincided with a 62 percent rise in complaints of police brutality 
in the city. 22  

 Activists also organized to fi ght more subtle forms of discrimination in 
the criminal justice system. A lawsuit fi led by Robert Wilkins after he was 
stopped and searched by a Maryland state trooper in 1992 led to a settle-
ment requiring the state to begin collecting data to determine whether race 
played a role in offi cers ’  decisions to pull over drivers. Pressure from civil 
rights groups convinced several other states to study the practices adopted 
by their law enforcement agencies, producing strong evidence that racial 
profi ling existed and that it fostered unjustifi ed harassment of nonwhite 
citizens. In 1999 North Carolina, Connecticut, and Florida all passed leg-
islation requiring state highway patrol offi cers to document racial patterns 
in their law enforcement activities and make them available to the public. 
At a conference held in Washington, DC, in June, civil rights leaders, gov-
ernment offi cials, and police chiefs from around the nation agreed that 
racial profi ling must end. President Clinton ordered federal agencies to 
investigate the problem and work to ensure the fair treatment of all citizens 
by national law enforcement offi cers. Later that year the threat of a Justice 
Department lawsuit forced the New Jersey State Police Department to enter 
into a consent decree aimed at eliminating racial profi ling by the agency, 
and in 2003 the state legislature passed a law banning the practice in all 
law enforcement. In June 2003 George W. Bush issued guidelines to federal 
law enforcement agencies that prohibited them from targeting individuals 
or neighborhoods because of their ethnic make up except in certain instances 
relating to antiterrorism investigations. 23  

 No black person regardless of income or status was immune from racial 
profi ling, and the issue mobilized African Americans across all social classes. 
It was harder to generate sympathy for convicted felons who were presumed 
guilty of the crimes that resulted in their incarceration. Nonetheless, a 
movement for prisoners ’  rights emerged alongside the civil rights movement 
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in the 1960s and 1970s, led by activists who viewed racist law enforcement 
and punitive criminal justice polices as another link in the chain of black 
oppression stretching across the centuries. The Southern Center for Human 
Rights, founded in 1976, explained its mission as  “ ending capital punish-
ment, mass incarceration, and other criminal justice practices that are used 
to control the lives of poor people, people of color, and other marginalized 
groups. ”  In the prisons, inmates fi led grievances and lawsuits, attacked 
guards who abused them, and occasionally engaged in large - scale uprisings 
to draw attention to the inhumane conditions that existed in the nation ’ s 
jails. On the outside, family members and other supporters organized pris-
oners ’  rights groups and lobbied to reform crime prevention strategies, 
sentencing laws, and prison administration. Understanding that the black 
faces of a large proportion of the nation ’ s incarcerated population facilitated 
the wider society ’ s toleration of abusive practices, reformers worked to 
humanize inmates and link their fate with that of other Americans. Citizens 
United for the Rehabilitation of Errants adopted the slogan:  “ Today ’ s 
prisoners are tomorrow ’ s neighbors. ”  Activist Ramona Africa noted,  “ These 
people are not separate from us; they are us and we are them. What we 
allow to happen to them, leaves the door open for it to happen to us. ”  24  

 Declining crime rates, the costs of maintaining prisons, and the failure 
of drug policies that emphasized punishment over rehabilitation brought 
many Americans over to the reformers ’  side in the early twenty - fi rst century. 
In 2000 voters in California approved a measure offering treatment instead 
of prison for people accused of minor drug offenses, and in subsequent 
years 13 other states made similar modifi cations aimed at keeping nonvio-
lent offenders out of jail. Supreme Court justice Anthony Kennedy rein-
forced the arguments of prisoners ’  rights groups when he asserted that 
current crime prevention policies were counterproductive in a speech to the 
American Bar Association in 2003. In response to Kennedy ’ s remarks, the 
lawyers ’  organization initiated a study that resulted in recommendations to 
abolish mandatory minimum sentences, provide alternatives to jail, and 
increase efforts to eliminate racial bias in the criminal justice system. Two 
years later, the Supreme Court struck down federal sentencing guidelines 
and restored judges ’  power to consider the totality of circumstances before 
meting out punishment. In 2008 the Pew Center reported that many states 
facing serious overcrowding in their prisons were seeking ways to avoid 
spending billions of dollars on building new facilities. In Texas, legislators 
from both political parties agreed to reverse some of the tough crime poli-
cies they had enacted in previous decades. Rather than keep building new 
prisons, they decided to alter parole practices and treat low - level offenders 
more leniently to reduce the number of inmates the state needed to accom-
modate in the coming years. State senator John Whitmire commented,  “ It ’ s 
always been safer politically to build the next prison, rather than stop and 
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see whether that ’ s really the smartest thing to do. But we ’ re at a point where 
I don ’ t think we can afford to do that anymore. ”  25   

  The Struggle for Equal Education 

 Political leaders ’  reevaluation of their decisions and the realization that the 
nation ’ s resources might be better spent on educating and employing people 
rather than locking them up came too late to save many African Americans 
from the lost opportunities that resulted from the diversion of funds away 
from such social investments after the 1960s. The struggle for educational 
equality saw some small victories during this period but encountered power-
ful obstacles to the ultimate goal of ensuring quality instruction for all 
children. In many communities civil rights activists spent decades trying to 
overcome resistance to school integration only to fi nd that inadequate 
funding of public education presented even greater problems than segrega-
tion in the late twentieth century. 

 Historian Cynthia Fleming ’ s account of developments in Wilcox County, 
Alabama, illustrates the diffi culties that activists continued to encounter 
after the passage of civil rights legislation. The county ’ s political leaders 
and education offi cials were adamant segregationists who fl atly refused to 
obey the law. A decade after  Brown v. Board of Education  black students 
who applied for admission to white schools were still being turned down. 
Black parents ’  complaints convinced the Justice Department to fi le a lawsuit 
in November 1965 to force the county to desegregate its schools. Local 
offi cials responded with a letter to parents warning of the dire consequences 
of integration and requesting voluntary cooperation in maintaining segrega-
tion.  “ [In] an effort to prevent the destruction of the school system of 
Wilcox County as we know it and realizing what is best, we are asking that 
you promote and encourage your children in the schools in which they are 
now attending, ”  they wrote. 

 Twenty - one black students ignored the school board ’ s suggestion and 
enrolled at white schools when the system desegregated under a court -
 ordered freedom of choice plan in August 1966. Some of these pioneers 
abandoned the effort after facing constant harassment and violent attacks 
from other students while teachers and principals stood by. Others, like 
high school student Larry Nettles, refused to be deterred. Nettles challenged 
the velvet racism of a white teacher who consistently used the term  “ Nigra ”  
to refer to black people by raising his hand in class one day to ask,  “ Isn ’ t 
that pronounced Nigger? ”  The teacher stopped using the word after that. 
Nettles ’  determination to stand up to racist abuse helped him to endure two 
more years at the school, and in 1969 he became the fi rst African American 
to graduate from Wilcox County High School. 



88 fi ghting jim crow’s shadow

 Nettles was one of only a very small number of black students who 
attended white schools under the freedom of choice plan. In 1970, noting 
that 97 percent of African American children remained in the black schools, 
federal offi cials ordered the county to adopt a comprehensive rezoning plan 
to achieve a more racially balanced student body in every school. That 
spring, a group of segregationists founded Wilcox Academy, a private, all -
 white facility that provided an alternative to the public school system. 
School superintendent Guy Kelly took no action to implement the new 
integration plan. Beginning in fall 1971 black students engaged in a mass 
boycott of the schools and daily protest marches to pressure Kelly to obey 
the law. The young activists persevered for months despite expulsions, 
arrests, and violent attacks by police against protesters. Since the county 
received education funding based on daily school attendance, the boycott 
provided the protesters ’  greatest leverage. One year after the protests began 
the school board fi nally agreed to adhere to the integration order and allow 
expelled students back into the schools. 

 Black people ’ s travails were not over, however. Many white families 
refused to send their children to the public schools after 1972. The boycott 
and the loss of large numbers of white students to Wilcox Academy left the 
county ’ s education funds severely depleted, and white residents showed 
little interest in trying to raise money for school improvements now that 
most of the students in the system were black. School offi cials met a require-
ment to integrate the teaching faculty as well as the student body by fi ring 
many black teachers and replacing them with inexperienced young white 
teachers from the Volunteers in Service to America program. The superin-
tendent added to the disruptions by randomly reassigning teachers through-
out the system without regard to their areas of expertise. 

 Black residents were convinced that county offi cials were intent on sabo-
taging the education system and decided that the solution was to elect 
African Americans to public offi ce. White leaders tried to avert black politi-
cal control through economic reprisals against voters, intimidation, and 
fraud, but in 1982 the county fi nally elected a black school board. The new 
board members inherited a bankrupt, unaccredited, deteriorating school 
system, however, and lacked the fi nancial resources needed to save it. In 
the early twenty - fi rst century Wilcox County schools remained as segre-
gated and as unequal as they were in the 1950s, and racial separation 
seemed as natural and inevitable to young white people as it was to their 
parents.  “ It ’ s basically just a tradition that there ’ s no interaction between 
blacks and whites, ”  one youth stated. 26  

 Education reformers in Boston engaged in a similarly protracted struggle, 
with slightly better results. In the early 1960s city offi cials refused to 
acknowledge that the treatment of white and black students in the 
school system was in any way unequal, claiming that black children ’ s 
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underperformance resulted from their  “ culturally deprived ”  backgrounds. 
According to white political leaders, African Americans were just not as 
interested in education as other people.  “ We have no inferior education 
in our schools, ”  claimed one offi cial.  “ What we have been getting is an 
inferior type of student. ”  A committee of black parents led by Ruth Batson 
carefully researched conditions in the schools and amassed enough evidence 
to demolish these arguments, documenting overcrowded classrooms and 
unsafe buildings, outdated and racist curricula, the exclusion of black stu-
dents from college preparatory courses, and average per pupil spending of 
$340 for white children and $240 for black children. 27  

 Like their counterparts in the South, Boston activists engaged in direct 
action protests and civil disobedience to draw attention to the problems, 
causing the governor of Massachusetts to commission a study that con-
cluded discrimination did exist in the school system and that it interfered 
with black children ’ s education. In 1965 state legislators passed a law that 
denied public funding to any school that was more than 50 percent black 
in an attempt to force a more equitable distribution of students and 
resources, leading to another decade - long struggle between school offi cials 
who stalled its implementation and black parents committed to securing 
better education for their children. Finally, in 1974, an NAACP lawsuit 
secured a federal court ruling that found the city guilty of deliberately 
maintaining segregated schools and ordered immediate integration through 
a combination of busing and redrawing district lines. 28  

 As in Wilcox County and countless other communities, Boston activists ’  
problems did not end with the legal victory. Administrators ’  failure to 
prevent white students from harassing African Americans who attended 
South Boston High School prompted local activists to request that the 
school be put into receivership. After hearing testimony from students 
describing the name - calling and physical attacks they endured every day, 
federal judge W. Arthur Garrity placed implementation of the city ’ s deseg-
regation plan under the direct control of the courts. Over the next decade 
Garrity issued more than 400 additional orders aimed at improving school 
facilities and equalizing educational opportunities for black children in 
Boston. According to NAACP lawyer Thomas Atkins, the Boston case 
helped to push other school districts around the nation into complying with 
desegregation orders and provided examples of effective measures that 
could be used to integrate schools. 29  

 Along with problem schools like South Boston High there were numer-
ous instances of peaceful and successful integration. Journalist Jon Hillson 
noted that only a handful of Boston ’ s 162 schools were responsible for 
the troubles that attracted so much media attention in the 1970s. In most 
parts of the city desegregation occurred peacefully and the quality of 
education offered to black children improved greatly as a result. Garrity ’ s 
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orders did not aim simply for numerical racial balance in the schools regard-
less of the costs to children and their families, as critics of the judge often 
argued. The desegregation plan included new curricula, provisions for more 
parental involvement, and other measures that aimed to improve education 
for all students in the system. White parent Evelyn Morash appreciated the 
enhancements.  “ The school one of my children is going to was a mess before 
it opened, ”  she said.  “ That is the way it probably was kept when it was 
segregated.  …  But with the parents coming around, with busing opening it 
up, it has been all cleaned up. There is a teacher - pupil ratio there that has 
meant more time for individual attention. ”  30  

 Interaction among white and black children attending integrated schools 
broke down individual prejudices on both sides of the racial divide. Black 
political scientist Jim Hill, a veteran of desegregation efforts in Louisville, 
explained that it was harder  “ to maintain the wall of racism when you ’ re 
faced with the humanity of those other people. When you sit with them 
and talk with them they ’ re no longer evil demons, they ’ re friends who end 
up at your birthday parties and go with you to football and baseball 
games. ”  Integration offered more important benefi ts than opportunities for 
interracial socializing, though. For black children a far more signifi cant 
result was access to the same educational resources and economic oppor-
tunities that white children enjoyed. Attending integrated, middle - class 
schools offered the chance for inclusion in the institutions and processes 
that facilitated college attendance and successful careers for Hill and other 
young black people who benefi ted from forceful efforts to ensure desegrega-
tion in the early 1970s. 31  

 Gaining entry to white schools did not end the struggle for equal educa-
tion. The practice of  “ tracking ”   –  placing students into separate classes 
according to academic ability  –  increased after the mid - 1960s and in many 
cases seemed designed to maintain segregation within ostensibly integrated 
schools. In Washington Parish, Louisiana, white students predominated in 
the higher level classes and the lower tracks were virtually all black. A study 
of New York City public schools in the 1970s found similar racial correla-
tions in around 200 cases and described the criteria used to place minority 
students in low - ability classrooms as  “ vague and subjective. ”  Several 
researchers who analyzed the use of tracking in schools throughout the 
nation in the 1990s concluded that student placement was related more 
closely to race than to academic ability. Regardless of test scores or other 
measures of achievement, black and Latino students remained more likely 
to be placed in remedial classes. On the other hand, many white students 
of average ability were placed in honors or  “ gifted ”  classes thanks to the 
intervention of their parents. Administrators concerned with keeping 
wealthier families ’  support for public schools almost always accommodated 
these demands.  “ School districts have been willing to trade off black access 
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to equal education opportunities for continued white enrollments in the 
school system, ”  one study noted. 32  

 Civil rights activists tried to challenge such practices without much 
success. Despite evidence that tracking led to unjustifi able disparities in 
education, the courts deferred to school administrators ’  claims that it 
enhanced instructional effi ciency and helped to stem white fl ight. In - school 
segregation therefore remained a feature of American schools throughout 
the late twentieth century. A lawsuit fi led against the board of education 
in Rockford, Illinois, in 1993 demonstrated that racism permeated that 
city ’ s school system. In addition to tracking students by race into separate 
and unequal classrooms, Rockford ’ s  “ integrated ”  schools maintained seg-
regated entrances, bathrooms, and lunch times for white and black children. 
A lower court judge ordered a variety of remedies including the admission 
of qualifi ed black students to higher level classes, but an appeals court later 
eviscerated the order. The new ruling even struck down a provision that 
allowed for reevaluation of students who were stuck in 12 - year remedial 
tracks. Without legal remedies, individual families were left to fi ght the 
system alone. Clifford Williams ’  mother protested when Rockford offi cials 
placed him in a class for students with  “ behavioral disorders ”  despite his 
high grades and insisted that they test him for the gifted program. He scored 
in the 90th percentile and became one of only two black students admitted 
to the class. The time and persistence it took to force such changes could 
be exhausting.  “ I wonder how many people just gave up, ”  Williams ’  mother 
mused. 33  

 Ongoing frustrations caused some parents to abandon the entire cause. 
As conditions in poorer school districts deteriorated, middle - class black 
families joined their white counterparts in seeking alternatives to their local 
public schools. One black professional admitted that within his circle of 
friends and colleagues living in Washington, DC,  “ Very few of us sent our 
kids to our neighborhood public elementary schools. ”  Most deployed the 
same methods as white Americans who had forsaken public education: 
private schools, moving to wealthier districts, or using their social and 
political connections to secure places for their children in better - funded 
magnet schools. All of these parents were progressives and included civil 
rights lawyers, the founders of non - profi t agencies, and the boards and staff 
of community organizations. Legal scholar Mari Matsuda understood their 
choices, but in a 2004 article commemorating the fi ftieth anniversary of 
 Brown v. Board of Education  she urged middle -  and upper - class Americans 
to rejoin the struggle for quality education. If people looked inside the 
crumbling buildings where black and poor children received their educa-
tion, Matsuda asserted, they would see  “ heroic teachers and real learning 
occurring alongside unconscionable neglect of human needs.  …  Without 
witnesses, without the infl uence and entitlement that educated parents 
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bring, it is hard to muster the political will to provide the simple things we 
need to fi x our public schools. ”  34  

 With or without such support, Americans who relied on the public edu-
cation system continued to fi ght the misallocation of resources that inter-
fered with their children ’ s schooling. When integration efforts achieved only 
limited success and the federal courts indicated their willingness to allow 
resegregation in the late twentieth century, civil rights activists shifted their 
focus to demanding more funding for predominantly black schools to bring 
them up to the same standard as their white suburban counterparts. Many 
state constitutions contained clauses mandating that a certain level of edu-
cation be provided to every resident. Reform - minded lawyers and judges 
seized on these provisions to pressure state legislatures into addressing 
educational disparities. Kentucky, for example, guaranteed its citizens an 
 “ effi cient system of common schools, ”  but fell short of providing that in 
many of its poorer school districts. In response to a lawsuit fi led in 1989, 
the state Supreme Court developed a set of standards that defi ned an ade-
quate education and ordered political leaders to make sure it was met, 
leading to sweeping reforms in school funding that elevated Kentucky to 
third in the nation in per pupil spending. Legal action in New Jersey forced 
that state to fund urban districts at the same level as the richest suburban 
districts and improve student learning through smaller class sizes and 
changes in curricula. By 2004 more than 10 states were under court 
orders to alter their funding mechanisms and distribute resources more 
equitably. 35  

 Some analysts questioned whether spending more on black schools 
without addressing broader community problems could result in truly equal 
educational opportunities, however. More money was essential but in itself 
was not enough to overcome the obstacles to learning that poor children 
encountered in their daily lives: economic insecurity; unhealthy environ-
ments; distressed families; and constant threats to their emotional and 
physical wellbeing.  “ Even in those cases where per pupil spending in an 
inner - city district may approach the levels of surrounding suburbs, other 
forms of inequality remain entrenched, ”  noted Jonathan Kozol. He urged 
activists not to be mollifi ed by promises of  “ separate but equal ”  education 
and to push instead for solutions that integrated both the people and 
resources of wealthy and poor neighborhoods, which must include efforts 
to overcome residential segregation. 36   

  Fair Housing Activism 

 Civil rights leaders well knew that housing segregation and its attendant 
concentrations of unemployment and poverty underlay inequalities in other 
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areas of American life.  “ One of the most dangerous trends facing our nation 
is the constant growth of predominantly Negro central cities ringed by 
white suburbs, ”  Martin Luther King Jr. observed in a speech delivered at 
Ohio Northern University shortly before his death. The SCLC led a series 
of protests in Chicago from May to July 1966 to highlight the exclusion of 
black people from the city ’ s all - white suburbs and demand action from city 
hall. After meeting with Mayor Richard Daley, King concluded that the 
mayor was not racially prejudiced but did not understand  “ the depth and 
dimension of the problem. ”  Many white residents were even less amenable 
to the idea of integrated neighborhoods than the mayor. The racist violence 
that met black activists ’  attempts to march in the white suburb of Cicero 
prompted King to comment that he had  “ never seen, even in Mississippi 
and Alabama, mobs as hostile and as hate - fi lled ”  as he saw in Chicago. 
Meetings with city offi cials, business leaders, and representatives of local 
community groups elicited promises to place families in public housing 
without regard to race, end discrimination in lending for home purchases, 
and improve relations between white and black people in the city through 
interracial dialogue. The Daley administration failed to enforce the agree-
ments, however, and Chicago remained a segregated city. 37  

 Activists also lobbied Congress to pass and enforce national laws aimed 
at ending housing discrimination. The National Committee Against 
Discrimination in Housing (NCDH) played a leading role in these efforts. 
Founded by a coalition of civil rights and community groups in 1950, the 
NCDH pushed for the adoption of fair housing practices in federal agencies 
and government - subsidized home construction projects over the next two 
decades. Its efforts were instrumental in securing presidential executive 
orders prohibiting discrimination in federally funded housing and in con-
vincing Congress to pass the Fair Housing Act in 1968. Local chapters 
throughout the nation then worked to make sure the legislation was 
enforced. The NCDH developed educational materials to apprise minority 
renters and home buyers of their rights and pioneered the use of housing 
audits (systematic testing to compare the treatment of white and black home 
seekers) to monitor compliance with the law. These efforts were vital to 
uncovering persistent discrimination in the housing industry. In the 1970s 
the NCDH helped black plaintiffs fi le hundreds of lawsuits against property 
owners, realtors, and suburban governments that continued to circumvent 
the law. Its efforts secured court rulings that extended fair housing legisla-
tion to cover subtle forms of discrimination such as racial steering as well 
as more blatantly racist actions. 38  Fair housing advocates also convinced 
the Carter administration to enact the Community Reinvestment Act of 
1977. The act required federally insured banking institutions to make loans 
in the same communities from which they took in deposits, including non-
white neighborhoods they had previously redlined. 
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 In the following decade activists worked to overcome challenges posed 
by President Reagan ’ s lax approach to civil rights enforcement. The number 
of fair housing lawsuits fi led by the government dropped from about 30 
lawsuits per year in the 1970s to only two cases during the fi rst two years 
of the Reagan administration. Fair housing groups and their supporters in 
Congress pushed Reagan to take more forceful measures to combat housing 
discrimination in later years. As a result of this pressure federal agencies 
increased their efforts to identify and punish violators and in 1988 the 
president signed the Fair Housing Amendments Act into law. The legislation 
empowered HUD to initiate legal proceedings when it had  “ reasonable 
cause ”  to believe discrimination had occurred and set hefty fi nes that grew 
progressively higher for repeat offenders. 39  

 The passage of these amendments coincided with the formation of the 
National Fair Housing Alliance (NFHA), a coalition of local organizations 
that carried on the struggle for integrated housing after the NCDH closed 
down in 1990. The NFHA worked with HUD to secure funding and author-
ity for non - profi t organizations as well as state and local fair housing agen-
cies to process complaints, conduct housing audits, negotiate settlements, 
and take legal action against discriminators. The program worked well until 
the late 1990s, when Congress cut funding and imposed new restrictions 
that impeded the work of fair housing groups. The loss of many experienced 
staff members at HUD led to a growing backlog of complaints and an 
increasingly antagonistic relationship between the federal agency and local 
fair housing organizations. The situation grew worse during George W. 
Bush ’ s presidency. At hearings before House representatives held in June 
2002, fair housing advocates expressed suspicion that the administration 
was deliberately trying to undermine civil rights enforcement. Eighteen 
months into his presidency, Bush had still not appointed a HUD secretary 
and the agency was staffed with people who had little expertise in the areas 
they were supposed to monitor. These offi cials had thousands of cases 
awaiting resolution and seemed intent on preventing new ones from being 
added to the pile.  “ When you call, the intake person, who is not trained in 
what is covered by the law, and what the courts have decided since 1968 
about the law will oftentimes reject a complaint, ”  stated NFHA president 
Shanna Smith. Fair housing groups also faced challenges from HUD inves-
tigators who questioned their right to bring cases although their standing 
to do so was clearly established under the law. Many groups declined to 
apply for funding from HUD and stopped fi ling complaints through the 
agency because of its staff ’ s hostility and incompetence. 40  

 Inconsistent enforcement of the law meant that direct action protests 
remained a feature of open housing activism in the post - civil rights era. 
In 1987 SCLC leaders in Virginia targeted the whitest city in the state, 
Colonial Heights, as the site for demonstrations aimed at drawing attention 
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to persistent housing segregation. Less than one percent of the town ’ s 
16,500 residents were African American. A retired black military offi cer 
who supported the protest recalled that he had wanted to buy a home in 
Colonial Heights after returning from service in Vietnam in 1969, but a 
real estate agent told him he could not. Instead, he and other African 
Americans were redirected to nearby Petersburg, a mostly black city. Black 
students and faculty at Virginia State University (VSU) who patronized 
white - owned businesses in Colonial Heights often received less than friendly 
service.  “ [They] talk to you like you are the lowest of the low, ”  one student 
stated. Civil rights leaders thought the undisguised antagonism was aimed 
at discouraging black people from settling there.  “ We have every reason to 
believe that there is effort and intent to keep Colonial Heights all - white, ”  
Curtis Harris told reporters. 

 Outside observers gained a sense of what Harris meant on April 4, when 
600 marchers descended on the town to request that its leaders assist in 
widening the economic prospects of poor black people who lived in 
Petersburg and other surrounding areas. They asked city offi cials to grant 
jobs and construction contracts to African Americans and use black teacher 
trainees from VSU in the public schools instead of white students recruited 
from colleges farther away. In a scene that recalled white Chicagoans ’  
response to open housing activism 20 years earlier, a crowd of local resi-
dents equal in size to the SCLC group greeted the marchers with Nazi 
salutes and shouts of  “ Niggers go home! ”  Local resident Robert Fuller wore 
a Confederate fl ag as a cape and told reporters that he was there  “ for white 
supremacy, ”  adding that he did not want black people to  “ tear up Colonial 
Heights the way they have done with Petersburg. ”  Sitting on her car next 
to a sign reading  “ We don ’ t need murders, rapes, stabbings and robberies, ”  
Frances Vaden complained that she did not understand why black people 
were protesting.  “ Nobody is telling them they can ’ t live here, ”  she said. 
The Colonial Heights city council agreed. In a statement rejecting the 
SCLC ’ s demands, council members asserted,  “ The charge that this city is a 
bastion of racism is as false as false can be. We have no feeling, covert or 
overt, of discrimination against anyone. ”  41   

  Individual vs. Institutional Racism 

 The council ’ s statement echoed similar assertions by federal offi cials who 
dismissed accusations of racism even as they implemented polices that 
clearly harmed large numbers of black Americans. In 1983 attendees at the 
SCLC ’ s annual convention listened incredulously to a speech by William 
Bradford Reynolds that claimed Reagan ’ s record on civil rights was better 
than previous presidents ’  and deserved  “ praise from all quarters. ”  Audience 
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members challenged this assessment, citing Reagan ’ s opposition to exten-
sion of the Voting Rights Act, weakening of affi rmative action policies, 
attempts to dismantle the Commission on Civil Rights, and general insen-
sitivity toward black people. Perhaps most insulting was the administra-
tion ’ s assumption that it had an image problem rather than a policy problem. 
Reverend C. T. Vivian explained to Reynolds,  “ It ’ s not simply a matter of 
perception. The central thing to be understood about this administration is 
you ’ ve attempted on every hand to destroy any real attention to enforce-
ment of civil rights. This administration doesn ’ t seem to want to deal with 
the reality of racism in this country. ”  42  

 Part of the problem was Reagan ’ s understanding of racism as encompass-
ing only intentional acts of discrimination by individuals. In contrast, 
civil rights leaders were concerned not just with individual bigotry but the 
systemic inequalities that disadvantaged black people. For these reasons 
supporters of racial equality took on Reagan ’ s broader social policies as 
well as the administration ’ s weak civil rights record. ACORN ’ s response to 
cuts in government housing programs for low - income people was one of 
the most innovative and dramatic examples of such activism. In the 1980s 
ACORN organized squatting campaigns that encouraged homeless families 
to move into and repair abandoned buildings in poor neighborhoods (see 
Figure  4.1 ). The families and local activists then pressured local govern-
ments to provide the additional resources needed to revitalize economically 
depressed communities. ACORN members also established tent communi-
ties called  “ Reagan Ranches ”  in 35 cities to draw attention to the conse-
quences of the president ’ s housing policies. In a demonstration joined by 
more than 200 civil rights and community groups, 40,000 homeless people 
and their supporters marched on Washington in October 1989 to demand 
a restoration of federal funding to pre - Reagan levels. Noting that the gov-
ernment had recently allocated $1 billion to people in South Carolina made 
homeless by Hurricane Hugo, Ohio governor Richard Celeste proclaimed, 
 “ We need billions for the poor souls made homeless by Hurricane Ronnie. ”  
After meeting with the march ’ s organizers, HUD secretary Jack Kemp 
agreed to set aside some of the agency ’ s low - income housing for homeless 
families and to impose new conditions on community development grants 
to local governments so that more of the money was directed toward 
helping poor people. 43    

 ACORN and other fair housing advocates also worked to make sure 
banks complied with the Community Reinvestment Act. Initially reluctant 
to lend to minority home buyers, banks found a profi table new market 
providing home mortgage loans to qualifi ed black and Latino borrowers. 
Fair housing activism and stronger enforcement of civil rights legislation by 
the Clinton administration in the 1990s increased lending in nonwhite com-
munities and helped to expand home ownership among black families. In 



 fi ghting jim crow’s shadow 97

these same decades, however, deregulation of the fi nancial system brought 
new actors into the home mortgage business whose reckless lending prac-
tices almost brought down the entire global economic system in the early 
twenty - fi rst century. Private mortgage companies, Wall Street investment 
fi rms, and unregulated subsidiaries of regular banks realized huge profi ts 
by expanding the credit market to include poor people and separating the 
act of lending from the risks that it traditionally entailed. Mortgage brokers 
encouraged borrowers to take out loans they could not afford, then sold 
the debts to investors, who bundled them into mortgage - backed securities 
that were traded to other investors around the world. Brokers earned fees 
for the mortgages they closed regardless of whether the loans were ever 
paid back, and the purchasers of the loans were not responsible for verify-
ing borrowers ’  creditworthiness. People of very modest means who had 
trouble saving the required deposit or meeting the income threshold for 
traditional loans found they could purchase homes with interest - only or 

     Figure 4.1     ACORN members take over an abandoned building in New York to 
protest Reagan - era economic policies that exacerbated problems like poverty and 
homelessness, 1985 
  Source :   Larry C. Morris/ New York Times   
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adjustable - rate mortgages and no down payment. The same was true of 
wealthier property investors seeking to profi t from rising home prices. Easy 
credit and the assumption that property values could only increase fueled 
a speculative bubble that eventually burst when overextended homeowners 
began defaulting on their loans. 44  

 Some analysts blamed the Clinton administration and community groups 
like ACORN for encouraging banks to loan money to people who could 
not pay it back, but fair housing advocates never supported the risky 
lending practices that led to the fi nancial meltdown. In 2006 ACORN tried 
to warn industry leaders and government regulators that these loans were 
a ticking time bomb in a study titled  The Impending Rate Shock .  “ In far 
too many cases, alternative mortgages are being sold to consumers who can 
only afford the initial lower - payments but will not be able to afford the 
higher payments that will come when either the interest - only period or the 
initial  ‘ teaser ’  rate period ends, ”  the report stated. Counselors working with 
low - income, fi rst - time home buyers found that brokers often did not give 
borrowers a choice of loan products or explain how the complex mortgages 
they were selling really worked. Many people who qualifi ed for lower - cost 
loans were not fully informed of their options and were steered into sub-
prime products instead. Low - income and minority neighborhoods were 
disproportionately affected by such tactics. Even comparing lending among 
people of similar income, African Americans were more likely than white 
Americans to receive high - interest, subprime loans. ACORN urged govern-
ment offi cials to impose stricter controls on the mortgage industry, includ-
ing better enforcement of fair housing laws and requiring lenders to 
underwrite loans based on borrowers ’  capacity to make payments over the 
entire life of the loan and at the highest potential rates. 45  

 Federal regulators ignored these recommendations, and the consequences 
of the  “ rate shock ”  rippled through the global fi nancial system two years 
later. The mortgage crisis threatened to erase the advances in black home 
ownership that had occurred since the 1960s, along with the economic 
security and potential for providing better opportunities to the next genera-
tion that accompanied the acquisition of property. Many of the problematic 
loans were refi nances of existing mortgages that families used to send chil-
dren to college or make home improvements. Some loan fi rms actively 
sought out elderly or poorly educated homeowners and talked them into 
borrowing excessively high amounts. One retired couple in Atlanta ended 
up owing $176,000 on a house worth $100,000 after a broker manipulated 
them into a series of refi nances. Another resident of the same neighborhood 
took out a $67,000 home improvement loan in 2005 that later ballooned 
to $102,000, with an adjustable interest rate that could reach up to 17 
percent. Unscrupulous agents who fi lled out loan documents for pensioner 
George Mitchell falsely reported that he earned $4,725 per month and had 
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$8,000 in savings. When Mitchell ’ s daughter came to witness the loan 
signing, she intended to convince her father not to fi nalize it.  “ I read 
through what I could understand, ”  she recalled later.  “ It was really thick, 
and I don ’ t know legalese, especially when it comes to loans. The only 
question that I had for [the loan offi cer] was, Could he cancel it, honestly? ”  
The bank representative told her that canceling the loan was impossible. 
Within two months of the signing, Mitchell fell behind on his payments. 46  

 By 2008 black neighborhoods in Atlanta and other cities were experienc-
ing a tsunami of home foreclosures. Every estimate of the amount of lost 
wealth this represented placed it in the billions of dollars. Forty years after 
the passage of the Fair Housing Act, a national commission chaired by 
former HUD secretaries Jack Kemp and Henry Cisneros concluded that 
 “ insuffi cient fair lending enforcement and a resistance to more vigorous 
regulation of the subprime market ”  had created a crisis that could result in 
 “ neighborhoods with abandoned homes, eroding tax bases, increased crime 
rates, and a loss of wealth in minority communities which will represent 
the greatest loss of wealth to homeowners of color in modern U.S. history. ”  
As millions of middle - class white Americans learned when the effects of the 
economic crisis reached their own communities, the damage was not con-
fi ned to black neighborhoods.  “ The  ‘ ghetto lending ’  practices of the 1960s 
have metastasized, spreading across class, race and regional boundaries, ”  
observed legal scholar and  Nation  columnist Patricia Williams in July 2008. 
 “ If such practices began in neighborhoods where there was disrespect for 
the property rights of certain Americans, it ’ s come round to bite us in the 
tail. We are all in the ghetto now. ”  47  

 Amidst a fi nancial crisis rooted in weak civil rights enforcement and the 
free market economic policies that prevailed in the late twentieth century, 
many white people fi nally realized that their experiences and those of 
African Americans were interconnected. Civil rights activists who worked 
to overcome racism in the post - civil rights era knew that the colorblind 
individualism adopted after the 1960s was an inadequate response both to 
ongoing injustices that limited black people ’ s prospects and to social trans-
formations that affected all Americans. Struggles for equality in the post -
 civil rights era frequently revealed tensions between citizens who viewed 
racism as a systemic problem that had broad implications for the whole 
society and those who defi ned it in terms of personal prejudices that were 
of relatively little importance. The outcomes of these debates shaped the 
fate of the nation along with that of African Americans.    
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 To See or Not to See: Debates over 
Affi rmative Action     

       Colorblindness is an absurd concept. The only way I can live in a 
color - blind society is if I have a bag over my head.  (Eva Paterson, 
2006)  1    

 Soon after the Civil Rights Act banned racial discrimination in employment 
in 1964, the struggle to fulfi ll its goals revealed a need for stronger measures 
to overcome individual racists ’  reluctance to hire black workers as well as 
the structural disadvantages black people faced in the job market. In the 
late 1960s civil rights activists, government policy makers, and the federal 
courts promoted procedures that moved beyond nondiscrimination and 
required employers to take  “ affi rmative action ”  aimed at ensuring equal 
opportunities for African Americans. Initially relying on outreach and train-
ing programs to recruit black workers into areas where they were under-
represented, these policies evolved into results - oriented approaches that set 
numerical hiring targets for employers to meet within specifi ed time frames. 

 Although affi rmative action was an effective way to move black people 
into areas of the economy that had previously excluded them, many 
Americans viewed it as a system of racial quotas that unfairly discriminated 
against white people. Debates over the morality and effi cacy of  “ seeing 
race ”  in the context of hiring decisions occurred against a backdrop of 
economic restructuring that made it harder for all workers to fi nd well - paid, 
secure employment in the late twentieth century. Opponents seeking to 
abolish affi rmative action programs found a receptive audience among 
white Americans who sensed a threat to their competitive advantages just 
when they could least afford to lose them. Some African Americans also 
spoke out against group - based remedies for racism and argued that every-
one must rely on their own individual efforts instead. Other analysts 
expressed ambivalence about supporting controversial measures that 
enhanced black people ’ s chances of fi nding jobs but fell well short of the 
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broad social reforms needed to ensure real equality. Civil rights activists 
recognized the limits of affi rmative action but nonetheless mobilized to 
defend the practice against attempts to undermine it. Their efforts preserved 
an important means of overcoming institutional racism and ensured that 
the programs endured into the twenty - fi rst century.  

  The Limits of Colorblindness 

 Ending employment discrimination was a paramount concern in black 
Americans ’  struggles for justice. Protests against segregation in the 1950s 
and 1960s often included requests that local governments and businesses 
hire black workers. Pressure from civil rights groups persuaded the city 
commission in Montgomery, Alabama, to add four black police offi cers to 
its all - white force in May 1954, 18 months before the same activists orga-
nized a boycott of segregated buses that made national headlines. Equal 
employment opportunities for African Americans were among the demands 
made by black leaders during civil rights protests in Birmingham in 1963. 
After CORE members successfully integrated two department stores in St. 
Louis, Missouri, in 1960, they followed up with requests that African 
Americans be employed as clerks, salespeople, and in other positions that 
were traditionally reserved for white workers. In 1962 CORE leader Gordon 
Carey outlined the organization ’ s push for  “     ‘ compensatory ’  hiring, ”  
explaining,  “ We are approaching employers with the proposition that they 
have effectively excluded Negroes from their work force for a long time 
and that they now have a responsibility and obligation to make up for their 
past sins. ”  2  

 Whitney Young also believed that special efforts were needed to address 
black unemployment. Speaking at a meeting of the NUL in September 1962, 
Young suggested that overcoming the consequences of centuries of racism 
might require  “ a decade of discrimination in favor of Negro youth. ”  The 
following year Young called for a  “ domestic Marshall Plan ”  to address 
black disadvantages in education, housing, and employment, modeled on 
the $17 billion in economic aid the United States sent to its European allies 
after World War II. Just as the nation stepped in to aid the victims of war, 
drought, hurricanes, and other disasters, he argued, so must it assist African 
Americans to overcome the historical consequences of slavery and segrega-
tion. Young urged businesses to actively recruit black workers and develop 
training programs to prepare more African Americans for jobs.  “ This does 
not mean the establishment of a quota system, ”  he asserted.  “ But, because 
we are faced with the hypocrisy of  ‘ tokenism, ’  where the presence of two 
or three Negro employees is passed off as integration, we are forced, during 
the transitional stages, to discuss numbers and categories. ”  3  
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 Not everyone agreed with this approach. White minister and  Christian 
Century  editor Kyle Haselden supported the immediate desegregation of all 
aspects of American life but viewed compensatory programs as  “ a subtle 
but pernicious form of racism ”  that destroyed black initiative and punished 
innocent white Americans for crimes their ancestors committed. Noting that 
many of the nation ’ s poor people were undereducated white Americans who 
faced similar obstacles to black people in the job market, Haselden called 
instead for  “ a nationwide crash program for the education, training and 
employment of the underprivileged  …  based not on race but on need. ”  
Black leaders A. Philip Randolph and Bayard Rustin also preferred broader 
programs aimed at ensuring full employment and a decent standard of living 
for all Americans. In 1963 Rustin warned against demanding differential 
treatment for African Americans. Poor black people ’ s problems were insep-
arable from those of poor white people, he asserted, and the only real 
solution was  “ a political and social reform program that will not only help 
the Negroes but one that will help all Americans. ”  4  

 Segregationists dismissed activists ’  claims regarding black people ’ s 
employment problems entirely. Louisiana senator Allen Ellender denied that 
racism had anything to do with the low numbers of black people employed 
in skilled occupations, contending that African Americans were  “ attempting 
to use their color to camoufl age their lack of capability. ”  Others portrayed 
any means of ensuring equal employment opportunities as granting special 
privileges to African Americans. Opponents of President Kennedy ’ s Civil 
Rights bill charged that the provisions outlawing job discrimination 
amounted to a system of racial quotas that unfairly advantaged black 
workers. In 1963  U.S. News  &  World Report  printed a story summarizing 
the proposed legislation under the misleading headline,  “ Forced Hiring of 
Negroes, ”  and suggested that under the new rules the government could 
order  “ hiring of Negroes instead of white applicants. ”  5  

 Supporters of the legislation worked hard to allay such fears. Senator 
Hubert Humphrey noted that there was nothing in the bill that required 
employers to favor black people over white workers. Title VII of the act 
simply prohibited discrimination and was  “ designed to encourage hiring 
on the basis of ability and qualifi cation, not race or religion. ”  The fi nal 
version of the Civil Rights Act made it illegal for most employers to dis-
criminate against individuals because of their  “ race, color, religion, sex, or 
national origin ”  and contained a provision specifi cally stating that covered 
entities were  not  required to  “ grant preferential treatment to any individ-
ual or to any group  …  on account of an imbalance which may exist ”  in 
the number employed. Initially, only companies employing 100 or more 
workers were required to adhere to the new rules, with provisions for 
gradually extending coverage to those with 25 or more employees. The 
legislation created the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
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(EEOC) and granted the new agency limited powers of enforcement. 
People who believed they had been unfairly denied employment fi led com-
plaints with the EEOC, which investigated the allegations and negotiated 
with employers to devise appropriate means of redress. Complainants 
could bring legal action if conciliation efforts failed to reach an acceptable 
settlement. 6  

 Historian Timothy Minchin ’ s research on labor practices in the southern 
textile industry shows that constant pressure by civil rights organizations 
and local activists was necessary to make equal employment opportunities 
a reality in the late twentieth century. Immediately after passage of the Civil 
Rights Act black people began testing the Title VII provisions. In 
Hillsborough, North Carolina, a group of black women met together and 
decided to apply for work at area textile mills and fi le complaints with the 
EEOC if they were turned down. Their experiences demonstrated that 
company offi cials had no intention of hiring black Americans regardless of 
the law. At one plant Annie Belle Tinnin and her sister learned from the 
offi ce manager that  “ they didn ’ t hire Negro ladies there. ”  Desperate for 
earnings that could supplement the meager wages she earned as a seasonal 
laborer, Romona Pinnix tried repeatedly to get a job with the same company. 
 “ I went there  –  I let him know I went there wanting employment, ”  she 
recalled later.  “ I didn ’ t care if it was that day; I wanted it. And he let me 
know he didn ’ t hire colored women. ”  Josephine Jennings ’  experience dem-
onstrated that employers who did not want to risk accusations of racism 
could easily circumvent the law in less obvious ways. In a complaint to the 
EEOC in 1969 Jennings wrote,  “ I was denied a position allegedly because 
of my weight. I believe that the real reason I was not hired was because of 
being too black rather than being too fat. ”  7  

 A few African Americans were already employed in the textile industry 
but they were confi ned to the lowest paid jobs. The Civil Rights Act inspired 
many of these workers to push for opportunities to advance to higher posi-
tions. They too came up against the racial prejudices of employers who 
assumed black people were best suited for menial labor. At the Dan River 
Mills in Virginia, white supervisor Wyllie Smyka contended that black 
workers preferred unskilled labor because it gave them  “ less responsibility 
and more free time. ”  In letters to their local NAACP branches and govern-
ment offi cials, African Americans complained of unequal pay scales, abusive 
supervisors, and not being informed of opportunities for promotion. Black 
employee Paul Gene McLean explained in plain terms his insistence that 
job vacancies at J. P. Stevens and Company be publicized in accordance 
with the law:  “ I want a better job and when it comes open I want to 
know about it. ”  Similarly, a group of black men who fi led an EEOC com-
plaint against a mill in North Carolina in 1971 asserted,  “ The Negroes in 
our department were not put in this world just to do the hard, common 
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work.  …  The Civil Rights Act gives us certain privileges and we would like 
to exercise these rights now. ”  8  

 The thousands of complaints the EEOC received in its fi rst few months 
of operation completely overwhelmed its tiny staff and budget. After just 
one year, the agency had a backlog of 3,000 cases waiting to be processed, 
and the stacks of paper kept growing. Two decades later, program analyst 
Everett Crosson reported:  “ We were initially programmed for something 
like about 2,500 charges. We received 6,000. We ’ ve been dying ever since. ”  9  
The EEOC ’ s weak enforcement powers also undermined its effectiveness. 
In May 1967 EEOC chairman Stephen Shulman told a senate subcommittee 
that about half the agency ’ s efforts at conciliation failed to persuade employ-
ers to comply with the law. The long delays in processing cases and failure 
to force recalcitrant employers to stop discriminating disappointed many 
black workers. According to Whitney Young, the EEOC ’ s ineffectiveness 
fostered  “ disillusionment and lack of confi dence ”  among African Americans. 
As a result, he warned, black people were  “ rapidly losing faith in the demo-
cratic process. ”  10   

  Origins of Affi rmative Action 

 Like Young and other proponents of stronger measures to move black 
workers into jobs, President Johnson and his advisors ultimately concluded 
that racial equality could not be achieved through colorblind policies that 
ignored the continuing impact of past discrimination on African Americans. 
In April 1964 Assistant Secretary of Labor Daniel Patrick Moynihan sug-
gested that although the idea of  “ unequal treatment for the Negro ”  sounded 
suspect,  “ it may be that without unequal treatment in the immediate future 
there is no way for them to achieve anything like equal status in the long 
run. ”  Moynihan had read Whitney Young ’ s proposal for a domestic 
Marshall Plan and concluded that the unique historical circumstances facing 
black people warranted  “ some form of special treatment. ”  President 
Johnson expressed an identical view when he addressed the students and 
faculty of Howard University in June 1965. In a speech that is widely 
regarded as marking the administration ’ s shift away from race - neutral to 
race - conscious approaches to civil rights, Johnson asserted:  “ You do not 
take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by chains and liberate him, 
bring him up to the starting line of a race and then say,  ‘ you are free to 
compete with all the others, ’  and still justly believe that you have been 
completely fair.  …  Equal opportunity is essential, but not enough. ”  11  

 In September 1965 Johnson issued Executive Order 11246, stepping up 
efforts that had begun in previous administrations to eliminate discrimina-
tion by federal agencies and contractors. The order required government 
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departments to develop equal employment opportunity programs and 
charged the Department of Labor with making sure that businesses receiv-
ing federal contracts took  “ affi rmative action to ensure that applicants are 
employed, and that employees are treated during employment, without 
regard to their race, creed, color, or national origin. ”  Contractors were 
required to submit reports outlining their employment practices and risked 
lawsuits, losing their contracts, and being declared ineligible for future 
consideration if they failed to demonstrate adherence to the law. The Offi ce 
of Federal Contract Compliance (OFCC) was created within the Labor 
Department to monitor the activities of contractors. In subsequent decades 
the OFCC and the EEOC acted as the principal enforcers of equal employ-
ment opportunity legislation. 12  

 Both agencies struggled to develop effective methods of ensuring employ-
ers ’  compliance. As the EEOC had discovered, reliance on investigation and 
conciliation of thousands of individual complaints was time consuming and 
failed to yield satisfactory results. Intentional discrimination was diffi cult 
to prove on a case - by - case basis because employers could always fabricate 
non - racial reasons for not hiring particular applicants. Other ways of cir-
cumventing the law, such as advertising jobs through word of mouth or 
placing notices in places where only white people were likely to see them, 
might never come to the EEOC ’ s attention. Such problems convinced 
administrators that analyzing company records to identify patterns of 
discrimination was a more fruitful approach. In 1966 the EEOC began 
requiring businesses to fi le reports showing the racial composition of their 
workforces. Though the agency still lacked any real enforcement powers, 
the reports helped to identify industries and companies that might be per-
suaded to voluntarily hire more African Americans after being confronted 
with evidence that black workers were being  “ underutilized. ”  13  

 The OFCC also gradually moved toward a model that relied on data 
collection and statistics to measure progress in combating discrimination. 
Administrators emphasized that they did not much care how contractors 
went about increasing employment opportunities for nonwhite workers as 
long as they achieved satisfactory outcomes. In 1967 OFCC director Edward 
Sylvester urged companies to  “ apply the same kind of imagination and 
ingenuity ”  they used to solve other business problems.  “ There is no fi xed 
and fi rm defi nition of affi rmative action, ”  he stated.  “ Affi rmative action is 
anything that you have to do to get results. ”  At fi rst, most contractors 
offered only vague promises to reach out to underrepresented groups and 
did not signifi cantly increase the number of black workers they hired. An 
additional problem was that the unions that supplied much of the labor on 
federally funded construction projects generally excluded black workers. In 
St. Louis, Missouri, the combined membership of the building trades unions 
included only three African Americans out of more than 5,000 workers. 



106 to see or not to see

Similar imbalances existed in other cities, leading OFCC offi cials to demand 
that contractors and unions develop ways to increase black participation 
in all aspects of construction work, from apprenticeship and training pro-
grams to hiring for skilled positions on projects. These efforts culminated 
in the adoption of the Philadelphia Plan, a policy initiative that set out 
specifi c guidelines for affi rmative action and served as a blueprint for 
employment practices that spread throughout the economy in the late twen-
tieth century. 14  

 Initially proposed in November 1967, the Philadelphia Plan required 
successful bidders for federal building jobs to submit employment plans 
designed to produce  “ minority group representation in all trades and in all 
phases of the construction project ”  before contracts were fi nalized. The 
original version of the Plan avoided imposing precise numerical require-
ments on employers and allowed for fl exibility. Labor Department offi cials 
viewed this feature as a strength, but their colleagues in the GAO thought 
differently. Comptroller General Elmer Staats expressed concern that the 
Plan imposed additional requirements on employers after contracts were 
awarded and did not clearly defi ne a minimum standard for approving 
affi rmative action measures. In November 1968 Staats ruled the Plan illegal 
and it was shelved for the remainder of President Johnson ’ s term. The 
Nixon administration revived the Plan and tried to overcome the GAO ’ s 
objections by setting more specifi c criteria in its affi rmative action guide-
lines. The new Plan set target ranges for the percentages of minority workers 
to be hired and required contractors to make  “ good faith efforts ”  to meet 
them. The GAO again declared the Plan unacceptable, this time arguing 
that it violated Title VII of the Civil Rights Act by forcing employers to 
make hiring decisions that were based on race. Attorney General John 
Mitchell overruled the GAO and asserted the legality of the Plan. After 
encountering some opposition in Congress the new rules were allowed to 
go forward in December 1969. 15   

  Extending and Strengthening Affi rmative Action in 
the Nixon Era 

 In February 1970 Secretary of Labor George Shultz issued a directive 
extending coverage of the Philadelphia Plan to all businesses that contracted 
with the federal government, bringing a quarter - million employers and one -
 third of the nation ’ s labor force under its purview. The following year, the 
Labor Department added women to the list of underrepresented groups 
from which contractors were expected to actively recruit workers. In 1972 
Congress made amendments to the Civil Rights Act that empowered the 
Department of Justice to bring lawsuits against city, county, and state gov-
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ernments that excluded black people from public employment. These cases 
along with private suits altered the employment practices of more than 50 
public agencies across the nation between 1972 and 1980. Congress also 
strengthened the enforcement abilities of the EEOC with the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Act of 1972, authorizing the agency to take 
violators to court instead of merely negotiating with employers. The EEOC 
aggressively exercised its new powers, fi ling hundreds of lawsuits against 
labor unions and corporations whose employment records suggested a 
pattern of discrimination. Meanwhile, HEW pressured educational institu-
tions that received federal funds into altering their hiring and admissions 
procedures by requiring them to submit affi rmative action plans. Either by 
court order or voluntarily to avoid trouble, most businesses, government 
agencies, and universities that were covered by civil rights legislation 
adopted administrative practices that included goals and timetables for 
increasing minority participation. 16  

 The Nixon administration ’ s role in rescuing and expanding affi rmative 
action puzzled contemporaries and historians. Why would a Republican 
president whose political base was almost entirely made up of white voters 
and who opposed rigorous enforcement of civil rights measures in most 
other areas promote a policy that many people viewed as offering prefer-
ential treatment to African Americans? One reason was that Nixon ’ s 
appointees to the Labor Department were no less interested than their 
predecessors in getting results. After a few months of observing the practices 
that shut black workers out of the construction industry, Assistant Labor 
Secretary Arthur Fletcher concluded that the only way to open up these 
jobs was by setting clear targets for employers to meet.  “ Without such 
targets  …  the interminable ineffectiveness of the government programs 
would go on, ”  he explained.  “ I had not come to Washington to preside 
over a continuation of the ineffective programs of the past. ”  Many unions 
seemed like little more than ethnic social clubs, restricting entry to the 
family and friends of existing members.  “ In essence, public taxes were being 
used to take care of a family clan called a union, ”  Fletcher stated.  “ So I 
asked the question, Are we in the business of taking care of the Kawaski 
family? ”  Fletcher dismissed claims that no suitable African American 
workers were available, noting that  “ Italians with green cards who couldn ’ t 
speak English  …  were working on federal contracts [while] those same 
unions and contractors were saying they couldn ’ t fi nd qualifi ed blacks. ”  
Similarly, Secretary Shultz found the elevated unemployment rate for black 
workers unacceptable and stated that conducting  “ business as usual ”  was 
an inadequate response. 17  

 Nixon proved receptive to the arguments of his Labor Department offi -
cials. The president did not want to completely alienate black voters by 
appearing to be oblivious to their needs, and enhancing the employment 
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prospects of African Americans was consistent with his belief that bringing 
them more fully into the capitalist system could solve the nation ’ s racial 
problems. The political calculations of the president and his advisors were 
also evident at staff meetings where the possibility of driving a wedge 
between the civil rights and labor movements, two core Democratic con-
stituencies, were discussed. Nixon highlighted the divisive potential of the 
Plan in a meeting with Republican leaders a few days before the congres-
sional vote that determined its fate:  “ Make [civil rights] people take a stand 
 –  for labor or for [civil rights]. ”  Policy advisor John Ehrlichman recalled 
that after the opposition in Congress was defeated, the president seemed 
very pleased at having created  “ a political dilemma for the labor union 
leaders and civil rights groups. ”  18  

 Labor leaders responded angrily to the Philadelphia Plan, arguing that 
it threatened white workers ’  jobs and unfairly singled out the building 
trades unions when the percentages of African Americans employed in 
many other areas of the economy were just as minuscule. The Plan ’ s narrow 
focus on the construction industry caused some civil rights leaders to con-
clude that Nixon ’ s real aim was to divide working - class Americans along 
racial lines and weaken opposition to business - friendly policy initiatives. 
Black congressman Augustus Hawkins doubted that the initiative was the 
best way to ensure equal employment opportunities and wondered why the 
president ignored other ideas in favor of a relatively limited approach that 
was inadequate for solving rampant joblessness in African American com-
munities. Though willing to support the proposal if it was extended to other 
industries on a national scale, Hawkins emphasized:  “ It must be understood 
that this plan is only one, and not necessarily the best of the tools for 
opening opportunities. ”  19  

 Compared with other policy alternatives, affi rmative action was a fun-
damentally conservative response to the problems at hand. This method of 
addressing black people ’ s troubles contrasted greatly with proposals fl oated 
just a few years earlier that focused on generating enough jobs for all 
workers. In 1966, for example, President Johnson ’ s Commission on 
Technology, Automation and Economic Progress released a report that 
urged the federal government to provide employment in the public sector 
for displaced workers to help ease the transition to a more technologically 
advanced economy. The following year Martin Luther King Jr. and the 
NAACP ’ s Roy Wilkins called for a $30 billion economic aid package to 
solve the crisis in the nation ’ s inner cities. Similarly, in 1968 the National 
Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders recommended creating 2 million 
new jobs in the private and public sectors. As Kevin Yuill observes, next to 
these proposals  “ a demand that a few African Americans be hired on build-
ing sites in specifi ed cities  …  appeared paltry indeed. ”  20   
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  Angry White Men 
 Whereas civil rights activists ’  ideas for more sweeping government action 
focused on expanding the number of job opportunities available, affi rmative 
action simply tried to enhance black workers ’  competitiveness for a limited 
number of positions. This approach provoked strong reactions from white 
Americans accustomed to competing only among themselves, particularly 
in the context of the plant closings and layoffs that characterized the next 
few decades. The high pay, health and retirement benefi ts, and job security 
that many workers secured through unionized manufacturing employment 
in the 1950s and 1960s were not as widely available to their children and 
grandchildren. Later generations instead experienced declining living stan-
dards and increasing economic insecurity. Michael Goldfi eld analyzed the 
political choices open to white workers facing circumscribed employment 
prospects in the late twentieth century:  “ One can attempt to understand 
the broad economic trends and organize for more justice, greater union 
organization, and a larger safety net. This puts people in sharp confl ict with 
the most powerful forces in the country. Or one can pick a scapegoat. ”  21  

 Affi rmative action made an easier target than the corporate and political 
elites whose decisions created the new economic order. Moreover, many 
Americans genuinely perceived the practice as an indefensible violation of 
national ideals. Opponents of color - conscious approaches to solving racial 
problems cited provisions in the Civil Rights Act to cast affi rmative action 
efforts as illegal deviations from the colorblind practices mandated by the 
legislation. During discussions of the Philadelphia Plan, several senators 
argued that requiring employers to adopt goals and timetables for minority 
hiring amounted to imposing quotas, a practice that was banned under Title 
VII. Secretary Shultz maintained that this was an inaccurate interpretation 
of the policy. The Plan did not set rigid targets but fl exible ranges for busi-
nesses and unions to aim for. Contractors who failed to meet these targets 
were not punished as long as they could show they had made some effort 
to achieve them. Making sure that all workers had an equal chance to 
compete for positions did not mean making race the sole criterion for 
employment, Shultz asserted.  “ You take [race] into consideration in that 
you must provide yourself with a reasonable range of choice in the hiring 
process, ”  he explained.  “ However, that is not the same thing as saying that 
when it comes to hiring people, you have to decide between A and B on 
the basis of race. ”  22  Shultz ’ s reasoning failed to convince many critics of 
the Plan, and the equation of  “ goals and timetables ”  with  “ quotas ”  remained 
a common practice in debates over affi rmative action in later decades. 

 Nor could the reassurances offered by government bureaucrats erase the 
sense of loss that many white men felt when they were forced to concede 
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places in apprenticeship programs, construction jobs, police and fi re depart-
ments, higher education, and skilled professions that they had long monop-
olized to nonwhite workers and women. Building trades union members 
saw nothing wrong with the nepotism that excluded outsiders from their 
organizations and viewed their ability to pass the benefi ts of membership 
on to future generations as a sacred right. One Philadelphia construction 
worker stated,  “ Some men leave their sons money, some large investments, 
some business connections and some a profession.  …  I have only one 
worthwhile thing to give: my trade. ”  Many white people saw themselves 
as innocent victims of policies that advanced black interests at their own 
expense. In challenging the promotion of a black co - worker over himself, 
Birmingham fi re fi ghter James Henson acknowledged that something needed 
to be done to address the inequities created by the city ’ s long history of 
racism.  “ But they want me to pay for it, ”  he stated,  “ and I didn ’ t have 
anything to do with it. I was a kid when all this [discrimination] went on. ”  23  

 From the point of view of many African Americans, however, no white 
person was completely innocent, and opposition to affi rmative action was 
just another attempt to preserve a racist system that accorded unearned 
privileges to all white Americans whether they realized it or not. Black fi re 
fi ghter Carl Cook likened the benefi ts that white people accumulated 
through centuries of racial exclusion to stolen property. Cook argued that 
the current generation of white Americans lived off wealth that had been 
wrongly appropriated from black people, and protestations that  “ we didn ’ t 
rob the bank ”  held little weight on the scales of justice. 24  Cook and other 
supporters of affi rmative action saw it as a way to dismantle structures 
and practices that unfairly advantaged white people. The policies did not 
target racist individuals but the systemic forms of racism that all the nation ’ s 
citizens had a collective responsibility to address. Using Julian Bond ’ s foot-
ball game analogy, it was like adding 142 points to the black team ’ s score 
in order to truly  “ play fair. ”   

  Breaking Down Institutional Barriers 

 Early decisions by the courts in employment discrimination cases upheld 
the view that racism was not reducible to individual prejudices but encom-
passed institutional procedures that perpetuated injustice, whether or not 
the procedures were developed with that intent. In  Quarles v. Philip Morris  
(1968) a district court in Virginia ruled that companies could not maintain 
seniority systems that, because of past discrimination, effectively blocked 
opportunities for advancement by black employees even after overtly 
racist practices were eliminated. 25  In determining whether an employment 
practice was legitimate, the court decided, discriminatory effects outweighed 
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innocent intent. In 1971 the Supreme Court reached the same conclusion 
in a case brought by black workers against Duke Power Company in North 
Carolina. Before passage of the Civil Rights Act the company hired African 
Americans only for menial custodial positions. After 1964 Duke allowed 
black workers to apply for higher paying jobs, but it also imposed new 
qualifi cations and testing requirements for those jobs. In a state where only 
12 percent of black men had graduated from high school, few African 
Americans met the new employment standard. The Court accepted the 
contention of civil rights lawyers that policies resulting in  “ disparate 
impact ”  (such as the rejection of nine times as many black workers as white, 
as was the case with the Duke tests) were illegal.  “ Practices, procedures, or 
tests neutral on their face, and even neutral in terms of intent, cannot be 
maintained if they operate to  ‘ freeze ’  the status quo of prior discriminatory 
employment practices, ”  explained Chief Justice Warren Burger. The conse-
quences of employers ’  actions rather than the motivations were the real test 
of what was allowed under the law. 26  

 Having established that racism could be systemic and evident in disparate 
consequences as well as individual and motivated by malignant intent, the 
courts initially upheld color - conscious remedies for addressing the nation ’ s 
racial problems. In 1969 several white teachers sued the superintendent of 
schools in Newark, New Jersey, after the school board altered promotion 
procedures to allow more African Americans to move into administrative 
positions. The decision was aimed at fostering better relations with the 
black community during a time of extreme racial tension in the city. The 
school system needed people who were sensitive to the problems of black 
children and parents, a quality that previous methods of promotion had 
not measured. The judges who decided the case rejected the plaintiffs ’  dis-
crimination claim, stating that although the new policy aimed to facilitate 
the appointment of more black administrators,  “ the ultimate objective of 
the Board was to promote those persons most qualifi ed to suit the needs of 
the Newark school system. ”  The Third Circuit Court of Appeals cited the 
New Jersey case when it upheld the racially targeted approach of the 
Philadelphia Plan in  Contractors Association of Eastern Pennsylvania v. 
Secretary of Labor  in 1971. Arguing that Congress did not intend to  “ freeze 
the status quo and to foreclose remedial action ”  when it passed the Civil 
Rights Act, the Court stated:  “ Clearly the Philadelphia Plan is color - 
conscious. Indeed the only meaning which can be attributed to the 
 ‘ affi rmative action ’  language  …  is that Government contractors must be 
color - conscious.  …  In other contexts color - consciousness has been deemed 
to be an appropriate remedial posture. ”  27  

 The Supreme Court reached a more ambivalent conclusion in  Regents 
of the University of California v. Bakke  (1978), a case that signaled a shift 
away from unqualifi ed support for affi rmative action. Allen Bakke, a white 
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man who was rejected twice for admission to the medical school at the 
university ’ s Davis campus, charged racial discrimination after discovering 
that the program reserved 16 out of the 100 available places each year for 
nonwhite students. Bakke argued that the admissions process amounted to 
a system of racial preferences and denied him the right to equal treatment. 
The university countered that ensuring a diverse student body was impor-
tant to its institutional needs as well as broader social goals such as creating 
role models for minority youth and enhancing medical services to nonwhite 
communities. The Court ruled that the medical school ’ s practice of setting 
aside a specifi c number of places for nonwhite students was unconstitu-
tional and ordered Bakke admitted to the program. However, the justices 
upheld the general principle underlying affi rmative action by accepting 
diversity as a legitimate state interest and allowing race to be considered as 
one factor, though not the only factor, in college admissions. 28  

 With legal backing from the courts and strong enforcement by federal 
agencies, affi rmative action enabled millions of nonwhite Americans to fi nd 
places in skilled occupations, professions, and educational institutions that 
had previously excluded them (see Figure  5.1 ). Black enrollment at the 

     Figure 5.1     Engineer Delores Brown testing circuits for a government communica-
tions satellite, 1973 
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nation ’ s major universities increased from 27 percent to 34 percent between 
1972 and 1976. Businesses and unions that had contracts with federal 
agencies recorded strong increases in the number of African Americans they 
employed, and the proportion of apprenticeships held by black trainees 
doubled between 1970 and 1980. In the same decade, the number of 
African Americans holding middle - class jobs as managers or professionals 
grew by 70 percent. Black employment increases in the public sector were 
even greater, reaching 1.6 million workers by 1982. The consensus among 
government offi cials, business leaders, and civil rights lawyers involved in 
monitoring employment practices was that affi rmative action worked. As 
Nancy MacLean notes in her study of the struggle for equal employment 
opportunities,  “ The expansion of the ranks of the better - off black working 
class and middle class and the tiny but growing black elite since the peak 
of the civil rights movement is one of the great success stories of recent 
history. ”  29     

  Attacks on Affi rmative Action 

 Critics of affi rmative action were not impressed by evidence that it helped 
to break down the barriers to black economic advancement. Many people 
viewed the programs as illegal quota systems that benefi ted unqualifi ed 
black Americans and harmed more deserving white citizens. In 1969 Robert 
Earl Holmes wrote to Mississippi congressional representative William 
Colmer to complain that the Farmers Home Administration was granting 
too many loans to African Americans and leaving white farmers without 
assistance.  “ Many Negroes in this area are receiving loans on smaller tracts 
of land than my land, and many of these people are poor credit risks, and 
it appears to me that they are being given special consideration at the 
expense of White people, ”  he stated. Similarly, Alabama businessman 
George Thomas maintained that in the federal government ’ s  “ unwarranted 
zeal to appeal to minority races, discrimination in reverse has been created. ”  
The  Citizen  promoted the same narrative of white victimhood in an article 
explaining the issues at stake in the  Bakke  case. According to this account, 
Allen Bakke ’ s lawsuit challenged college admissions policies that  “ estab-
lished racial quotas to determine the numbers of whites to whom they must 
deny admission. ”  In 1978 the magazine hailed the Supreme Court ’ s ruling 
in the case as a victory for  “ whites ’  rights. ”  30  

 Political leaders who recognized the power of racially divisive issues 
reinforced such interpretations in their attacks on affi rmative action. 
Richard Nixon reversed his initial support for race - conscious policies after 
concluding that he did not need black voters and focusing his attention on 
drawing more white working - class Americans away from the Democrats. 
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In 1972 the president told the Republican nominating convention that the 
nation was facing the prospect of a  “ quota democracy ”  that undermined 
traditions of meritocracy. Ronald Reagan ’ s campaign speeches asserted that 
federal agencies ’  insistence on goals and timetables was  “ in effect a quota 
system both in hiring and in education. ”  In the 1980 elections the Democratic 
Party ’ s endorsement of affi rmative action met with a Republican Party 
platform that attacked  “ bureaucratic regulations and decisions which rely 
on quotas, ratios, and numerical requirements to exclude some individuals 
in favor of others. ”  31  Civil rights groups rightly feared an assault on color -
 conscious policies when President Reagan took offi ce the following year. 

 Reagan believed that requiring employers to work toward targets for 
minority hiring encouraged them to place racial considerations above every-
thing else and violated the nation ’ s colorblind ideals.  “ We must not allow 
the noble concept of equal opportunity to be distorted into federal guide-
lines or quotas which require race, ethnicity, or sex  –  rather than ability 
and qualifi cations  –  to be the principal factor in hiring or education, ”  he 
told supporters after receiving his party ’ s nomination to the presidency. In 
a radio speech delivered in 1985, Reagan warned,  “ There are some today 
who, in the name of equality, would have us practice discrimination.  …  
These people tell us that the government should enforce discrimination in 
favor of some groups through hiring quotas, under which people get or lose 
particular jobs or promotions solely because of their race or sex. ”  The 
president then appropriated the language of the civil rights movement itself 
to rationalize his position, noting:  “ Twenty - two years ago Martin Luther 
King proclaimed his dream of a society rid of discrimination and prejudice, 
a society where people would be judged on the content of their character, 
not the color of their skin. That ’ s the vision our entire administration is 
committed to. ”  32  

 Unlike his predecessors and the federal judges who determined that 
affi rmative action was a justifi able response to the intractability of racism 
in the United States, Reagan recognized none of the complexities or the 
limits to colorblindness that were exposed in the years following passage 
of the Civil Rights Act. His criticisms ignored the wealth and privileges that 
generations of white Americans had accrued at black expense, thus reducing 
a policy designed to address the massive disparities that resulted from the 
different historical experiences of black and white Americans to one that 
accorded benefi ts to people  “ solely ”  on the basis of skin color. He defi ned 
racism as individual prejudice, never mentioning the systemic forms of 
discrimination that continued to operate after the end of legalized segrega-
tion. Reagan failed to consider whether affi rmative action might be moving 
the nation toward the realization of King ’ s dream by increasing the number 
of African Americans employed in professional positions and undermining 
stereotypes that defi ned black people as unfi t for anything except menial 
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labor. Instead, he adopted a simplistic formula that equated efforts to secure 
a more just social order with the morally reprehensible practices that main-
tained white supremacy in an earlier era. In this analysis, noticing race for 
any reason was racist. Differential treatment based on group membership 
rather than individual characteristics was wrong. Affi rmative action equaled 
Jim Crow. 

 Americans who shared Reagan ’ s views expected the new administration 
to abolish affi rmative action. At fi rst, the situation seemed promising. 
Within days of the president ’ s inauguration Senator Orrin Hatch announced 
plans to investigate  “ the ridiculous quota system ”  of federal equal employ-
ment opportunity programs. However, subsequent debates and resistance 
to policy initiatives revealed divisions among Republicans, their supporters 
in the business community, and within the Reagan administration itself that 
ultimately stymied efforts to end affi rmative action. Against Hatch ’ s asser-
tions that the programs were burdensome and unnecessary, black Republican 
William Coleman noted that 50 percent of the nation ’ s black youth were 
unemployed and that the overall jobless rate for African Americans was 
double that of white workers. Coleman challenged Hatch to explain how 
he would address the problem if race - conscious policies were abandoned. 
When the Justice Department asked the Republican mayor of Indianapolis 
to cease implementing an affi rmative action plan that had increased the 
proportion of African Americans in the city ’ s police force from 6 percent 
to 14 percent, he refused, citing the program ’ s positive impact and wide-
spread acceptance among residents as reasons for allowing it to continue. 
Forty - nine other cities across the nation also rejected pressure from admin-
istration offi cials to alter their employment policies. 33  

 Though some business leaders and organizations supported plans to 
eliminate or amend equal employment opportunity regulations, others 
viewed the programs as benefi cial to their own enterprises and the nation 
as a whole. After the White House fl oated a proposal to revoke all executive 
orders mandating goals and timetables, outlaw the use of statistical evidence 
to determine discrimination, and forbid employers from granting preference 
to members of minority groups, the president of the National Association 
of Manufacturers wrote to President Reagan to defend the existing system. 
He noted,  “ Since [Executive Order 11246] was signed into law, dramatic 
progress has been achieved in incorporating talented minorities and women 
into our workforce.  …  Executive Order 11246 has benefi ted our country 
and should be continued to ensure the continued participation of all seg-
ments of our society in the nation ’ s economy. ”  Large corporations doing 
business with the federal government were accustomed to measuring their 
activities quantitatively and did not see the imposition of goals and time-
tables for minority hiring as an undue burden. Some companies that 
had no federal contracts and were not under any obligation to develop 
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affi rmative action plans did so anyway, believing equal employment oppor-
tunity practices to be good for business. 34  

 The leaders of the three federal agencies responsible for enforcing the 
regulations also held divergent views. William Bradford Reynolds in the 
Justice Department emerged as one of the administration ’ s most outspoken 
critics of affi rmative action, denouncing goals and timetables and promising 
to support  “  individual  opportunity ”  over  “  group  entitlements. ”  Similarly, 
Attorney General William French Smith asserted:  “ Our goal must always 
be genuinely color - blind state action. ”  In response, EEOC acting chairman 
J. Clay Smith Jr. argued that colorblindness meant the continuation of 
racism and that  “ to treat discrimination as merely an individual problem 
insures the perpetuation of employment practices our nation has resolved 
to eradicate. ”  Along with the EEOC, offi cials in the Labor Department 
defended the use of statistics to determine underutilization of minority 
workers against Reynolds ’  attacks on the practice. 35  

 Facing opposition from civil rights groups, business leaders, state and 
local governments, and members of their own party, Reagan and his advi-
sors eventually abandoned legislative efforts to end affi rmative action. 
Instead, their antagonism toward the policy was expressed through admin-
istrative measures that weakened the enforcement of equal employment 
opportunity laws. Staff and budget cuts at the EEOC and the (now renamed) 
Offi ce of Federal Contract Compliance Programs (OFCCP) left those agen-
cies unable to pursue the aggressive approaches they had used to prevent 
employment discrimination in the 1970s. During Reagan ’ s two terms in 
offi ce, the OFCCP suspended only two contracts compared with 13 suspen-
sions during President Carter ’ s one term. In 1982 Reagan chose Clarence 
Thomas, an African American lawyer who opposed affi rmative action, to 
take over as chairman of the EEOC. Under Thomas ’  leadership the agency 
reverted to investigating and prosecuting discrimination cases on an indi-
vidual basis rather than identifying patterns of discrimination or fi ling class 
action lawsuits. This approach was even less effective in the 1980s than it 
had been in the 1960s. Thomas reported in 1983 that many people believed 
the Reagan administration was not interested in enforcing civil rights leg-
islation and thought the laws no longer applied. Consequently, some 
employers were  “ surprised ”  when the EEOC initiated conciliation proceed-
ings and proved more reluctant to settle cases than previously. 36  

 Opponents of affi rmative action could also take heart from some signifi -
cant backtracking on the issue by the federal courts. Two Supreme Court 
rulings in 1989 revealed a new skepticism regarding the validity of color -
 conscious approaches. In  City of Richmond v. J. A. Croson  the Court struck 
down a program that reserved 30 percent of city construction funds for 
minority contractors. Justice Sandra Day O ’ Conner stated in the majority 
opinion that race - conscious policies were presumptively suspect and could 
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only be deployed after being subjected to  “ strict scrutiny ”  to determine that 
they served a  “ compelling state interest ”  and addressed specifi c incidents 
of past discrimination. A few months later the Court ’ s ruling in  Wards Cove 
Packing Co. v. Antonio  rejected the idea that disparate impact alone was 
evidence of discrimination, reversing its earlier determination in  Griggs . The 
decision made it more diffi cult for plaintiffs to demonstrate that they had 
been denied equal opportunities and shifted the burden of proof from 
employers to employees. In response, supporters of affi rmative action in 
Congress moved to clarify and strengthen the nation ’ s equal employment 
opportunity laws by proposing legislation that restricted challenges to 
court - approved affi rmative action plans, allowed the use of statistics to 
prove discrimination, shifted the onus back to employers to demonstrate 
that they had not discriminated, and increased fi nancial penalties for law-
breakers. President George H. W. Bush and some legislators initially resisted 
the changes but after some slight modifi cations to the original bill the Civil 
Rights Act of 1991 was signed into law. 37   

  Direct Action to Open Employment Opportunities 

 Activists did not rely solely on the legal system to open up job opportunities 
for African Americans. Filing cases was costly and time - consuming, and 
the results did not always adequately address black workers ’  problems. As 
Nixon -  and Reagan - era judicial appointees replaced judges who had sym-
pathized with the freedom struggle in the 1960s, lawsuits became increas-
ingly less effective in addressing employment discrimination. By the late 
1990s civil rights lawyers preferred to try to settle cases through negotiation 
rather then risk the consequences of hostile rulings by the courts. 38  Boycotts, 
picketing, rallies, and demonstrations therefore remained important tools 
in the fi ght against racism. Direct action protests proved to be a valuable 
tactic for pressuring employers in the post - civil rights era. The black middle 
class was expanding and businesses seeking to maximize their markets 
feared upsetting African American consumers. Overt racism no longer had 
any legitimacy in the minds of most Americans, making it easier to shame 
violators of the new social norms into altering their behavior. Civil rights 
groups often found that threatening to draw public attention to discrimina-
tory practices could quickly persuade corporations or government entities 
to consider black people ’ s concerns. 

 The SCLC used the power of black dollars to good effect in its Operation 
Breadbasket program in the late 1960s. Groups of ministers visited business 
owners and managers to assess the extent of black employment within 
companies and suggest hiring goals based on the number of African 
Americans available in the local workforce. If negotiations were not 
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successful activists organized boycotts and picketing to bring employers into 
line. According to Martin Luther King Jr., it was rarely necessary to take 
this step because most business owners were  “ keenly aware of the Negro ’ s 
buying power and the consequent effect of its withdrawal. ”  During eight 
months of operations in Chicago, the SCLC successfully pressured 11 com-
panies to provide a total of 800 new positions or promotions to African 
American workers that represented over $7 million in increased income for 
the black community. 39  

 Jesse Jackson headed Operation Breadbasket in Chicago and played a 
large role in its achievements. Under his leadership the program expanded 
to include training programs for aspiring black entrepreneurs and efforts 
to encourage consumers to patronize African American businesses. Jackson 
chafed under the constraints of working under the direction of others at 
the SCLC, however, and the resulting tension ended with his resignation in 
December 1971. A few days later Operation PUSH opened its headquarters 
in the South Side of Chicago. Although Jackson was often criticized for 
making brash statements to the media and failing to cooperate effectively 
with other civil rights organizations, Operation PUSH emerged as a power-
ful tool for mobilizing black Chicagoans ’  political and economic resources. 
Weekly rallies that combined church services, singing, and political speeches 
kept supporters enthused and engaged in the fi ght against racism. Meanwhile, 
PUSH ’ s continued efforts to pressure corporate America to channel a fairer 
share of the nation ’ s wealth to African Americans secured undeniable eco-
nomic benefi ts. In 1981 PUSH assessed the business practices of the Coca 
Cola Company and found no African Americans on its board of directors, 
no black franchises or distributorships out of thousands spread across 
the nation, and a negligible percentage of advertising dollars spent with 
black - owned fi rms. The group then launched a nationwide campaign to 
publicize these failings and force changes in the way the company operated. 
Subsequent negotiations secured an agreement from Coca Cola to provide 
$1.5 million in loans to encourage black entry into the business and to name 
an African American to its board of directors. 40  Similar campaigns against 
dozens of other corporations over the next few decades also succeeded in 
breaking down some of the barriers to the full inclusion of black people in 
the nation ’ s economy. 

 Other civil rights groups also recognized the power of economic pressure. 
The NUL responded to California governor Pete Wilson ’ s attacks on affi r-
mative action programs by canceling plans to hold its annual convention 
in the state in 1996. The decision cost California an estimated $10 million 
that the gathering would have generated for the economy. The following 
year several organizations including PUSH, the NUL, and the NAACP 
threatened to boycott and picket Texaco gas stations after the company ’ s 
top executives were caught on tape making racist remarks about black 
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people and plotting to destroy evidence related to an employment discrimi-
nation suit. Five weeks later, Texaco agreed to implement programs to hire 
and promote more minority workers, provide incentives to supervisors who 
met diversity goals, develop partnerships with minority - owned businesses, 
and create internship and scholarship programs to facilitate the recruitment 
of nonwhite youth into the oil industry. Civil rights leaders hailed the plans 
as setting a new standard for other corporations to follow. Emanuel Cleaver, 
president of the National Black Conference of Mayors, noted the implica-
tions of Texaco ’ s past conduct for debates over affi rmative action programs 
and other policies to address persistent racism.  “ This incident has made a 
very eloquent statement that African - Americans are not paranoid, particu-
larly when it comes to employment issues, ”  he stated. 41   

  Diverse Criticism and Defenses in the 1990s and Beyond 

 Such evidence notwithstanding, opposition to affi rmative action continued 
into the twenty - fi rst century. Criticisms came from an increasingly diverse 
range of Americans offering perspectives from both ends of the political 
spectrum. Some attacks were plainly racist, as in the anonymous fl iers 
mailed to 15 black students at the University of California at Berkeley in 
February 1995:  “ Rejoice you crybaby niggers. It ’ s affi rmative action month. 
When I see you in class it bugs the hell out of me because you ’ re taking the 
seat of someone qualifi ed. ”  Other objections emphasized colorblind ideals 
or contended that the policies harmed more than they helped African 
Americans. Black scholar Shelby Steele, for instance, viewed the evolution 
of 1960s antidiscrimination measures into a system of  “ set - asides and other 
forms of preferential treatment ”  as a betrayal of the civil rights movement ’ s 
original goals.  “ By making black the color of preference, these mandates 
have reburdened society with the very marriage of color and preference (in 
reverse) that we set out to eradicate, ”  he argued. Steele thought affi rmative 
action elevated unprepared African Americans to positions that they were 
ill - equipped to handle, leading to the perpetuation of stereotypes regarding 
the inferior abilities of black people. White Americans ’  racist beliefs were 
thus confi rmed, while African Americans who secured advancement through 
affi rmative action suffered debilitating self - doubt. African American soci-
ologist William Julius Wilson questioned the benefi ts of affi rmative action 
from a different perspective, arguing that it had driven white working - class 
voters out of the Democratic Party while doing little to address the problems 
of poor black people. Several other analysts also highlighted the limits of 
affi rmative action and called for replacing color - conscious policies with 
class - based programs that addressed broader social problems. According to 
political scientist Jim Sleeper, rebuilding interracial coalitions through more 
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broadly based assistance to disadvantaged Americans offered a way for 
progressive reformers to  “ fi nd their way out of the thicket of race and move 
towards economic justice. ”  42  

 Defenders of affi rmative action countered opponents ’  arguments by 
pointing out that the use of other criteria apart from individual merit to 
distribute resources was hardly a break from tradition, asserting that 
African Americans were fully qualifi ed for the positions they held, and 
questioning the effectiveness of class - based approaches. Studies of college 
admissions policies found no universities that admitted students solely on 
the basis of their academic qualifi cations. Non - academic factors such as 
age, athletic ability, or other talents all infl uenced admissions decisions, and 
a signifi cant portion of places were reserved for the children of alumni, 
donors to institutions, and political leaders. In response to suggestions that 
affi rmative action stigmatized black people, one University of California 
admissions offi cer noted that other  “ undeserving ”  students, such as those 
with low test scores but wealthy parents, did not appear to suffer from this 
problem. 43  For most African Americans, what counted most was that they 
were in college, earning the degrees that were their keys to a better future 
than past generations had enjoyed. 

 The hiring decisions of employers also typically considered attributes 
other than applicants ’  academic and professional r é sum é s, including vague 
criteria such as temperament or collegiality  –  in other words, the ability to 
 “ fi t in ”  and get along with other employees. In the days before affi rmative 
action this meant that white male - dominated businesses and universities 
tended to hire only more white men. Such cultural affi nities, along with the 
social networks that remained a key means through which many white 
Americans secured jobs even after the 1960s, undoubtedly promoted some 
people of mediocre abilities to positions they would not have secured 
without these connections. In a study conducted in the mid - 1990s, legal 
scholars David Wilkins and Mitu Gulati found that black applicants hoping 
to fi nd positions at the nation ’ s largest law fi rms had to be  “ superstars ”  to 
be hired whereas many white job seekers with average records found 
employment with relative ease. 44  If anything, African Americans often had 
to be smarter and work harder than their white competitors to even be 
considered for the positions they sought. 

 Evidence of continued job discrimination against African Americans of 
all social classes in the 1990s caused some observers to conclude that 
replacing race - conscious policies with class - based remedies was premature. 
According to Stephen Steinberg, the persistence of racist practices by 
employers more than the lag in education and skills that left black workers 
unprepared for the postindustrial economy was responsible for high 
unemployment rates in African American communities. Many businesses 
remained reluctant to hire black people even for low - wage service jobs that 
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required little education, citing  “ cultural ”  factors that supposedly made 
them poor employees. Steinberg argued that reducing racial inequality to a 
subset of class inequality was an inadequate response to the problem and 
ignored  “ the ways in which the black experience was fundamentally differ-
ent from the experience of other ethnic groups. ”  Indeed, the nation had 
been down that road before, in the 1930s and 1940s when New Deal 
reformers assumed that the job creation programs and social welfare poli-
cies they initiated would automatically raise black people ’ s living standards 
along with those of white Americans. Instead, both individual and institu-
tional racism ensured an uneven distribution of benefi ts, and the conse-
quences remained evident decades later. Taking on the Supreme Court ’ s 
insistence that race - based policies must be designed to correct specifi c his-
torical injustices, Ira Katznelson argued a case for affi rmative action 
grounded in evidence of deliberate discrimination against African Americans 
in the New Deal and post - World War II initiatives that were most respon-
sible for creating the white middle class. Racially targeted policies were 
necessary to create the black middle class that would have emerged if 
African Americans had received their share of the benefi ts accorded by the 
federal government ’ s home loan policies, subsidization of suburbia, Social 
Security, and the GI Bill. 45  

 The argument over race - conscious policies continued in the courts as 
well. In 1996 the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals cast doubt on the future 
of affi rmative action in college admissions by ruling in  Hopwood v. 
University of Texas Law School  that the goal of maintaining a diverse 
student body was not a good enough reason to justify using racial criteria. 
The University of Texas appealed the decision with support from the 
Clinton administration, but the Supreme Court declined to hear the case. 
In 2003, however, the Supreme Court invalidated  Hopwood  with its deci-
sion in  Grutter v. Bollinger , which upheld race - conscious admissions poli-
cies at the University of Michigan. The Court received more than 60 briefs 
from supporters of the university, including civil rights groups, government 
agencies, corporations, and retired military leaders, collectively promoting 
a new rationale for affi rmative action that emerged at the turn of the 
century: that in the age of globalization and the threat of international ter-
rorism, diversity was a legitimate state interest and an appropriate goal for 
the nation ’ s educational institutions and businesses to pursue. The majority 
opinion maintained that evidence cited in numerous academic studies as 
well as the briefs received by the Court proved the benefi ts of diversity were 
 “ not theoretical but real. ”  46  

 Recasting affi rmative action policies as diversity initiatives that served 
the public interest helped supporters to reclaim the debate from those who 
stressed their impact on individuals. One group of constitutional scholars 
argued that the programs involved  “ not a simple trade - off among individu-
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als in different racial groups, but rather a patriotic effort by all Americans 
to hasten the day when we can truly say that we have become a color - blind 
nation. ”  Most people appeared willing to accept the need for affi rmative 
action when they understood the policy in this way. Public opinion polls 
showed that the majority of Americans opposed initiatives that were 
described as  “ quotas ”  and  “ racial preferences ”  but supported efforts to 
increase employment and educational opportunities for members of groups 
that had historically been treated unequally. In 1997 a ballot initiative 
aimed at ending minority contract set - asides in Houston, Texas, failed to 
pass after the city council reworded the proposition to ask voters if they 
wanted to end  “ affi rmative action for minorities and women ”  instead of 
whether they wanted to ban  “ preferential treatment. ”  Supporters of set -
 asides also ran a series of television advertisements during the campaign 
that highlighted the racial progress of the past few decades. One spot fea-
tured Mayor Bob Lanier explaining that white men secured 95 – 99 percent 
of city contracts before affi rmative action and they currently still received 
80 percent.  “ Let ’ s not turn back the clock to the days when guys like me 
got all the business, ”  he urged voters. 47  In Houston and other American 
communities, citizens responded favorably to affi rmative action when it was 
placed in historical context and its purpose clearly explained. 

 People on both sides of the debate believed the election of the nation ’ s 
fi rst African American president in 2008 vindicated their position. 
Proponents of affi rmative action programs saw evidence of their effective-
ness in the new willingness of millions of white Americans to cast their 
votes for a black man. The young voters and grassroots organizers who 
propelled the Obama campaign came of age in an era when it was normal 
to encounter African Americans as college students, professors, doctors, 
lawyers, journalists, government offi cials, and in other skilled professions, 
so they were more open than previous generations had been to the idea of 
a black president. Meanwhile, opponents of affi rmative action interpreted 
Obama ’ s success as proof that the programs were no longer necessary. 
Ward Connerly argued that white voters ’  support for Obama showed that 
the United States was not a racist nation and affi rmative action was  “ an 
idea whose time has passed. ”  Connerly considered the election results a 
potent new weapon in ballot initiatives planned for 2010 that aimed to ban 
the practice in Arizona and Missouri.  “ We will say,  ‘ How do you account 
for the election of Barack Obama? ’     ”  he stated. 48  

 Obama ’ s victory had signifi cance far beyond its meaning for African 
Americans or the implications for race - conscious employment practices. 
Affi rmative action was a valuable tool for overcoming systemic racism but 
remained an inadequate solution to the unemployment and poverty that 
affl icted millions of white Americans as well as poor black people. Many 
participants in the interracial progressive movement that formed the basis 
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for Obama ’ s election campaign believed it was time to return to the broader 
visions for social justice that characterized the 1960s. The new president ’ s 
call for Americans to recognize their  “ individual responsibility  and  mutual 
responsibility ”  for solving the nation ’ s problems expressed the aspirations 
of activists who struggled to ensure economic inclusion and democratic 
participation for all citizens in the late twentieth century.    
      



★ 6 ★

 Is This America? Electoral Politics 
after the Voting Rights Act     

       You don ’ t have to be crazy to be a mayor. But it helps. And to be a 
Black mayor, you really have to almost be a masochist.  (Maynard 
Jackson, 1976)  1    

 In August 1964 civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer testifi ed before the 
Credentials Committee at the Democratic national convention in an attempt 
to persuade party leaders to seat delegates of the interracial Mississippi 
Freedom Democratic Party instead of those chosen by the white suprema-
cists who controlled the regular state party. After describing the beatings, 
murders, and other violence that met black people ’ s attempts to participate 
in the political process in Mississippi, Hamer stated,  “ If the Freedom 
Democratic Party is not seated now, I question America. Is this America, 
the land of the free and the home of the brave, where we have to sleep with 
our telephones off of the hooks because our lives be threatened daily 
because we want to live as decent human beings, in America? ”  2  

 The efforts of Hamer and other black southerners who risked their lives 
in the voter registration campaigns of the early 1960s bore fruit a year later 
when President Lyndon Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act into law. 
This achievement did not automatically assure full citizenship for African 
Americans, however. The road to meaningful participation in the nation ’ s 
political life lay strewn with obstacles, necessitating new battles to ensure 
that African Americans gained representation in government. Opponents 
of the freedom movement circumvented voting rights legislation with new 
measures designed to limit black political infl uence. Characteristics of the 
American electoral system that hindered participation by poor people also 
interfered with African Americans ’  ability to make their voices heard at 
election time. When black people were elected to public offi ce they found 
their ability to enact reforms hamstrung by structural limits on their power 
as well as concerted attempts to undermine and intimidate black political 
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leaders. Even as the landmark voting rights legislation empowered African 
Americans, the struggle to fulfi ll its promise revealed weaknesses in the 
nation ’ s democracy that raised the question again: Is this America?  

  Black Political Empowerment and White Resistance 

 The Voting Rights Act outlawed the literacy tests and other practices south-
ern states had used to prevent African Americans from voting and allowed 
for federal registrars to be sent to counties where few black people had been 
able to register in the past. To prevent racist lawmakers from devising new 
ways of disfranchising black voters, Section 5 of the act required states and 
political subdivisions that had a history of discrimination to submit any 
proposed new election procedures for approval by the Justice Department. 
The legislation ’ s impact on voter registration rates for black southerners 
was immediate and dramatic. In Mississippi, the proportion of eligible black 
voters who were registered increased from 5 percent in 1960 to 61 percent 
in 1976. Over the same period the number of African Americans registered 
to vote in all 11 southern states grew from 1.5 million to 4 million. 3  

 Civil rights activists knew that massive black voter registration alone 
could not topple the segregationist social order in the South. Black south-
erners needed to learn the mechanics of the electoral system to secure politi-
cal power and gain a voice in the decisions that affected their lives. In 1966 
SEDFRE initiated a leadership development program designed to teach 
African Americans how to use the democratic tools made available by the 
Voting Rights Act to maximum effect. Local activists attended SEDFRE 
workshops to learn how to build political organizations, run candidates for 
offi ce, and win elections. Prospective candidates received instruction on 
every aspect of the process, from printing campaign leafl ets to getting out 
the vote and monitoring polling places on election day. SEDFRE also 
worked to develop  “ citizen leaders ”  among those who were not interested 
in running for offi ce but stood ready to pressure local offi cials to respond 
to their concerns. This approach was in keeping with the philosophy of 
grassroots organizing that infl uenced SNCC and CORE ’ s work among 
black southerners in the early 1960s. As veterans of those earlier efforts, 
SEDFRE activists knew that real social change came from the bottom up 
rather than through the actions of a few charismatic leaders or elected 
offi cials. Leadership development workshops empowered ordinary people 
to infl uence political decisions by showing them how government worked 
and encouraging regular communication (through protests, if necessary) 
with their representatives. 

 In the late 1960s and early 1970s SEDFRE trained thousands of local 
activists in hundreds of communities across the nation. As African Americans 
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were elected to public offi ce SEDFRE followed up its leadership develop-
ment initiatives with programs to assist newly elected black offi cials. 
Executive director Marvin Rich explained,  “ We helped to get some of these 
people elected simply by showing them methods of campaigning. Now they 
want help in functioning more effectively in their new responsibilities. ”  
SEDFRE offered training and technical assistance to dozens of fi rst - time 
mayors, school board members, aldermen, and state legislators to make 
sure they understood their public duties. The organization also researched 
and disseminated information to black elected offi cials regarding resources 
that were available from federal agencies to support infrastructure improve-
ments, public services, and other economic development projects in their 
communities. This help proved invaluable to black offi ce holders, whose 
white predecessors frequently refused to orient them to their new positions 
and who often contended with undisguised hostility from colleagues and 
administrators. 4  

 The thought of African Americans voting and holding offi ce frightened 
many white Americans. Their views regarding black people ’ s political skills 
were shaped by horror stories of Reconstruction that falsely depicted the 
nineteenth - century experiment in interracial democracy as an exercise in 
general incompetence and misrule. More importantly, wealthy citizens who 
enjoyed cozy relationships with elected offi cials and frequently shaped 
policy according to their own economic interests worried about disruptions 
to the system if new actors entered the fi eld. As Victor Ullman noted in the 
 Nation , the election of black southerners to political offi ce could force white 
people to relinquish their monopoly over the region ’ s resources and share 
its bounty more evenly with their African American neighbors. Mississippi 
senator and plantation owner James Eastland, for example, owned thou-
sands of acres of rich Delta land that had a market value of $400 or $500 
an acre but was appraised by the county tax assessor at only $3.14 an acre. 
 “ Suppose the current Sunfl ower County tax assessor  …  were to be defeated 
for re - election and a Negro tax assessor elected by Sunfl ower County ’ s 
8,000 registered Negro voters, ”  Ullman speculated.  “ Would there be a tax 
reappraisal of those 5,000 Eastland acres? ”  Scenarios such as this prompted 
one white Mississippian to advocate  “ lawful resistance from now on, orga-
nized on every level, in order to prevent Negro political domination. ”  5  

 Resistance to black political empowerment took both lawful and unlaw-
ful forms. Threats, intimidation, and violence against African Americans 
who tried to participate in the electoral process continued well beyond the 
1960s.  Newsweek  reported in August 1971 that three black people had 
been murdered in Mississippi in what seemed like a warning against politi-
cal activity during preparations for state and local elections later that year. 
A black candidate in the town of Moss Point who announced plans to 
request a recount after losing a primary election in 1973 received a phone 
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call from a man suggesting that he reconsider.  “ He knew where my little 
girl went to school  …  who picked her up and what time she got out of 
school  …  and I had best not cause any trouble, ”  the candidate stated. 
Residents of Port Gibson noted that registering to vote was a simple and 
fast process for white people in the town but for African Americans it could 
take hours to complete. Questions asked of black applicants resembled an 
 “ interrogation ”  and included unrelated inquiries such as  “ Do you own the 
house you ’ re staying in? ”  and  “ Does your employer know you ’ re registering 
to vote? ”  Such tactics raised the specter of evictions or job losses and aimed 
to dissuade black people from registering. A study undertaken by the 
Commission on Civil Rights in 1981 found that  “ economic and physical 
reprisals for voting or for assisting others to vote ”  continued to pose prob-
lems for African Americans in many communities. 6  

 White offi cials also acted to limit black political infl uence through 
 “ second generation ”  disfranchising measures designed to annul black votes. 
In the late 1960s legislators in many states enacted new election laws that, 
given most white people ’ s refusal to vote for any black candidate, made it 
impossible for African Americans to be elected to public offi ce. Counties 
that were subdivided into smaller political units for the purposes of electing 
county supervisors and school boards switched to at - large elections to avoid 
the possibility of African Americans being elected from majority - black 
districts. Elected positions such as school superintendent were changed to 
appointed positions in many communities. Many states gerrymandered 
political districts to break up concentrations of African American voters 
and weaken black political power. Mississippi, for example, adopted a 
congressional redistricting plan in 1966 that sliced up the state ’ s Second 
District and dissolved its mostly black population into districts where 
African Americans were outnumbered by white voters. Representatives of 
the previously much whiter First District who opposed the measure knew 
their colleagues were deliberately seeking to dilute black voting strength 
and warned of legal challenges the state could face if it adopted the plan. 
 “ We all know the Negro situation was the main factor, ”  Representative 
Odie Trenor asserted. According to the  Jackson Clarion - Ledger ,  “ Backers 
of the plan did not deny that the Delta area was split up to divide the heavy 
Negro vote. ”  7   

  Battles in the Courts 

 States did not submit these changes to the Justice Department for approval 
because they did not directly affect the right to vote. In the context of racial 
bloc voting, however, the new laws meant black people ’ s votes were much 
less likely to lead to the election of their chosen representatives than white 
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people ’ s votes were. Civil rights activists argued that vote dilution was 
prohibited under the Voting Rights Act and engaged in legal action to force 
adherence to the law. Black voters in several states fi led lawsuits challenging 
discriminatory election rules, and in  Allen v. State Board of Elections  (1969) 
the Supreme Court considered whether new regulations adopted by 
Mississippi and Virginia were covered by voting rights legislation. Attorneys 
from the Lawyers ’  Committee argued convincingly that the Voting Rights 
Act was intended to protect African Americans against exactly the kinds of 
subterfuges the state governments had undertaken, leading the Court to 
decide that the Section 5 preclearance provision applied to  “ any state enact-
ment which altered the election law of a covered State in even a minor 
way. ”  In  White v. Regester  (1973) the Supreme Court extended the reach 
of voting rights law further by ruling that at - large elections violated the 
equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment if their effects were 
to deny black or Latino voters the chance to elect  “ legislators of their 
choice. ”  These rulings blocked the advance of second generation disfran-
chising measures and cracked open the closed election systems that had 
deprived African Americans of opportunities to serve in public offi ce. 
Nationwide, the number of black elected offi cials at all levels of government 
increased from 1,469 to 4,890 between 1970 and 1980. 8  

 The 1980s and 1990s saw the Supreme Court reverse course on the issue 
of voting rights.  City of Mobile v. Bolden  (1980) overturned a district 
judge ’ s fi nding that at - large elections for the city commission and school 
board implemented before 1965 were discriminatory because they effec-
tively ensured no black candidates were ever elected. The higher court ruled 
that unequal effects were an inadequate standard for demonstrating a viola-
tion of the law and that plaintiffs must also show discriminatory intent. 
Although lawyers in the  Mobile  case eventually did prove the system pur-
posely denied African Americans representation in government, demon-
strating racist intent was diffi cult and expensive. Civil rights groups 
successfully lobbied Congress to restore the effects standard that the courts 
had assumed in earlier interpretations of the Voting Rights Act. In 1982 
legislators extended Section 5 for 25 years and reworded Section 2 to make 
clear that the effects of an election change could be used to determine 
whether discrimination had occurred. 9  

 These amendments, subsequent court rulings, and the partisan interests 
of legislators encouraged some states to actively create electoral districts in 
which members of racial minorities were the majority. Minority - majority 
districts greatly enhanced black candidates ’  chances of being elected and 
generated signifi cant increases in the number of black offi ce holders in the 
1990s. In the fi rst half of the decade the number of African American con-
gressional representatives jumped from 26 to 41. Another 563 black people 
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served in state legislatures, and 7,781 held local offi ce. At the same time, 
however, minority - majority districts came under attack from analysts who 
viewed them as unconstitutional and immoral. Abigail Thernstrom, for 
example, argued that the Voting Rights Act only protected the right to vote 
and was not meant to guarantee the election of black people to political 
offi ce. In  Shaw v. Reno  (1993) the Supreme Court sided with white plain-
tiffs in North Carolina who thought the creation of two minority - majority 
districts in the state ’ s congressional redistricting plan violated voters ’  right 
to a colorblind election process. In a decision that was widely criticized by 
legal scholars for its disingenuous and contradictory reasoning, the Court 
denounced minority - majority districts as a form of  “ political apartheid ”  
that attempted  “ to segregate the races for the purposes of voting. ”  As J. 
Morgan Kousser noted in  Colorblind Injustice  (1999), the ruling ignored a 
long history of  “ racial and partisan gerrymandering ”  for the purpose of 
limiting black political power that most white Americans had never seen fi t 
to challenge. The only thing different about the redistricting plans of the 
early 1990s was that, for the fi rst time, they empowered nonwhite voters. 10  

  Shaw  and subsequent court rulings essentially halted the creation of new 
minority - majority districts and allowed the redrawing of existing districts 
to restore white majorities. Despite some observers ’  assertions that racism 
no longer affected voting patterns and that black candidates ’  problems 
stemmed from their politics not their skin color, civil rights activists were 
justifi ably concerned by the loss of districting mechanisms that had played 
a crucial role in increasing black representation in government. Most white 
Americans in the late twentieth century were not ready to cast their ballots 
for African Americans who ran for public offi ce regardless of party affi lia-
tions or policy positions. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s black mayors 
of major cities typically won with more than 90 percent of the African 
American vote and less than 20 percent of white residents ’  support. David 
Lublin ’ s study of congressional elections between 1972 and 1994 found 
that, controlling for a range of other variables, racial demographics almost 
always predicted electoral outcomes. Out of 5,079 elections Lublin exam-
ined, African Americans won in districts with white majorities only 72 
times. As late as 2008, racial prejudices infl uenced the preferences of many 
voters in the presidential election. During the close contest for the Democratic 
nomination between Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama, journalist JoAnn 
Wypijewski reported on a conversation she had with some Clinton support-
ers in Springfi eld, Ohio. One man vowed to campaign for Republican John 
McCain if Obama became the Democratic nominee. Asked why, the man 
stated that Obama was  “ too inexperienced. ”  Pressed by his friends for 
further explanation, the man fi nally admitted the real reason he could not 
support Obama:  “ Because he ’ s black. ”  11   
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  Challenges Facing Black Elected Offi cials 
 Convincing nervous constituents that the world would not fall apart if they 
were governed by a black city council, a black mayor, or a black president 
was an uphill battle that continued even after African Americans were 
elected to offi ce. Attempts to address the long - neglected needs of poor people 
or open access to government jobs and contracts to African Americans were 
construed by some residents as  “ antibusiness ”  or  “ antiwhite ”  actions. In 
Cleveland, Ohio, white law enforcement offi cers accused Mayor Carl Stokes 
of  “ political pandering ”  when he tried to introduce reforms to cut down 
on police brutality. Black leaders who rejected the advice of white offi cials 
and instead implemented their own initiatives invited charges that they were 
 “ arrogant. ”  Most African American offi cials took care to emphasize that 
they did not seek to replace white dominance with black dominance and 
only wanted to share power and resources more evenly. For white leaders 
accustomed to monopolizing political decision making, though, power 
sharing represented a loss of control. Political scientist Adolph Reed Jr. 
observed that in cities like Atlanta, Georgia, where the white business 
leadership chose government offi cials from among their peers and set policy 
within the plush confi nes of their private clubs before the 1960s,  “ the 
election of any black mayor  …  would have increased the degree of inconve-
nience suffered by elites, if only by forcing them to venture into City Hall 
to conduct those of their affairs that involved the public sector. ”  12  

 Many white people were convinced that the election of black people to 
public offi ce spelled certain doom for their communities. During a mayoral 
race in Detroit that pitted African American Richard Austin against a  “ law 
and order ”  candidate who manipulated white racial fears to win a narrow 
victory in 1969, one resident wrote to Austin stating,  “ All you  BLACKS  
know how to do is have illegitimate children, drink, tear up schools, rob, 
rape, and constantly expect to get handouts from tax - paying whites! If by 
any fl uke you become mayor of Detroit, you will be mayor of a dung heap 
because any  WHITE  who is able to do so will move out. ”  After Coleman 
Young was elected mayor of the city in 1973, thousands of white residents 
fl ed to the suburbs, depriving the new black administration of badly needed 
tax dollars, businesses, and jobs. White fl ight also accelerated in Gary, 
Indiana, after Richard Hatcher assumed the mayor ’ s offi ce in 1968. The 
white suburb of Merrillville incorporated as a separate entity after state 
legislators granted an exemption from a law that prohibited suburban 
areas from incorporating, and residents of Glen Park also lobbied for de -
 annexation from the city. The local newspaper stopped using the name of 
the city on its masthead and often printed stories that were critical of the 
mayor ’ s initiatives. Hatcher faced additional opposition from Gary ’ s 
Chamber of Commerce and its main industrial employer, U.S. Steel, both 
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of which fought the mayor ’ s efforts to raise tax revenues to pay for eco-
nomic development projects and social services. 13  

 White hostility added to the already daunting tasks that faced black 
elected offi cials of the post - civil rights era. The transformation of the 
nation ’ s largest cities from booming manufacturing centers to postindustrial 
basket cases was well under way by the late 1960s. Many urban black 
mayors assumed leadership of their communities under circumstances that 
resembled clean - up crews after a wild party where guests had trashed the 
premises and made off with every bit of furniture in the house. 
Deindustrialization and job losses, suburban secession, declining tax bases, 
growing populations of poor people, and cuts in federal assistance chal-
lenged the abilities of the most talented administrators. In Gary, the number 
of downtown businesses dropped from 500 in 1960 to 40 in 1979. Between 
1967 and 1982 Chicago, Detroit, and Philadelphia each lost roughly half 
of their manufacturing jobs. By the time black mayor David Dinkins took 
offi ce in New York in 1990 the city had a one billion dollar defi cit, 75,000 
homeless people, and a need for 250,000 more housing units. Schools, 
hospitals, and other social services were inadequately funded, and deterio-
rating roads, bridges, and water mains looked ready to crumble. Hamstrung 
by fi nancial constraints and powerless to solve problems that lay largely 
beyond their control, black mayors were often attacked for mismanage-
ment, even though white mayors of declining cities fared no better. 14  

 Black elected offi cials in the rural South also faced signifi cant challenges. 
In Uniontown, Alabama, a community of just over 2,000 people where 
two - thirds of the residents were black and poor, African Americans were 
excluded from the political process and from the provision of government 
services until black mayor Andrew Hayden and three black city council 
members were elected in 1972. The new administration was eager to address 
the inadequacies in housing, employment, education, health services, and 
infrastructure that plagued the town. Sixty percent of homes were classed 
as substandard and many people lived in houses without running water or 
indoor toilets. Sewage systems were primitive, streets were unpaved, and 
garbage collection was non - existent in black neighborhoods. Many resi-
dents suffered from malnutrition. The schools were starved of funds and 
offered a less than basic education devoid of laboratory science, music, art, 
or vocational programs. In one school the principal paid for paper himself 
and rationed it to students. 

 Uniontown ’ s black voters hoped to end the racism and neglect that 
created these conditions when they elected the newly integrated city council, 
but Hayden and his colleagues were frustrated in their efforts to implement 
reforms because of debts they inherited from the previous administration. 
Tiny Uniontown owed $1.5 million dollars to creditors located as far away 
as Boston and California. According to one account, some of these people 
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 “ operated with unprecedented zeal ”  to demand repayment immediately 
after Hayden took offi ce. Even after the council spent half of its federal 
revenue sharing funds on debt reduction, a substantial amount of money 
remained outstanding.  “ Because of the inherited fi scal problems, natural 
priorities arising from the election mandate have necessarily been sub-
merged in unnatural priorities arising from creditor pressures, ”  noted a 
report prepared by SEDFRE in April 1973.  “ Whereas an expansive program 
is needed by the community, a fi scally conservative program has been 
dictated by fi nancial realities. ”  15  Like their big city counterparts, black 
political leaders in small southern communities struggled to secure even 
modest improvements for their constituents within the bounds dictated by 
economic circumstances. 

 White voters who feared that political empowerment of African 
Americans would lead to signifi cant policy shifts or a redistribution of 
resources need not have worried. Black people might control the govern-
ment but white Americans controlled the wealth, and it did not take long 
for most black elected offi cials to realize that they remained junior partners 
to the nation ’ s business leaders when it came to making decisions about the 
direction of their communities. The case of Atlanta illustrates this dynamic. 
White political dominance over the city was broken in 1973 with the elec-
tion of Maynard Jackson to the mayor ’ s offi ce. Jackson received 95 percent 
of the black vote and the support of a few white moderates, including some 
key corporate backers such as the chairmen of the Coca Cola Company 
and the city ’ s two largest banks. One banker explained,  “ I ’ d always been 
persuaded that Maynard was going to be elected. So I thought somebody 
in the business community better get behind this guy so that we ’ d have a 
line of communication. ”  16  

 Jackson attempted to balance the needs of African American constituents 
against the priorities of the city ’ s business elite within the context of what 
he called  “ exaggerated black expectations ”  combined with  “ exaggerated 
white anxiety. ”  Initiatives aimed at increasing grassroots participation in 
decision making and improving social services to poor people met with 
hostile reactions from business owners and developers who believed city 
funds were better spent on the construction of shopping malls, convention 
centers, and other projects to revitalize downtown Atlanta. Aware that he 
could not afford to alienate corporate supporters and persuaded that busi-
ness - friendly policies were necessary to create jobs and attract outside 
investment to the city, Jackson soon began diverting resources away from 
black neighborhoods to focus on rebuilding the central business district. 
Rather than generating jobs for African Americans, however, the construc-
tion projects more often tore up communities and displaced black residents 
while skilled workers imported from outside Atlanta reaped the benefi ts of 
the employment opportunities that were generated. 17  
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 Despite the demonstrated limits of policies that provided government 
subsidies to corporate elites in hopes of improving conditions for poor 
people, Jackson ’ s successor Andrew Young continued the business - oriented 
approach. Immediately after his election in 1981 Young sought the coopera-
tion of the city ’ s business leaders, telling them,  “ I didn ’ t get elected with 
your help, but I can ’ t govern without you. ”  Young informed constituents 
who were concerned about the city ’ s growing poverty and inequality that 
government intervention was not the solution to social problems.  “ Politics 
doesn ’ t control the world, ”  he stated.  “ Money does.  …  If you want to bring 
about what we preachers preach about  –  feeding the hungry, clothing the 
naked, healing the sick  –  it ’ s going to be done in the free market system. ”  18  

 Elected offi cials who demonstrated too much ideological independence 
from the prevailing economic assumptions risked sharp truncations of their 
political careers. In 1971 black Republican Charles Freeman Joseph was 
elected mayor of Benton Harbor, Michigan, a community with a population 
that was 80 percent African American located in a county that was 80 
percent white. According to Joseph, the county was the northern equivalent 
of a southern plantation and completely controlled by  “ the Chamber of 
Commerce, Whirlpool Corporation, and an all - white industrial and busi-
ness organization called the Area Resources Improvement Council. ”  
Whirlpool ’ s executives chose or served as the political leadership and 
appointed their associates to the boards and commissions that determined 
who profi ted from economic development efforts. Schools and neighbor-
hoods in Benton Harbor were segregated, and local taxes as well as federal 
funds were spent mostly in white communities. By the late 1960s the city 
was in a state of advanced decay. One - fourth of its population was unem-
ployed and 38 percent of its housing was substandard. Nearly half of the 
town ’ s residents depended on public assistance. Those African Americans 
who were lucky enough to have jobs were largely confi ned to low - paid 
work in white households and factories. When black people began to 
demand action from their local offi cials, white leaders turned to Joseph. 
 “ The white power structure  …  thought I was the kind of person who would 
play the role of a  ‘ spook by the door, ’     ”  he stated.  “ They felt that if anybody 
could control people in the community  …  maybe I was that person. ”  When 
Joseph instead began speaking out against the system and calling attention 
to the plight of poor black people, the county ’ s real rulers responded with 
a concerted and ultimately successful effort to remove him from offi ce. 

 During the four years he served as mayor, Joseph was  “ under constant 
daily attack and pressure. ”  The local newspaper offered only negative 
accounts of his reform programs, and the Chamber of Commerce sabotaged 
efforts to secure federal funding for antipoverty projects by writing to gov-
ernment agencies to ask them not to approve grants to Benton Harbor. 
Banks encouraged many businesses to relocate to the suburbs by refusing 
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to make loans in the city. Council members who opposed Joseph ’ s plans 
disrupted meetings and the police placed the mayor under surveillance in 
an attempt to fi nd evidence of illegal activity. Citizens who supported him 
were threatened with evictions, the loss of jobs or welfare benefi ts, denial 
of credit, and home foreclosures. Anonymous callers harassed Joseph and 
his family with threats of physical violence. Finally, after Joseph and his 
allies on the council voted not to renew the city manager ’ s contract in 
December 1975, disaffected factions charged the mayor with offi cial mal-
feasance and organized a recall referendum. The effort succeeded amidst a 
vicious media campaign, efforts to bribe voters, and intimidation of Joseph ’ s 
supporters at the polls.  “ I no longer believe the American system is what I 
thought it was, ”  Joseph wrote in an account of his ordeal.  “ Democracy will 
never be in this country until we have a generation of people disassociated 
from money and power.  …  It is time for us to stand up and tell big business 
to stop running our governments. ”  19  

 Mayor Joseph ’ s experience was not unusual. A study by Mary Warner 
of the National Association of Human Rights Workers uncovered similar 
treatment of black elected offi cials across the nation in the mid - 1970s. 
Dozens of African American offi ce holders ranging from commissioners of 
small southern towns to United States congressional representatives encoun-
tered one or more of the techniques deployed by Joseph ’ s enemies in Benton 
Harbor: media bias; obstruction of legislative agendas; false charges of 
corruption; surveillance by law enforcement agencies; bribes; threats; and 
other forms of intimidation. Cleveland mayor Carl Stokes reported:  “ I was 
investigated by everyone from Cleveland ’ s lowliest Polish housewife to the 
highest agencies of the United States government: my own Police Department, 
all the Cleveland area newspapers, the strike force set up to fi ght organized 
crime, the Justice Department, the Internal Revenue Service, were all in 
Cleveland and anywhere I ’ d ever been, investigating me because of rumors, 
allegations and accusations. ”  20  

 Black politicians were not immune to the temptations of power, and 
investigations into their activities sometimes uncovered genuine abuses. In 
most cases, though, investigators found no evidence of illegal activity or 
uncovered only minor infractions that were the result of innocent over-
sights. Maryland state senator Clarence Mitchell suffered through several 
years of scrutiny by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and the Justice 
Department before it was determined that he had not engaged in any 
tax evasion and that the federal government instead owed him $234. 
Congressional representatives Shirley Chisholm and Ralph Metcalfe were 
similarly vindicated after being accused of offi cial misconduct. Between 
1969 and 1975 the nation ’ s taxpayers funded more than one hundred IRS 
audits and other probes into the activities of black elected offi cials that 
ended with the charges being dropped for lack of evidence. The eventual 
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exonerations, often not reported by the media after months of coverage 
that essentially declared black offi cials guilty, could not undo the damage 
done to elected leaders ’  reputations and their relationships with constitu-
ents. Many survivors either lost their positions to challengers or chose not 
to run for offi ce in subsequent elections. 21  

 The racial and political motivations that lay behind some of these inves-
tigations of black elected offi cials were hard to miss. When Georgia state 
representative Henrietta Canty visited her local IRS offi ce to challenge the 
$14 the agency said she owed, a staff member greeted her saying,  “ Mrs. 
Canty, you too? They ’ re auditing all our black politicians. ”  Tax audits of 
Fayette mayor Charles Evers and more than two dozen other black leaders 
in Mississippi prompted an editorial in the  Winston County Journal  that 
stated,  “ This does smack of harassment and makes one wonder just how 
the IRS is motivated. ”  Evers viewed the investigations as representing  “ the 
same kind of obstacle Blacks have always had to fi ght  …  First they came 
at us with guns and crosses, then they tried to steal our elections, and now 
it ’ s the IRS. ”  The extent and the recurring patterns that were evident in 
reports of abuse led Congressman William Clay to charge that an organized 
conspiracy existed to  “ undermine, humiliate, jail, and destroy black leaders 
who dared challenge a repressive and unresponsive racist society. ”  22  

 Historian Derek Musgrove ’ s analysis of such claims found that although 
black leaders may have exaggerated the sinister implications of their experi-
ences, the perception that they were being unfairly singled out for attention 
had some basis in reality. Many African Americans were elected to offi ce 
at a time when the public ’ s confi dence in politicians was shaken by the 
Watergate scandal and this partially accounts for the overly suspicious 
treatment they received from the media and law enforcement agencies. At 
the same time, some Republicans sought to undermine their political oppo-
sition by accusing black Democrats and other detractors of corruption. In 
the Nixon era black elected offi cials were caught up in the president ’ s broad 
abuses of power and his attempts to destroy his critics on the left. The 
Reagan and George H. W. Bush administrations also used federal law 
enforcement agencies to target their enemies. In the 1980s and early 1990s 
black elected offi cials were fi ve times more likely than white political leaders 
to come under investigation by government authorities. Musgrove con-
cluded that efforts to paint black elected offi cials as unfi t for offi ce were a 
continuation of powerful white southerners ’  resistance to the civil rights 
movement and aimed to prevent a reemergence of the progressive political 
coalitions of the 1960s. 23  

 Despite these challenges, the number of African Americans serving 
in public offi ce increased steadily in the late twentieth century, reaching 
9,430 in 2002. Within the fi scal and ideological limits of the times, the 
black leaders of small southern towns and declining industrial cities faced 
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challenges that often proved insurmountable. Nonetheless, modest improve-
ments in housing, education, and employment made a real difference in 
some black people ’ s lives. Richard Hatcher was unable to stem white fl ight 
and business disinvestment in Gary, but the policies he implemented ben-
efi ted constituents like the senior citizens who moved into newly built low -
 cost housing, the young people who participated in job training programs, 
and the welfare mother who was included in urban planning under the 
Model Cities program and went on to become a state legislator. The 
employment of more African Americans in government positions, awarding 
of city contracts to minority businesses, and improvements in law enforce-
ment in many communities also represented signifi cant advances. The 
greater accessibility of black elected offi cials compared to white political 
leaders in previous administrations made it easier for constituents to air 
grievances and pressure governments to act. As Adolph Reed Jr. noted, 
 “ Objectives that not very long ago required storming city council meetings 
 –  for example, getting streets paved, street lights or stop signs emplaced  –  
can now be met through routine processes. ”  24   

  Institutional Obstacles to Political Participation 

 At the state and national levels, black legislators ’  ability to move policy in 
a progressive direction was constricted by their minority status within gov-
erning bodies and the Democratic Party ’ s rightward drift after the 1960s. 
With help from supportive white representatives, African Americans could 
sometimes secure enough votes to pass measures that benefi ted poor people, 
such as the extension of federal minimum wage legislation to cover domestic 
workers in 1974. In Mississippi, black representatives found allies among 
some of the younger, moderate white political leaders and managed to 
implement educational reforms and improve access to health care for low -
 income families in the 1980s. Such coalitions became harder to forge as 
New Democrats who viewed association with  “ black ”  issues as a political 
liability gained infl uence within the party. Republicans ’  hostility toward the 
freedom struggle meant they were unlikely to attract many black votes, so 
Democrats took African Americans ’  support for granted and worked to 
break down their own image among white Americans as the party of 
 “ special interests. ”  Jesse Jackson expressed the frustration many black 
people felt regarding the lack of political options when he stated,  “ It doesn ’ t 
matter to us whether we ’ re riding on a donkey or an elephant if both of 
them are walking slowly and going the wrong direction. ”  25  

 Jackson set out to convince the Democratic Party to change its ways by 
running for president in 1984 and again in 1988. Although he knew victory 
in the party primaries was unlikely, he thought his candidacy might boost 
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African American political participation and force party leaders to pay more 
attention to black people ’ s concerns. Jackson aimed to build a  “ Rainbow 
Coalition ”  of the dispossessed that included ethnic minorities, women, and 
working - class white people who were suffering along with African 
Americans in the Reagan era.  “ Just as we displaced racial violence, we must 
replace economic violence with economic justice, ”  he explained. Jackson 
cited plant closings, corporate greed, unemployment, homelessness, and 
cuts in social services as examples of economic violence and urged people 
to join together to challenge policies that privileged the wealthiest Americans 
over most other citizens (see Figure  6.1 ). 26    

 Jackson ’ s message resonated with many black Democrats and they 
turned out in large numbers to vote for him in the primary elections. To 
most white voters, however, Jackson was  “ the black candidate ”  represent-
ing ideas they had repudiated when they elected Reagan in 1980. White 
southern support for the Republican Party solidifi ed in the 1984 elections, 
the promise of an interracial grassroots movement was not realized, and 
the campaign degenerated into what many perceived as a personal quest 
for power by Jesse Jackson. Democratic Party leaders were not persuaded 

     Figure 6.1     Jesse Jackson with members of United Rubber Workers Local 310 in 
Des Moines, Iowa, 1988 
   Source :   Jim Wilson/ New York Times    
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to renew their commitment to racial equality and economic justice, respond-
ing instead with token concessions to Jackson and an even more cautious 
policy agenda shaped by the DLC. In 1988, Jackson ’ s victories over 
Massachusetts governor Michael Dukakis in several early primaries alarmed 
some powerful Democrats and sparked what one analyst called a  “ de facto 
 ‘ Stop Jesse Movement. ’     ”  After securing the nomination Dukakis ran as a 
centrist, distancing himself from African Americans and refraining from 
actively seeking their support until the last few weeks of the election. The 
party ’ s treatment of Jackson and Dukakis ’  lukewarm outreach efforts 
dampened black voter turnout in the general election and resulted in four 
more years of Republican rule under George H. W. Bush. 27  

 Other factors in addition to the sense that neither major political party 
was really interested in advancing the freedom struggle had the effect of 
suppressing black participation in elections in the post - civil rights era. 
Paradoxically for a nation that saw itself as a model of democracy for the 
rest of the world, voting in the United States was not a simple endeavor. 
Apart from age and citizenship requirements, no consistent, nationwide 
election rules existed. State and local governments developed their own 
procedures and required a certain amount of effort on the part of voters. 
In many other nations people were automatically registered by their govern-
ments when they reached voting age, but Americans enjoyed no such cod-
dling. Citizens had to learn about eligibility requirements, registration 
procedures and deadlines, and locations for registering largely on their own. 
Voters in many communities were further inconvenienced when they found 
that registrars ’  offi ces were closed outside of regular working hours. 
Changing residencies sometimes necessitated learning a new set of rules and 
going through the whole procedure all over again. On election day voters 
had to make sure they went to the correct polling place and provide proof 
of their identity if it was required. Depending on staffi ng levels and the 
availability of voting booths, they might then wait in line for hours before 
being able to cast their ballots. The primary elections and run - off elections 
that often preceded general elections meant multiple trips to the polls for 
citizens who wanted to have their preferences recorded in every phase of 
the process. 28  

 None of this presented major obstacles to educated, middle - class 
Americans who owned cars and could afford to take time off work to 
register or vote. For many poor, elderly, and disabled citizens, however, the 
system posed signifi cant barriers to participation. Economic disparities 
between white and black Americans meant that there were racial disparities 
in voting as well. In  Tyranny of the Majority  (1994) Lani Guinier outlined 
how these inequalities affected elections in Phillips County, Arkansas. 
Forty - two percent of African Americans in this rural community did not 
own cars compared with 9 percent of white residents. Thirty percent of 
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black residents did not have phones compared with 11 percent of white 
people. There was no public transportation system in the county and paying 
for a taxi or a ride from neighbors or friends was expensive. Black residents ’  
poverty posed diffi culties to participation in all aspects of the electoral 
process both for voters and the candidates seeking to represent them. 
Without easy means of communicating with residents and getting them to 
the registrar ’ s offi ce or the polls, tasks like organizing volunteers, fundrais-
ing, canvassing, registering people, and getting out the vote on election day 
were formidable challenges. On the other side, these same factors made it 
easy for election offi cials seeking to discourage black voting to manipulate 
the process to their own advantage. In the 1980s polling places in Phillips 
County were moved  “ ten times in as many elections, often without prior 
notice and sometimes to locations up to twelve to fi fteen miles away, over 
dirt and gravel roads. ”  The county ’ s run - off election requirement, neces-
sitating two efforts to turn out voters in two weeks, added to black candi-
dates ’  problems. 29  

 The correlations between blackness and economic disadvantage meant 
that election rules that seemed neutral, practical, and fair often had the 
effect of suppressing black political participation. The run - offs mandated 
in many southern communities if no candidate received a majority of the 
vote in the fi rst primary election were supposed to ensure that the eventual 
winner was elected with support from a majority of voters. Yet this rule 
was a major obstacle to black electoral victories and did not always realize 
its ostensibly democratic goal. Turnout often dropped between the fi rst and 
second elections, and the victor in the second primary could win with fewer 
votes than were cast for the winner of a plurality in the earlier election. 
African Americans in Phillips County viewed the mechanism as simply a 
way for white people to  “ steal ”  elections, and the feeling that the system 
was rigged against them dampened many black people ’ s enthusiasm for 
exercising their political rights. Local activist Julious McGruder contended 
that African Americans ’  sense of permanent exclusion smothered  “ all of the 
hope, all of the faith, the belief in the system. ”  30  

 Felony disfranchisement laws were another means through which black 
political infl uence was weakened in the post - civil rights era. Most states 
restricted voting rights in some way for people convicted of serious crimes, 
and in many cases the punishment was extended beyond the years offenders 
spent in prison. In 48 states prisoners could not vote. Thirty - six states 
restricted the voting rights of people who were on probation or parole, and 
13 states revoked felons ’  voting rights for life. These laws, combined with 
mass incarceration policies and racism in the criminal justice system, 
resulted in the disfranchisement of hundreds of thousands of black 
Americans. By the early twenty - fi rst century one in 12 black adults was 
not allowed to vote. For black men living in states that permanently 
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disfranchised felons the fi gure was one in four. Their physical presence, 
however, still counted for the purpose of determining the number of rep-
resentatives accorded to political districts after each decennial census. In a 
situation that paralleled the effects of the three - fi fths clause during slavery, 
the rural white communities where many prisons were located benefi ted 
from overrepresentation in government while the inner - city neighborhoods 
that were the main targets of the war on crime were further disadvantaged 
politically. In New York state, for example, 38 new prisons were built in 
the 1980s and 1990s, all located in sparsely populated, heavily white and 
Republican districts. 31  The federal funds and political strength that came 
with these facilities, along with the removal of a large and mostly 
Democratic - leaning segment of the electorate, provided incentives for some 
politicians to continue with the tough crime policies that sent large numbers 
of black Americans to jail in the post - civil rights era. 

 Political motivations were also apparent in debates over initiatives to 
make voting easier in the decades after 1965. High voter turnout, especially 
by low - income and minority groups, favored Democratic candidates. In 
contrast, Republican interests were served by discouraging poorer people 
from voting. Paul Weyrich, a leader in the movement to mobilize social 
conservatives in support of Ronald Reagan and other candidates who 
shared their values, explained:  “ I don ’ t want everybody to vote.  …  As a 
matter of fact, our leverage in the elections, quite candidly, goes up as the 
voting populace goes down. ”  When President Jimmy Carter proposed leg-
islation allowing election - day registration for federal elections, Republicans 
in Congress killed the plan, arguing that pre - registration was necessary to 
prevent voter fraud. 32  In 1992 George H. W. Bush also cited concerns about 
fraud when he vetoed a bill requiring states to encourage people to register 
to vote when they applied for drivers ’  licenses or government benefi ts. 
According to the  New York Times , however, the 29 states that already had 
such registration procedures had seen  “ no recorded increase in cheating. ”  
Congress tried again the following year, and after supporters defeated 
efforts to fi libuster the legislation President Bill Clinton signed the National 
Voter Registration ( “ Motor Voter ” ) Act into law. 33  

 The concerns about fraud expressed by opponents of electoral reform 
were not entirely unfounded. In two separate surveys of the history of elec-
tions in the United States from the colonial era to the early twenty - fi rst 
century, historian Tracy Campbell and journalist Andrew Gumbel both 
concluded that unlawful or unethical manipulation of the democratic 
process was an American tradition. 34  Republican fears that Democrats 
might take advantage of relaxed voting rules to register non - citizens, crimi-
nals, dead people, and pets were understandable because it had all happened 
before. Neither party was innocent of past misconduct, however, and 
attempts to steal elections in the post - civil rights era more often involved 
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suppressing turnout by legitimately registered voters rather than encourag-
ing participation by people who were ineligible. Under the guise of prevent-
ing voter fraud, Republican operatives engaged in thinly veiled efforts to 
discourage African Americans and other nonwhite citizens from voting. 
Though adamant that these measures aimed only to protect the democratic 
process and not to suppress black votes, the Republican National Committee 
agreed to suspend its  “ ballot integrity ”  program in 1986 in response to a 
lawsuit and the public disclosure of an internal memo that cast doubt on 
its intentions. In the congressional races that year, a party leader in the 
Midwest urged southern associates to initiate a ballot integrity drive before 
the primary elections in Louisiana.  “ I would guess that this program will 
eliminate at least 60 – 80,000 folks from the rolls, ”  she wrote.  “ If it ’ s a close 
race  …  this could keep the black vote down considerably. ”  35  

 Both the institutional disadvantages African Americans faced in the 
electoral system and deliberate vote suppression deprived Democratic politi-
cians of a signifi cant source of support. Throughout the late twentieth 
century African Americans reliably supported the party ’ s candidates nine 
to one over their Republican opponents. In a close election, preventing even 
a small number of black people from casting ballots could signifi cantly 
infl uence the outcome. In the 1980 presidential election Ronald Reagan 
won several southern states only because hundreds of thousands of African 
Americans in the region did not vote. Reagan ’ s margin of victory in South 
Carolina, for example, was 11,456. The number of unregistered black 
voters in South Carolina was 292,000. Depressed levels of black political 
participation enabled Reagan to secure similarly narrow victories in 
Arkansas, Tennessee, Alabama, and Mississippi. 36  Republican political 
dominance in the late twentieth century arguably relied on fake electoral 
majorities resulting from systemic obstacles and partisan political tactics 
that limited democratic participation by large numbers of citizens.  

  Voting Rights Activism and Electoral Reform 

 Civil rights activists responded to these problems with efforts to overcome 
institutional barriers to voting and increase black political engagement. In 
the months before the general election in 1984 dozens of civil rights and 
social justice organizations including the NAACP, ACORN, labor unions, 
and student groups worked to massively increase voter registration among 
minorities and poor people in hopes of turning Reagan out of offi ce. 
Canvassers deployed innovative techniques such as registering people at 
welfare offi ces and on public transportation as well as going door to door 
in low - income neighborhoods to sign up new voters. Some activists engaged 
in direct action techniques that were reminiscent of the 1960s. The NAACP 
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organized a march from Richmond, Virginia, to New York City that reg-
istered 35,000 people along the route. The United States Student Association 
recruited hundreds of volunteers for its Freedom Summer  ’ 84 voter regis-
tration drive, reprising the efforts undertaken by college - aged activists in 
Mississippi 20 years earlier. ACORN members staged sit - ins at registrars ’  
offi ces in Bridgeport, Connecticut, to protest local offi cials ’  refusal to depu-
tize volunteers to register people. A lawsuit joined by ACORN and several 
other groups eventually forced the offi cials to capitulate, and legal action 
in seven other states upheld volunteers ’  right to canvass in the waiting 
rooms of government agencies. Nationwide, the campaign succeeded in 
adding 12 million more people to the electoral rolls. 37  

 Activists also tried to level the political playing fi eld for candidates who 
could not afford to spend thousands of dollars on election campaigns. In 
1997 the Georgia State Conference of NAACP Branches requested a court 
order mandating publicly fi nanced elections after a black candidate in a 
state senate race lost to a white opponent who outspent him $270,000 to 
$16,000. Plaintiffs argued that the electoral system disadvantaged poor 
people and violated the equal protection and free speech provisions of the 
Constitution. Recognizing that the problem extended beyond black and 
white to encompass broader issues of democracy and class inequality, 
veteran civil rights activist Charles Sherrod stated,  “ Fact is, it ’ s no longer 
just a race thing. The vote knows nothing but green. That ’ s the color that 
we ’ ve got to concentrate on. ”  The federal district court in Atlanta denied 
the plaintiffs the right to bring the case. Even after Congress passed new 
national campaign fi nance regulations with the McCain - Feingold Act in 
2002, money continued to play a major role in the outcome of American 
elections. 38  

 In the absence of more fundamental electoral reforms, activists ’  best hope 
lay with massive grassroots mobilization efforts to register new voters and 
ensure that they got to the polls on election day. In the 2000 elections the 
NAACP created the National Voter Fund and initiated a major campaign 
that recruited 5,000 volunteers to work on voter registration and Get Out 
the Vote efforts in 17 states. That year more than 1 million more black 
Americans voted than had cast ballots in 1996, and 90 percent of them 
supported Democratic candidate Albert Gore. The increase in black partici-
pation was one of the factors behind an extremely close contest and high 
voter turnout in Florida that overwhelmed the state ’ s election system on 
November 7. Had the resulting confusion not interfered with many citizens ’  
attempts to vote, Gore might well have won the presidency. 39  Instead, a 
combination of inadequate resources, bureaucratic incompetence, socio -
 economic disparities, and partisan maneuvering conspired to send George 
W. Bush to the White House. 

 The events in Florida in 2000 exposed the multitude of problems that 
existed in the nation ’ s electoral system and their particular effects on black 



 is this america? 143

voters. The state had 25 electoral college votes, a Republican governor who 
was Bush ’ s brother, a secretary of state who had campaigned for Bush and 
co - chaired his election campaign, and a long history of racism. In the 
months before the election a badly mismanaged purge of the voter rolls 
focusing mostly on removing convicted felons deleted the names of thou-
sands of eligible citizens from county voter lists. At the same time, aggres-
sive voter registration drives by both political parties added an unusually 
large number of people to the rolls. Already underfunded and understaffed, 
county election offi ces were unable to cope with the burdens of verifying 
voter lists, processing new registrations, and informing new voters about 
election procedures. Many people arrived at the polls to fi nd that election 
offi cials had no record of their eligibility to vote. Citizens whose names 
were not on the voter lists were legally entitled to cast ballots by affi davit 
if permission was granted by the county election supervisor, and some were 
able to do so. More often, however, phone lines to supervisors ’  offi ces were 
jammed for hours, authorization was never received, and voters either left 
in frustration or were sent home after the polls closed without being allowed 
to cast ballots. Compounding the chaos surrounding the voter lists were 
problems caused by some counties ’  use of antiquated voting machines and 
confusing ballot designs. A total of 180,000 ballots cast in Florida were 
thrown out because of undervotes (no clear marking of the ballot) or over-
votes (ballots recording votes for more than one candidate) that made 
voters ’  preferences diffi cult to determine. 40  

 In the weeks following the election the Florida attorney general ’ s offi ce 
received 3,600 complaints from citizens who were wrongly denied the 
opportunity to vote or who observed other irregularities at the polls. Many 
others reported their experiences to civil rights groups, leading the NAACP 
to fi le a class - action lawsuit against the state ’ s election offi cials. The 
Commission on Civil Rights also investigated allegations of vote suppres-
sion. In June 2001 the commission released a report that concluded,  “ Many 
eligible Florida voters were, in fact, denied their right to vote, with the 
disenfranchisement disproportionately affecting African Americans. ”  Every 
problematic aspect of the election had a greater impact on black Floridians 
than on white citizens. African Americans were more likely than white citi-
zens to be purged from voter rolls based on the inaccurate list of suspected 
felons and less likely to receive assistance from poll workers when their 
eligibility to vote was in question. A poll worker in Broward County 
reported seeing  “ mostly African American and Hispanic voters being turned 
away because their names did not appear on the rolls ”  and stated that the 
clerk at her station  “ did not communicate with the voters and did nothing 
to encourage them to vote. ”  The state ’ s black citizens were also concen-
trated in poor counties where funding inadequacies were most acute. This 
in turn affected the extent of voter education and outreach, the number of 
polling places and staffi ng levels on election day, and the quality of voting 
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technology used to record and count ballots. Seventy percent of African 
Americans lived in counties that used the two least reliable types of voting 
machines (punch card machines and optical scan systems with centralized 
recording). On election day, these counties were responsible for 65 percent 
of votes cast but 90 percent of rejected ballots. In rural Gadsen County, 
the state ’ s poorest and blackest county, one in eight votes was not counted 
because of the spoilage problem. In mostly white Leon County, the rate of 
rejection was one in 500. Analysts concluded that overall about 14 percent 
of African American votes were discarded compared with only 2 percent 
of white people ’ s votes. 41  

 Many of the problems outlined in the commission ’ s report were not 
unique to Florida. As scholar Allen Lichtman pointed out in expert testi-
mony prepared for the investigation, disparities in the resources available 
to manage elections in different communities were the  “ real scandal ”  in the 
nation ’ s electoral system.  “ Poor counties, whether in Florida or elsewhere, 
have always had a disproportionate number of votes not counted, ”  he 
noted. Another study estimated that nationwide between 4 and 6 million 
votes were not counted in the 2000 election. In the wake of such revelations 
Congress passed the Help America Vote Act (HAVA) in October 2002, 
hailed by its proponents as the most signifi cant civil rights legislation since 
the 1960s. The act set minimum national standards for registering voters 
and promised $3.9 billion in federal assistance to the states for projects 
such as upgrading voting equipment, educating voters, training poll workers, 
and maintaining accurate voter lists. It also required states to allow people 
whose eligibility to vote was unclear to cast provisional ballots on election 
day and verify their status later. 42  

 These reforms still proved inadequate for ensuring equal access to the 
democratic process, however. Secretaries of state retained broad powers to 
determine exactly how to implement HAVA and some provisions of the act 
provided new openings for electoral malfeasance. Greg Palast argued in the 
 Nation  that requiring all 50 states to maintain computerized voter rolls 
actually increased the likelihood of more Florida - style purges of  “ ineligible ”  
voters orchestrated by partisan election offi cials. The stipulation that fi rst -
 time voters who registered by mail must present identifi cation at the polls 
created problems for some citizens who lacked any of the types of identifi -
cation that qualifi ed. Many people expressed concern about states ’  rush to 
invest in electronic voting machines that were prone to errors and security 
breaches. Stanford University computer scientist David Dill warned,  “ If I 
was a programmer at one of these companies and I wanted to steal an elec-
tion, it would be very easy. ”  43  

 Civil rights organizations took action of their own in the wake of the 
2000 elections to combat informal and deliberate disfranchisement of 
voters. Dozens of groups cooperated on creating the Election Protection 
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Program, an effort to monitor election practices and solve problems that 
interfered with citizens ’  ability to register or vote. The program recruited 
lawyers and trained volunteers to provide legal assistance to people who 
encountered diffi culty negotiating the system. In 2004 the coalition main-
tained a direct presence in 25 states and handled more than 150,000 calls 
through its national hotline in the two weeks leading up to election day. 
Once again the NAACP, ACORN, and other organizations joined together 
in a massive drive to bring millions of new voters into the political process, 
recruiting at homeless shelters, public housing projects, beauty salons, high 
schools, and colleges. These initiatives were not enough to offset extremely 
well organized Republican efforts to get their own supporters to the polls. 
Many people also encountered the same kinds of obstacles to participation 
that characterized earlier elections, including long lines at polling places, 
inconsistent availability of provisional ballots, unhelpful poll workers, and 
voter intimidation. As usual, residents of poorer communities encountered 
the most frustrations while those in wealthier precincts cast ballots with 
relative ease. 44  

 Under pressure from reformers, many states acted to alleviate such prob-
lems by extending the voting period beyond the 12 to 15 hours that polls 
were open on election day. Allowing people to cast ballots over a period 
of a few days or weeks helped to overcome many of the barriers to partici-
pation that disadvantaged poor people and made partisan efforts to sup-
press turnout more diffi cult. By 2008 residents of 32 states could vote early 
by mail or in person, and millions did so. In North Carolina, an NAACP -
 led coalition of 95 social justice organizations embarked on an initiative to 
persuade 1 million people to vote early in the presidential election. Mazie 
Butler Ferguson, a former CORE worker and SEDFRE scholarship recipi-
ent, was one of the coordinators of the  “ Souls to the Polls ”  effort and later 
reported on the results:  “ Hundreds of thousands of new voters registered 
and voted prior to election day.  …  [On election day] many network com-
mentators called North Carolina for McCain early in the evening before 
the early votes had been counted. BUT when the early votes were counted, 
Obama had carried North Carolina overwhelmingly. The early voting and 
Souls to the Polls made the difference in the outcome of the election in 
North Carolina. ”  45   

  The Long Obama Campaign 

 Obama ’ s victory refl ected the work of civil rights veterans like Ferguson as 
well as millions of new recruits who joined the struggle in the late twentieth 
century. Obama was just four years old when the Voting Rights Act was 
passed in 1965. Raised under relatively privileged circumstances by his 



146 is this america?

white mother and grandparents in Indonesia and Hawaii, his story was not 
one that the majority of African Americans shared or recognized as part of 
their experience. Nonetheless, the new president connected strongly to the 
history and achievements of the black freedom movement and acknowl-
edged them as being intricately entwined with his own. His success owed 
much to the example of black leaders like Martin Luther King Jr., whose 
inspiring appeals to the nation ’ s highest ideals echoed through Obama ’ s 
own speeches. His political career built on the efforts of an earlier genera-
tion of black candidates and elected offi cials. Most of all, Obama ’ s election 
was a legacy of the grassroots organizing model crafted by black activists 
in the mid twentieth century and carried into later decades by SEDFRE, 
ACORN, and the many other social justice organizations spawned by the 
civil rights movement. Political analyst Christopher Hayes observed a 
crucial difference between the Obama campaign and previous election bids 
he had covered.  “ This campaign ’ s fi eld operation is guided by a principle 
which is posted in every offi ce:  ‘ Respect, Empower, and Include, ’     ”  he 
explained.  “ Volunteers are not just used as chess pieces  –  they ’ re developed 
into leaders and given tools to organize themselves, so they turn into force 
multipliers. ”  46  

 Millions of Americans donated money and time to the Obama campaign, 
providing the fi nancial and human power needed to canvass communities 
multiple times to register voters, educate them about local election proce-
dures, and get them to the polls. The massive volunteer base gave unprec-
edented depth to these efforts and enabled Obama to set up fi eld offi ces 
in states that were initially considered beyond reach for the Democratic 
candidate  –  and that he eventually won. Obama realized that, to paraphrase 
Ella Baker ’ s astute observation regarding Martin Luther King Jr., he did 
not make the movement, the movement made him.  “ This is your victory, ”  
he told supporters in his acceptance speech, and went on to remind them 
that his election did not represent the end of their efforts:  “ This victory 
alone is not the change we seek  –  it is only the chance for us to make that 
change.  …  It cannot happen without you. ”  47  

 Obama ’ s admonition recalled the sentiments expressed 40 years earlier 
by civil rights activists who knew that years of struggle lay ahead to ensure 
genuine social change after the legislative victories of the 1960s. Throughout 
the late twentieth century the fi ght to include black Americans in the 
nation ’ s democracy continued in the courts, in the legislatures, at registrars ’  
offi ces, at the polls, and in the streets. Sustained efforts to overcome barriers 
to participation achieved some important victories and made possible the 
election of the nation ’ s fi rst African American president. As the experiences 
of black elected offi cials demonstrated, however, political representation 
alone was insuffi cient to ensure meaningful reform. In addition to enforce-
ment of civil rights laws and a voice in government, African Americans 
pressed for broader social justice goals in the post - civil rights era.    
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 Fir $ t Cla $  $  Citizen $ hip: Struggles for 
Economic Justice     

       This civil rights revolution is not confi ned to the Negro nor is it con-
fi ned to civil rights, for our white allies know that they cannot be free 
while we are not and we know that we have no future in a society in 
which six million black and white people are unemployed and millions 
more live in poverty.  (A. Philip Randolph, 1963)  1    

 On January 31, 1966 a group of about 100 displaced agricultural workers 
in Mississippi moved their families into an abandoned air force base near 
Greenville and called on the federal government to put the site to use as a 
low - income housing project and job training center. In a telegram to 
President Johnson they explained:  “ We are here because we are hungry. We 
are here because we have no jobs. Many of us have been thrown off the 
plantations where we worked for nothing all of our lives. We don ’ t want 
charity. We demand our rights to jobs, so that we can do something with 
our lives and build us a future. ”  The protest drew attention to political 
leaders ’  failure to address the social crisis generated by the modernization 
of southern agriculture and resulting unemployment that left large numbers 
of black people without income, food, or shelter. These activists did not 
believe the government ’ s responsibility to ensure racial equality ended with 
the passage of civil rights legislation. Their message to Johnson showed that 
they considered economic rights to be just as important in the freedom 
struggle as the political and legal rights won in the mid - 1960s. Johnson ’ s 
response was an early indication of the wall of resistance that met such 
arguments in the later part of the decade and beyond. On February 1, 140 
military police descended on the base and evicted the protesters. 2  

 In the decades after passage of the Civil Rights and Voting Rights 
Acts social justice activists struggled to place the right to adequate income 
at the center of national policies aimed at addressing racial inequality 
and the broader problems facing the United States as it transitioned to a 
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postindustrial economy. The nation ’ s political leaders never embraced this 
approach, however. Proposals to establish basic economic rights for all 
Americans through full employment initiatives and a stronger social welfare 
system met with indifference or outright hostility in the late twentieth 
century. African Americans responded to the government ’ s failure to act by 
engaging in cooperative and self - help efforts to fi ll the gaps left by the 
withdrawal of support for antipoverty programs.  

  The Poor People ’ s Campaign and Proposals for Full 
Employment Policies 

 The civil rights movement had always included an economic component. 
Many grassroots participants and leaders were working - class black people 
who were more interested in improving their incomes and living standards 
than integrating restaurants or other facilities that they could not afford to 
patronize. In July 1963 CORE worker Miriam Feingold reported from 
Louisiana:  “ One lady told me yesterday that she didn ’ t care if the lunch 
counters everywhere were opened  –  she couldn ’ t buy anything with the 
money she had. All she wants is a good job for her husband, and the chance 
to bring up her kids like everyone else ’ s kids. ”  In the mid - 1960s CORE and 
SNCC ’ s work in the rural South shifted from a focus on desegregation and 
voter registration to mobilizing poor people to demand a fair share of the 
nation ’ s wealth. The goal was neatly summarized in a fl yer announcing one 
local group ’ s purpose as securing  “ Fir $ t Cla $  $  Citizen $ hip [and] Fir $ t 
Cla $  $  Job $ . ”  3  

 Martin Luther King Jr. also spoke out eloquently against other forms of 
oppression apart from racism. At a press conference in December 1967 
King asked Americans to consider the moral implications of  “ children starv-
ing in Mississippi while prosperous farmers are rewarded for not producing 
food.  …  Or a nation gorged on money while millions of its citizens are 
denied a good education, adequate health services, decent housing, mean-
ingful employment, and even respect, and are then told to be responsible. ”  4  
He envisioned the mobilization of a multiethnic coalition made up of other 
poor and dispossessed groups in addition to African Americans.  “ As we 
work to get rid of the economic strangulation that we face as a result of 
poverty, we must not overlook the fact that millions of Puerto Ricans, 
Mexican Americans, Indians and Appalachian whites are also poverty -
 stricken, ”  he asserted. 5  King was in the process of organizing members of 
all of these groups to participate in a poor people ’ s march on Washington 
before his assassination in April 1968. His lieutenants in the SCLC con-
tinued the Poor People ’ s Campaign (PPC) amidst the shock and grief of 
his death. In mid - May a multiethnic gathering comprising thousands of 
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low - income Americans converged on the nation ’ s capital to engage in lob-
bying efforts and mass demonstrations. Activists spent the next several 
weeks visiting the offi ces of federal agencies during the day and camping 
out in a makeshift tent city near the Washington monument at night. 

 The PPC ’ s demands centered on guarantees of adequate income for all 
citizens through job creation, social welfare payments, and increased 
funding for the war on poverty. Participants argued that there was no 
excuse for allowing hunger and homelessness to exist in the wealthiest 
nation on earth. The United States had the resources to eradicate the 
problem if only its political leaders were willing to reorder their priorities. 
A pamphlet outlining the goals of the PPC contrasted the billions of dollars 
in government subsidies that southern plantation owners, large corpora-
tions, and middle - class homeowners received every year with the meager 
amounts spent on helping poor people to meet their basic subsistence needs. 
 “ Let America treat its poor children at least as well as its rich farmers, ”  
organizers suggested.  “ Let America subsidize the families in the rotting 
tenements at least as well as those in the affl uent suburbs. ”  The PPC called 
on legislators to enact an Economic Bill of Rights to ensure jobs at living 
wages for all citizens who could work and an adequate income for those 
who could not. Representatives of the various government agencies targeted 
by the march listened politely to the civil rights leaders and poor people 
they met with but prevaricated on specifi c actions they could take. The 
Department of Labor ’ s response, for example, drew criticism from activists 
for merely describing  “ past, inadequate and irrelevant accomplishments 
while ignoring this, our most important demand  –  immediate jobs for the 
poor. ”  Although protesters vowed to remain in Washington for as long as 
was necessary to force more serious efforts to address their concerns, police 
forcibly removed people and shut down the PPC ’ s camp site on June 24 
after the permit for the demonstration expired. 6  

 National leaders ’  reluctance to accept responsibility for ensuring a more 
equitable distribution of resources only grew stronger in subsequent decades. 
In the 1970s opposition to government guarantees of economic security 
blocked efforts to enact full employment legislation proposed by 
Congressman Augustus Hawkins and strongly supported by civil rights, 
labor, and religious groups. The prevailing view among economists and 
policy makers assumed that maintaining some level of unemployment was 
necessary to control infl ation. Business leaders also supported this arrange-
ment because it ensured a ready supply of labor and curbed workers ’  ability 
to demand higher wages. Hawkins argued that the system aimed to protect 
 “ property rights instead of human rights [and] led to  …  defi ning full 
employment in terms not of the number and kind of paid jobs but rather 
some politically tolerable level of unemployment. ”  Between the 1940s and 
1970s that level crept up from 2 percent to 7 percent, a fi gure that translated 
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into millions of people unable to fi nd work and one that was entirely intol-
erable to Hawkins and his supporters. Initially introduced in 1974, Hawkins ’  
bill established the right to a job for all able - bodied adults and required the 
government to provide employment for surplus workers when the private 
sector failed to generate enough positions. 7  

 Opponents of full employment policies countered that the legislation 
would interfere with the free enterprise system, result in ineffi cient and 
costly public works projects, and cause runaway infl ation. Lower taxes and 
reliance on market forces were a better way to reduce unemployment than 
government intervention, they asserted. Hawkins ’  bill went through mul-
tiple revisions and was combined with another bill proposed by Hubert 
Humphrey before coming to a vote as the Full Employment and Balanced 
Growth Act in 1978. The language asserting that employment was a right 
was dropped along with the mechanisms for ensuring that everyone who 
wanted a job could fi nd one. Congress passed the legislation in its weakened 
form and President Carter signed the act into law in October. Carter and 
his successors in the White House continued to place a higher priority on 
keeping infl ation down than reducing unemployment. In the next three 
decades the nation ’ s offi cial jobless rate never fell below 4 percent (more 
than 5 million workers). The actual unemployment rate, including part - time 
workers who preferred full - time jobs, people who were ineligible for unem-
ployment benefi ts, and those who had become too discouraged to look for 
work, was even higher. 8  

 Debates over full employment legislation occurred against a backdrop 
of rampant infl ation in the 1970s. By the middle of the decade infl ation was 
increasing by 5 – 10 percent each year, leading some economists to advocate 
tightening rather than expanding job opportunities to bring wages and 
prices under control. Proponents of such policies became more infl uential 
as the decade progressed, arguing fi rst for acceptance of a higher rate of 
unemployment and eventually calling for a deliberately engineered reces-
sion. In September 1977 economist Herbert Stein theorized in the  Wall 
Street Journal  that the nation ’ s 7 percent unemployment rate was in fact 
full employment. Acknowledging that nonwhite workers ’  jobless rate was 
double that fi gure and that this was not acceptable, Stein maintained that 
full employment policies would not solve the problem because unemployed 
people did not really want jobs.  “ The heightened sense of national obliga-
tion to provide jobs  –  or, at least, a paycheck  –  had as its corollary a lowered 
sense of private responsibility to work, ”  he claimed. The following year 
William Fellner of the American Enterprise Institute asserted that contract-
ing the economy was the only way to bring infl ation back to within reason-
able limits.  “ No one wants the recession, but it ’ s unavoidable, ”  he stated. 
Such a policy might mean high unemployment for several more years, but 
there was  “ no other way. ”  Arthur Okun, a former advisor to President 
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Johnson, concurred.  “ The [Federal Reserve Board] is not going to accom-
modate what is happening in prices. The Fed is going to give us a recession, ”  
he predicted. 9  

 Sure enough, Federal Reserve chairman Paul Volcker began raising inter-
est rates in 1979 to tighten the credit supply and force Americans into 
greater austerity. The  New York Times  reported in October that the Carter 
administration was determined not to allow recent price increases in housing 
and energy to spark another upward revision in wages. Volcker was aware 
of the likely effects of the rate hikes on workers ’  employment prospects and 
incomes, but he argued that there were no easy paths to economic recovery. 
 “ The standard of living of the average American has to decline, ”  he stated 
bluntly.  “ I don ’ t think you can escape that. ”  By 1982 the unemployment 
rate was at 10 percent and labor unions ’  power to negotiate better pay and 
conditions for members was severely weakened. Infl ation was tamed, but 
the costs were not evenly shared. Wealthy Americans who could afford to 
buy stocks or United States Treasury bonds benefi ted from the healthy 
returns on their investments while those with more modest incomes bore 
the brunt of the pain. 10   

  The Welfare Rights Movement 

 Political leaders ’  refusal to enact measures guaranteeing jobs for all 
Americans spurred efforts to strengthen the social welfare system that 
unemployed people and their families relied on for survival. A nationwide 
welfare rights movement emerged in the late 1960s as activists looked for 
ways to address the southern agricultural crisis and its overfl ow effects on 
urban black communities. Many displaced black workers were not eligible 
for unemployment insurance and therefore relied heavily on the state public 
assistance programs that provided for those left out of other Social Security 
initiatives in the 1930s. Most states did not provide assistance to two - parent 
families on the assumption that able - bodied men could always fi nd jobs. If 
the fathers left, however, their wives and children became eligible for Aid 
to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). At hearings held by the state 
advisory committees of the Commission on Civil Rights in 1967, black 
women testifi ed to the diffi culty of keeping families intact in communities 
where few employment opportunities existed.  “ A man doesn ’ t want to feel 
that he is going to take bread out of his child ’ s mouth if he is really a man, ”  
explained an AFDC recipient in Cleveland, Ohio.  “ This means that he 
leaves. If he is not able to support his family adequately, he usually leaves. ”  
A minister from the same community stated that he found it diffi cult to 
counsel such men to stay with their families  “ because it is life and death 
that we are talking about. ”  11  In the late 1960s increasing numbers of black 
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women and children turned to AFDC as a last desperate resort after jobs 
and men disappeared. 

 Civil rights workers in the South recognized early on that racist offi cials ’  
control over public assistance programs allowed for forms of discrimination 
against African Americans that were as serious as segregation laws and the 
denial of voting rights. Maximum benefi ts paid under the AFDC program 
sat well below poverty level in every state, and strict eligibility requirements 
kept many needy families from receiving assistance. Stipulations that recipi-
ents must maintain a  “ suitable home ”  for children, for instance, empowered 
administrators to refuse or cut off welfare payments for any reason, includ-
ing family members ’  participation in the civil rights movement. Economic 
reprisals by private employers combined with restricted access to the welfare 
system caused one CORE worker to conclude that  “ poverty purposely 
tightened ”  was a deliberate ploy on the part of white supremacists to dis-
courage black organizing and force African Americans out of the region. 
An OEO offi cial sent to monitor food distribution programs in Mississippi 
in 1966 offered a similar assessment.  “ Many of the very needy are disquali-
fi ed from receiving food by arbitrary certifi cation regulations, ”  he reported. 
 “ There is ample evidence that the welfare program in Mississippi is dis-
criminatory, punitive, dishonest and endowed with a feudalistic authority 
over human life and dignity. ”  12  

 Racism lay behind many of these abuses but similar mistreatment was 
accorded to white people who relied on public assistance as well. In 1965 
legal scholar Charles Reich outlined multiple violations of welfare recipi-
ents ’  basic rights that resulted from administrative rules meant to guard 
against the misuse of taxpayer funds. The residency requirements imposed 
by many states limited poor people ’ s mobility and made it hard to relocate 
in search of work. Social workers ’  close supervision of recipients ’  private 
lives threatened their individual liberties. Unannounced inspections of peo-
ple ’ s homes were inconsistent with Fourth Amendment protections against 
unreasonable searches. No other segment of the population was subjected 
to this level of scrutiny, Reich noted. The system essentially made poor 
people into second - class citizens.  “ Today the nation ’ s poor stand as far 
from the enjoyment of basic rights as did the Negro at the beginning of the 
Civil Rights movement, ”  he concluded. Welfare mother Johnnie Tillmon 
noted that gender ideologies as well as race and class biases played a role 
in the rules governing the AFDC program.  “ The truth is that A.F.D.C. is 
like a super - sexist marriage, ”  she stated.  “ You trade in  a  man for  the  man. 
 …   The  man, the welfare system, controls your money. He tells you what 
to buy, what not to buy, where to buy it, and how much things cost. If 
things  –  rent, for instance  –  really cost more than he says they do, it ’ s just 
too bad for you. ”  13  

 State governments ’  miscalculations of how much money people needed 
to meet basic needs was perhaps the biggest problem facing those who 



 fi r$t cla$$ citizen$hip 153

depended on the welfare system. In 1965 HEW reported that in 32 states 
 “ public assistance payments to families with children were only a portion 
of the amount the State itself had fi gured as the minimum on which a family 
could live decently. ”  Alabama provided $15.00 per month per child, about 
half the level of need. Mississippi ’ s payment of $34.00 per month for a 
family of four was the lowest in the nation and only one - third of what 
people needed to survive. Welfare recipients scrambled to make up the 
shortfall by borrowing money from relatives or friends, skipping meals, 
doing odd jobs, keeping children out of school when they could not afford 
to buy shoes or books, and recycling furniture and household items that 
wealthier neighbors left out with the trash. Stories circulating in the wider 
society about  “ welfare queens ”  who drove luxury cars and stocked their 
freezers with the most expensive cuts of meat bore no resemblance to the 
reality of recipients ’  lives. On the contrary, an inter - agency study under-
taken by the federal government found,  “ Most persons receiving assistance 
do not receive enough money to make it possible for them to live at even 
a minimum level of decency and dignity. ”  14  

 Many former sharecroppers and domestic workers who relied on public 
assistance viewed the subpoverty - level benefi ts and abusive practices of 
welfare offi cials as little better than the plantation system of the Jim Crow 
era. With encouragement from civil rights activists and community organiz-
ers, poor people formed local welfare rights associations to push for more 
generous payments and better treatment. Mothers for Adequate Welfare in 
Boston, the Welfare Recipients ’  League in New York, the Hinds County 
Welfare Rights Movement in Mississippi, the Clark County Welfare Rights 
Organization in Nevada, and dozens of other groups used mass rallies and 
sit - ins to highlight problems and pressure administrators to act. Some of 
the fi rst demonstrations aimed simply to secure benefi ts that welfare recipi-
ents were entitled to under the law. In New York, for example, case workers 
were legally required to make sure all of their client families had items that 
were considered necessary to meet  “ minimum standards ”  for maintaining 
households, such as clothing, beds, linens, tables and chairs, cooking uten-
sils, refrigerators, and stoves. Most recipients were unaware of the require-
ment and learned of it only after sympathetic welfare offi ce staff supplied 
activists with copies of the minimum standards. Sydelle Moore recalled that 
when she and her neighbors saw the documents, they  “ couldn ’ t believe the 
things that were in them. Coats and sweaters.  …  There was a law in the 
books that said you were entitled to these things and we were going to try 
to get them. ”  Welfare rights activists also helped to arrange fair hearings 
for people whose benefi ts were denied or cut off, forcing offi cials to defend 
their decisions and discouraging politically motivated reprisals. 15  

 The welfare rights movement drew support from many of the same 
organizations and professionals who supported the civil rights struggle, 
including lawyers, social workers, religious leaders, academics, and 
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students. In May 1966 George Wiley and two other former CORE activists 
founded the Poverty/Rights Action Center to help channel poor people ’ s 
growing militancy into a movement that could carry the freedom struggle 
into new areas and force policy makers to address economic injustice. Five 
thousand welfare rights activists in 16 cities across the nation participated 
in mass demonstrations on June 30, and the following month representa-
tives from 75 local groups met in Chicago to form the National Coordinating 
Committee of Welfare Rights Groups. Headed by Johnnie Tillmon, the 
committee spent the next year working with local groups to lay the ground-
work for a national organization. In August 1967 300 delegates attended 
the fi rst meeting of the National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO) in 
Washington, DC. Although black women made up the largest proportion 
of the membership, the interracial composition of the movement was evident 
in the presence of poor white people and Latino activists as well as African 
Americans at the meeting. When George Wiley referred to the audience as 
 “ black folks ”  in a speech to the convention, Tillmon recalled, she passed 
him a note requesting,  “ Will you please quit saying black and say poor.  … 
 ’ Cause we [were] not talking in terms of black folks now. ”  16  

 Welfare rights activists worked to convince recipients and the society at 
large that poor people were entitled to the same rights as other Americans, 
including the power to decide for themselves how to organize their lives 
and run their households. Much as black southerners had startled segrega-
tionists with demands for equal treatment in the civil rights era, the claim 
that public assistance benefi ts were  rights  challenged entrenched assump-
tions and policies that stigmatized the poor. Welfare recipient Joyce Burson 
remembered the feelings of relief and empowerment she felt when she 
attended her fi rst welfare rights meeting:  “ I felt good, because number 1 I 
was fi nding out that I was entitled to some things that I needed  …  I was 
hearing people say that you can do something  …  you don ’ t have to be 
ashamed because you ’ re on welfare, you know, you are okay, you ’ re a 
person, and it ’ s not your fault. ”  Scholar and activist Joseph Paull described 
the new mood in evidence at welfare offi ces across the nation in an article 
that appeared in the journal  Social Work  in 1967.  “ The idea has caught 
hold that poor people count for something and have rights; they do not 
have to put up with things as they are; conditions can be changed and there 
is a point in speaking up; there is somewhere to go and someone who will 
listen, ”  he wrote. 17  

 The concrete benefi ts that poor people could secure through educating 
themselves about the welfare system and demanding their full entitlements 
were as signifi cant as the psychological impact. In the fi rst week of one 
organizing campaign in Brooklyn, participants received payments totaling 
$150,000 after demanding that welfare offi cials adhere to state laws regard-
ing the provision of basic needs and procedures for challenging decisions 
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through fair hearings. Welfare rights activism thus offered immediate and 
tangible results that encouraged more people to join the struggle. The 
rewards were material goods such as furniture, clothing, and appliances 
that fulfi lled real needs and signifi ed inclusion in the nation ’ s consumer 
society. As Felicia Kornbluh notes in her study of the movement in New 
York, welfare rights activists viewed participation in the economic market-
place, along with access to the political and legal systems, as essential to 
achieving full citizenship. 18  

 With help from civil rights lawyers, some welfare recipients took their 
grievances to court in an effort to ensure stronger legal protections for poor 
people. The Supreme Court heard its fi rst welfare rights case in 1968, ruling 
in  King v. Smith  that an Alabama law denying benefi ts to women who 
engaged in sexual relationships with men was unconstitutional. The ratio-
nale for the law was that a woman who had a man in her life had someone 
who could support her family, an assumption that the testimony of Mrs. 
Sylvester Smith suggested was unfounded:

   q :   Has Mr. Williams ever supported your children? 
  a :   No. 
  q :   How do you know he ’ s not able to support your children? 
  a :   He can ’ t support his own. 19    

 In 1969 the Supreme Court ruled in  Thompson v. Shapiro  that state resi-
dency requirements violated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment. As Justice William Brennan noted, the effect of the waiting 
period imposed by some states before poor families qualifi ed for aid was 
to create two classes of citizens and deny one class  “ welfare aid upon which 
may depend the ability of the families to obtain the very means to subsist 
 –  food, shelter, and other necessities of life. ”  The following year the Court 
heard testimony from welfare recipients, social workers, and lawyers 
regarding practices in the New York City Department of Social Services 
that created severe hardships for poor people seeking reinstatement after 
being dropped from the welfare rolls under suspicion of violating regula-
tions. Alma Coldburn stated that during months of waiting for a hearing 
after her AFDC payment was suspended she was  “ constantly without 
money for food and other necessities. ”  Attorney David Gilman told the 
Court that the average wait for an initial hearing was four to fi ve months, 
and referees often adjourned hearings  “ arbitrarily without regard to the 
client ’ s need for a speedy decision. ”  Clients then had to wait at least 
another six weeks to have their cases heard, all the while trying to survive 
on no income. The Court ruled in  Goldberg v. Kelly  (1970) that welfare 
recipients must receive a fair hearing before rather than after their aid was 
revoked. 20  
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 The legal fi ght was part of a broader strategy to change the way Americans 
thought about public assistance programs and the people who depended on 
them. Government aid was not a privilege reserved only for those consid-
ered worthy, activists argued, but something that all poor people were 
entitled to by virtue of their need. Charles Reich explained,  “ The idea  …  
is simply that when individuals have insuffi cient resources to live under 
conditions of health and decency, society has obligations to provide support, 
and the individual is entitled to that support as of right. ”  Participants in 
the welfare rights movement believed that poverty was caused by structural 
shifts in the economy that were beyond poor people ’ s control. If the govern-
ment was not willing to guarantee all workers jobs that paid adequate 
wages, then it must take responsibility for providing a minimum standard 
of living to those who were unemployed or underemployed through no fault 
of their own. In response to suggestions that the welfare rolls were packed 
with lazy people who ought to be forced to fi nd jobs, activists cited studies 
showing that the vast majority of welfare recipients were children, parents 
with childcare responsibilities, and elderly, sick, or disabled Americans  –  
people who could not work even if employment were available. A report 
produced by HEW in 1971 noted that the largest group of able - bodied 
adults on welfare was single mothers. Many of these women would have 
liked to hold jobs but faced signifi cant barriers to employment, such as lack 
of transportation and childcare. Others preferred to stay home with their 
children and thought they had as much right as married middle - class women 
to decide whether to work as full - time mothers or in occupations outside 
the home. Welfare rights activists detested the double standard that heaped 
praise on white women who devoted all of their time to their families but 
cast black women as loafi ng, immoral parasites when they tried to do the 
same. When Senator Abraham Ribicoff suggested putting welfare mothers 
to work cleaning streets in New York City, NWRO organizer Beulah 
Sanders responded,  “ Senator Ribicoff, I would be the fi rst welfare recipient 
to volunteer to clean up New York ’ s streets if your mother and your wife 
were beside me. ”  21  

 Activists ’  demands for increased benefi ts, relaxed eligibility criteria, and 
freedom from intrusive regulation of welfare recipients ’  private lives elicited 
sympathy from some Americans and outrage from others. A few politicians 
and administrators agreed that the modernizing economy and structural 
unemployment created a moral imperative to strengthen the social safety 
net. In New York, welfare commissioner Mitchell Ginsberg met with 
welfare recipients in June 1966 and conceded to their request to make 
supplementary grants available for families needing to buy school clothes 
for their children. Welfare offi cials in Massachusetts were also receptive to 
the movement and often discussed policy with activists. Staff at HEW con-
sulted with leaders of the NWRO and acknowledged the importance of 
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incorporating the views of welfare recipients into proposals for reform.  “ In 
the past, we used to consider what the reaction of Congress might be, how 
the states would respond, ”  stated one HEW administrator.  “ Now we ’ ve 
begun to consider the recipients too: what would they think about what 
we ’ re doing. ”  22  

 In many other quarters, however, welfare recipients ’  demands met with 
incredulity and derision. Middle - class Americans whose economic security 
was enhanced by less visible government supports, such as tax breaks for 
homeowners and for parents with dependent children, could not see why 
public funds must be used to support less well off members of society. The 
widespread (and erroneous) belief that most people on welfare were African 
American meant that abuses of recipients ’  rights were not of great concern 
to the majority of citizens. Moreover, tighter economic circumstances 
pushed many married women with families into the workforce after the 
1960s, making welfare mothers ’  assertion of their right to choose childcare 
over paid employment in the private sector seem like a request for unfair 
privileges rather than equal treatment. One woman expressed the frustra-
tion many Americans felt after reading about the NWRO ’ s lobbying efforts 
in Washington, DC:  “ I am a working woman and can ’ t afford a trip to 
Washington, but taxes are withheld from my salary  –  much of it going for 
this and other welfare handouts to many loafers, demanding undesirables, 
and just plain trash. ”  23  

 Proposals for amending the Social Security Act introduced by Democrats 
in Congress in 1967 refl ected Americans ’  divided opinions over welfare as 
well as state governments ’  concerns about swelling public assistance rolls 
and the increasing costs of providing for their poor residents. A require-
ment that states raise their minimum standards of need to more realistic 
levels and adjust them to keep up with infl ation promised to alleviate the 
fi nancial hardships many welfare recipients faced, but the amendments 
simultaneously set a limit on how many people could receive assistance. 
The legislation also included a work requirement for all able - bodied par-
ticipants, including mothers, and cut benefi ts for those who refused place-
ment in employment or job training programs. 24  The NWRO opposed the 
measure, arguing that it empowered offi cials to force people to labor for 
sub - minimum wages.  “ Training ”  for welfare recipients often seemed 
designed to turn them into  “ polite domestics ”  so that they might trade a 
life of poverty on welfare for a life of poverty scrubbing other people ’ s 
fl oors. One African American woman who took a  “ homemaker aid course ”  
in Gary, Indiana, observed that it was  “ rather unnecessary for a Negro to 
go to school to get a certifi cate to clean up someone else ’ s house. ”  25  
Activists argued that if state and federal offi cials truly wanted welfare 
recipients to achieve economic independence, they should train people for 
real jobs at real wages. 
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 Despite the NWRO ’ s criticisms, the Social Security amendments cleared 
Congress in December 1967 and President Johnson signed them into law 
the following month. Subsequent reforms of the welfare system over the 
next few decades grew progressively more draconian, infl uenced by assump-
tions that the root causes of poverty lay in the behavior of individuals not 
defi ciencies in the economic system. In 1969 the Nixon administration 
proposed to replace the AFDC program with a Family Assistance Plan 
(FAP) that would have extended assistance to working people whose jobs 
did not pay enough to keep them out of poverty and provided a guaranteed 
income for every American family. Although welfare rights activists sup-
ported the idea in principle, the plan ensured a minimum annual income of 
just $1,600 for a family of four, well below the $5,500 that the federal 
government ’ s Bureau of Labor Statistics determined necessary to meet basic 
subsistence needs. It also included the same kinds of work requirements 
that the NWRO had opposed in 1967. With support from the NAACP and 
the NUL, the NWRO advocated raising the income fl oor to $5,500 and 
making participation in training and job programs voluntary. Neither con-
dition was met in revised versions of the bill, and it eventually died for lack 
of support from Democrats as well as Republicans in Congress. 26  

 Rising unemployment in the 1970s added more people to the welfare 
rolls while reducing the tax revenues needed to pay for increased caseloads. 
Political leaders responded by cutting benefi ts and scapegoating welfare 
recipients. Opponents of public assistance programs portrayed them as 
threats to American values and the people who depended on them as frauds 
and cheats who were undeserving of aid. In this climate the NWRO was 
unable to maintain momentum or secure the tangible benefi ts for members 
that facilitated its growth in the late 1960s. Internal divisions among the 
leadership further weakened the organization and it disbanded in 1974. 
Without a national coordinating entity or allies in Congress activists were 
unable to prevent the erosion of welfare rights in the 1980s and 1990s. One 
of Ronald Reagan ’ s fi rst acts as president was to push through legislation 
that limited eligibility for public assistance to the truly destitute, pushing 
millions of poor people off the rolls. The president also urged states to place 
a greater emphasis on moving welfare recipients into the labor force through 
mandatory work requirements. The bipartisan Family Support Act of 1988 
gave added impetus to this approach by requiring states to implement  “ job 
opportunities and basic skills training ”  programs to help AFDC families 
 “ avoid long - term welfare dependence. ”  A critique of the legislation by 
social policy researcher Mimi Abramovitz noted that it might move some 
families off public assistance but was unlikely to do anything to reduce 
poverty.  “ Most state welfare - for - work programs place AFDC mothers in 
low - paying jobs, ”  she wrote. Rather than meeting the real needs of poor 
families, the legislation seemed designed simply to cut costs and increase 
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the pool of cheap labor available to employers. Echoing the reform agenda 
of earlier decades, Abramovitz called for  “ assuring economic security 
through income support programs for all families, with benefi ts at or above 
the poverty line and indexed to infl ation ”  along with  “ full employment 
policies that provide jobs for all those ready and able to work. ”  27  

 Even after the election of Democrat Bill Clinton to the presidency in 
1992 there was little hope of reviving progressive approaches to ending 
poverty. Clinton did implement modest improvements such as raising ben-
efi ts and expanding eligibility for food stamps, but he was no fan of the 
welfare system. He did not believe the federal government alone could solve 
social problems and preferred policies that encouraged involvement of the 
private sector, such as offering tax incentives to businesses willing to locate 
in economically depressed areas. After Republicans gained majorities in the 
House and Senate in the mid - 1990s Clinton acquiesced to their plans to 
radically overhaul the welfare system. The Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 abolished the AFDC program 
and replaced it with Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). 
States received block grants from the federal government to operate pro-
grams within guidelines set by the legislation aimed at reducing welfare 
rolls. The act set a fi ve - year lifetime limit on eligibility for public assistance 
and required states to place half of their welfare recipients in work or job 
training programs by 2002. 28  

 Although the legislation did indeed result in fewer people on welfare, its 
success as an antipoverty measure was questionable. Some former recipients 
found stable, well - paid employment that offered a comfortable standard of 
living. Many more people were forced to take minimum wage jobs that left 
them worse off after the loss of medical benefi ts and added costs for trans-
portation and childcare were taken into account. The number of Americans 
living below poverty level declined by roughly 5 million people between 
1996 and 2000, a period that coincided with strong economic growth and 
greater employment opportunities. Poverty rose again during George W. 
Bush ’ s presidency, however, and by 2006 the number of poor people stood 
at more than 36 million (12 percent of the population), the same as it had 
been in 1996. 29  In the fi rst three years of the twenty - fi rst century the number 
of children receiving welfare declined by 10 percent, but the number living 
in poverty increased by 11 percent. State and local governments ’  control 
over the program also allowed the reemergence of capricious practices that 
blocked aid to many needy people, particularly African Americans and 
Latinos. A study published by the Applied Research Center in 2002 reported 
many instances where TANF administrators had made racist statements, 
unfairly denied assistance, or misinformed nonwhite recipients. Researchers 
also uncovered racial disparities in the allocation of many states ’  block 
grant funds. In Georgia, for example, one county with a 98 percent white 
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caseload spent $2,090 annually per child on welfare compared with $694 
in a neighboring county where the clients were 96 percent black. 30  

 Welfare rights activists continued to push for measures to ensure eco-
nomic security for all Americans throughout the late twentieth century. 
Local groups such as the Massachusetts Welfare Rights Organization, 
Westside Mothers in Detroit, and Welfare Warriors in Milwaukee protested 
cuts in welfare services and pressured political leaders to address problems 
of poverty, homelessness, and hunger. Former NWRO staffer Wade Rathke 
founded ACORN in 1970 and over the next few decades built it into the 
largest organization of poor people in the nation. Similarly, Beulah Sanders 
and other activists established the National Welfare Rights Union (NWRU) 
to assist local groups in their efforts. Under the leadership of Marian 
Kramer, the NWRU worked to empower a new generation of welfare 
recipients in the 1980s and 1990s to assert their rights to adequate incomes 
and respectful treatment. Cheri Honkala, a welfare mother who headed the 
Kensington Welfare Rights Union (KWRU) in Philadelphia, recalled the 
inspiration she derived from Kramer:  “ Marian was a feisty woman who 
could walk into a welfare offi ce and not kiss everybody ’ s ass and not feel 
obliged to explain herself or apologize for being there. It seemed so sane to 
me. I had always wanted to do that but never had the courage. ”  31  

 Welfare rights groups used mass protests, conferences, civil disobedience, 
lawsuits, and education efforts to fi ght negative stereotyping of poor people 
and draw attention to injustices. In 1981 activists in Maryland fi led a class 
action suit against the state after it abruptly terminated benefi ts for thou-
sands of people, resulting in a court order to place 35,000 families back on 
the rolls. In New York, 3,000 people marched on the state capitol and 
convinced legislators to raise public assistance payments to keep up with 
cost of living increases. The KWRU staged a series of well - publicized pro-
tests in Philadelphia in the 1990s that dramatized the links between inad-
equate incomes and the city ’ s growing homeless problem. Many welfare 
recipients who were not lucky enough to secure subsidized housing lived in 
the streets because they could not afford the rents charged in the private 
market. Cheri Honkala and other KWRU members helped homeless fami-
lies to set up tent cities at various locations in the city  –  a vacant lot, the 
newly constructed downtown convention center, the park that tourists 
passed through as they walked between Independence Hall and the Liberty 
Bell  –  to embarrass city offi cials and draw attention to the low priority 
accorded to meeting the needs of poor people. Journalist David Zucchino 
observed,  “ Cheri loved to make people uncomfortable.  …  She was con-
vinced that America sought desperately to keep its poor out of sight so as 
not to be reminded of the social policies she believed exacerbated poverty. 
If the country was going to turn its back on the poor, she was not going 
to let anyone feel ambivalent about it. ”  32  The KWRU ’ s activities confronted 
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policy makers with the consequences of their actions and prevented them 
from keeping poor people hidden from view. 

 In 1995 and 1996 welfare rights activists expressed their opposition to 
Republicans ’  proposed changes to public assistance programs through peti-
tions, teach - ins, rallies, and sit - ins. The NWRU joined with the Women ’ s 
International League for Peace and Freedom to produce publicity materials 
that challenged the prevailing assumptions about the welfare system. One 
series of posters featured photographs of prominent business leaders such 
as Michael Eisner of Disney Corporation and Daniel Tellep of Lockheed 
Martin under the heading  “ Who Gets Welfare? ”  Text below these images 
explained that AFDC payments made up less than 1 percent of the federal 
budget and contrasted the $14 billion spent on all social welfare programs 
in 1994 with the $104 billion doled out in subsidies to giant corporations. 
The posters also noted how millions of other Americans, not just those on 
welfare, relied on taxpayer - funded government services:  “ Everyone who 
drives on a toll - free highway, attends a public school or university, deducts 
mortgage interest payments from their income tax, or enjoys a national 
park is getting the equivalent of welfare from the federal government. In 
one way or another, we are all welfare recipients. ”  33  

 As states implemented new programs focusing on moving people from 
welfare to work, activists fought to ensure that  “ workfare ”  did not exploit 
people or push them into positions resembling slave labor. In May 1996 
the Welfare Warriors protested a bill passed by the state legislature in 
Wisconsin that required heads of families to work 40 hours a week for their 
welfare checks.  “ W2 is every large corporation ’ s dream:  unpaid  temporary 
workers! ”  the group stated. The following year ACORN brought 1,000 
people to Washington, DC, to protest similar programs around the nation 
that forced people to work for public assistance allowances that were far 
below the minimum wage. In New York welfare recipients assigned to 
cleaning city parks and streets engaged in sit - ins, slow downs, and demon-
strations to demand better pay and working conditions. Some of these 
workers had been unionized city employees earning good wages and ben-
efi ts before their jobs were cut during a recent budget crisis. Workfare in 
this instance was not a path out of poverty but a way for the city to extract 
people ’ s labor more cheaply. Administrators made no pretense that the 
programs aimed to provide training or job placement. State senator George 
Pataki explained that workfare was essentially  “ community service.  …  You 
are requiring them, week in and week out, to show up for public service 
work. ”  According to Richard Schwartz, who headed New York ’ s welfare 
reform program, workfare aimed simply to instill good work habits so that 
participants would be more competitive in the job market.  “ These are not 
real jobs, and it is a mistake for anyone on welfare to think they ever will 
be, ”  he stated. 34  
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 Workfare participants demanded better. The problem was not welfare 
recipients ’  lack of a work ethic, they argued, but the shortage of jobs that 
paid decent wages and a lack of support services for single parents. Hundreds 
of people rallied at a welfare offi ce in Manhattan in April 1997 chanting, 
 “ A day ’ s work for a day ’ s pay. ”  Other demands included access to afford-
able health insurance and day care. With help from ACORN, workfare 
participants in New York organized into a union and called on city offi cials 
to recognize them as government employees entitled to the same rights as 
other workers. When Mayor Rudolph Giuliani proposed bringing nonprofi t 
groups into the pool of workfare employers, 68 local churches and social 
justice organizations responded with a statement that denounced workfare 
programs and informed the mayor:  “ Rudy, We Will Not Be Your Slave 
Drivers. ”  35  If the government wanted people to  “ earn ”  their benefi ts, it must 
acknowledge workers ’  right to a living wage and fair treatment. 

 Welfare reform exposed recipients to greater exploitation in workfare 
programs but simultaneously brought new allies to the struggle. Most 
Americans considered it a matter of basic fairness that people who worked 
should earn enough to live on. At the turn of the century progressive coali-
tions of welfare rights activists, labor unions, civil rights organizations, 
churches, and student groups pushed for reforms that addressed the needs 
of low - wage workers as well as the unemployed. These efforts sometimes 
succeeded in transforming TANF policies from punitive efforts to push 
 “ lazy ”  welfare recipients off the rolls into programs that provided the sup-
ports necessary to lift families out of poverty. In some states income supple-
ments, education and job training programs, health insurance, childcare, 
and transportation services were extended to low - income families whether 
they were on welfare or not. Activists also organized campaigns to pass 
legislation mandating that businesses pay workers enough to keep them out 
of poverty. Living wage ordinances passed in many cities across the nation 
in the late 1990s, including Minneapolis, Oakland, and Chicago. 36  

 When TANF came up for reauthorization in 2002 welfare rights activists 
reiterated the goals that had motivated the movement since the 1960s: jobs 
for people who could work and adequate government support for those 
who could not. In a letter to the Department of Health and Human Services, 
the National Campaign for Jobs and Income Support suggested moving the 
focus of welfare reform away from reducing caseloads to reducing poverty. 
The coalition of social justice organizations proposed higher welfare pay-
ments, the expansion of eligibility, government job creation initiatives, and 
an increase in the minimum wage to move the nation toward that goal. 
 “ Only when we have a comprehensive and cohesive public policy to address 
the needs of low - income families and their barriers to employment will we 
be able to say that welfare reform has been a  ‘ success, ’     ”  the letter con-
cluded. Congressional debates over reauthorization offered no new policy 
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initiatives, however, focusing instead on the number of hours recipients 
should be required to work each week and how much money to allocate 
to child care assistance. The TANF program remained largely unchanged 
for the remainder of George W. Bush ’ s presidency. 37   

  The Rural Southern Cooperative Movement 

 Activists seeking to create a more just economic order did not look solely 
to the government to solve social problems. In Louisiana black Catholic 
priest Albert J. McKnight urged African Americans to take control of their 
own destinies by pooling their resources in cooperative stores, farming 
enterprises, businesses, and credit unions. Starting with a small buying club 
that enabled members of his rural poor congregation to purchase groceries 
at lower prices than were charged in local stores, McKnight helped to 
establish more than 2,000 cooperatives throughout the southwestern part 
of the state by 1962. Civil rights workers who came South to work on voter 
registration projects in Louisiana and neighboring states in the 1960s 
adopted the cooperative model as a solution to the poverty and dependence 
that African Americans suffered within the white - dominated economic 
system. Activists joined together in the late 1960s to form the Federation 
of Southern Cooperatives (FSC) and secured funding from several founda-
tions and the OEO to engage in cooperative organizing throughout the 
region. 38  

 The FSC ’ s staff and member organizations were comprised of veterans 
of the civil rights struggle who saw the cooperative movement as a continu-
ation of their earlier efforts. Executive director Charles Prejean had worked 
closely with Father McKnight in Louisiana and supervised outreach projects 
in the state. John Zippert, who fi lled a variety of key positions in the FSC 
over several decades, was a former CORE volunteer who came to the South 
to work on voter registration and stayed to help organize the cooperative 
movement. The FSC ’ s fi eld staff consisted mostly of local activists who had 
been active in the civil rights struggle and in establishing cooperatives in 
their communities. Organizers viewed the cooperative movement as  “ poor 
people ’ s economic response to the Civil Rights Movement, ”  working 
to supplement the rights African Americans had won in the mid - 1960s 
by encouraging projects designed to secure economic as well as political 
independence. 39  

 The FSC established a strong record of achievement in improving condi-
tions for rural poor black people that enabled it to secure modest levels of 
government support throughout the 1970s. The cooperative movement ’ s 
emphasis on helping people to help themselves fi t with political leaders ’  
calls for greater self - reliance on the part of the black community. As FSC 
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project director William H. Peace III noted,  “ The cooperative as viewed by 
our people is not welfare, a hand - out, or somebody else doing it for you. 
 …  It is self determination, decision making, and participatory democracy 
in action. And it is the way to a better life for many of the people in our 
region. ”  Offi cials in the Carter administration agreed that cooperatives 
were an effective means of fostering economic development in rural com-
munities. Between 1976 and 1978 federal agencies granted more than $2 
million to the FSC for a broad range of programs that included helping 
small farmers to switch from expensive fossil fuels to renewable energy 
sources and training displaced workers to rehabilitate substandard housing 
or build new homes for poor people. 40  

 Southern elites were somewhat less appreciative of the FSC ’ s efforts. 
Cooperative organizing empowered African Americans economically and 
fostered greater political activity among local black people in the region. 
Both of these developments challenged the dominance of powerful white 
residents. In 1979 a group of business and political leaders in Sumter 
County, Alabama, accused the FSC of misusing federal funds and demanded 
an offi cial probe into its activities. Alabama district attorney J. R. Brooks 
launched an 18 - month long investigation that ultimately found no cause 
for prosecuting anyone. The proceedings nonetheless cost the FSC millions 
of dollars in legal fees and lost grants, undermined member support, and 
damaged its reputation. Staff of the organization and their allies in the 
foundation community viewed the investigation as a politically motivated 
attempt to destroy the cooperative movement.  “ Since the formal legal aboli-
tion of  ‘ Jim Crowism ’  one fi nds its  ‘ de facto ’  re - emergence in more subtle 
and perhaps more dangerous forms, ”  Charles Prejean observed.  “ In the case 
of FSC, it seems as if a more institutional approach is being used to frustrate 
and to nullify our rural Black socio - economic initiatives. ”  41  

 The FSC entered the Reagan era severely weakened by its ordeal, only 
to face more fi nancial problems after the new administration cut most of 
its government funding. After scaling back its programs in the early 1980s, 
the FSC merged with the Emergency Land Fund to become the Federation 
of Southern Cooperatives - Land Assistance Fund (FSC - LAF) in 1985. The 
FSC - LAF continued to work with rural poor people into the twenty - fi rst 
century, providing training and support to cooperatives, lobbying for gov-
ernment policies to ensure the survival of family farms, promoting sustain-
able agriculture and fair trade, and engaging in community organizing and 
leadership development efforts. The FSC - LAF ’ s response to the destruction 
wrought by Hurricane Katrina in 2005 contrasted starkly with the Bush 
administration ’ s incompetence. In addition to providing food, clothing, 
shelter, and fi nancial aid to more than 5,000 displaced people, the FSC - LAF 
offered training in how to navigate federal relief programs and workshops 
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for those who were interested in using cooperatives and credit unions to 
help rebuild Gulf Coast communities. 42   

  Black Self - help Efforts 

 Throughout the post - civil rights era black community organizations stepped 
in with assistance for poor families whose needs were neglected by political 
leaders. The government ’ s failure to provide the public investments neces-
sary to provide high quality education, affordable housing, economic secu-
rity, and a healthy environment for all citizens convinced many African 
Americans that they could not rely on anyone but themselves to improve 
conditions in their neighborhoods. In the late 1960s the black power move-
ment emphasized self - reliance rather than depending on white people for 
help and promoted the creation of black - controlled organizations, busi-
nesses, schools, and social institutions. Black nationalist groups such as the 
Black Panther Party, the Republic of New Afrika, and the Black Liberation 
Front combined revolutionary rhetoric urging people to assert their rights 
with concrete neighborhood improvement projects such as providing free 
meals, health care, and other social services in poor black communities. 
Black Panther Party members explained that such programs were  “ meant 
to meet the needs of the community until we can all move to change the 
social conditions that make it impossible for the people to afford the things 
they need and desire. ”  43  Police and government repression destroyed most 
of these organizations by the mid - 1970s, but self - help projects remained a 
staple feature of black activism throughout the next several decades. 

 Sometimes these efforts refl ected the views of social conservatives who 
argued that the abandonment of traditional values and growing numbers 
of single - parent families explained rampant poverty, drug use, and violence 
in black communities. In the 1980s and 1990s several new black organiza-
tions emerged that promoted Reaganite philosophies of individualism 
and self - reliance as alternatives to traditional civil rights approaches. 
Spokespeople for these ideas rejected the notion that racism remained a 
signifi cant barrier to advancement and urged African Americans to rededi-
cate themselves to the  “ family - centered traditions of earlier black 
Americans, ”  including hard work, thrift, and religious faith. In February 
1987 Robert Woodson of the Council for a Black Economic Agenda criti-
cized black leaders who organized a mass demonstration to protest a Klan 
attack on African Americans in Georgia.  “ All it does is misdirect the limited 
resources and moral capital that we need urgently for other issues, ”  
Woodson complained.  “ More people died on the streets of Detroit last year 
than the Klan has killed in 10 years. ”  44  An example of what Woodson and 
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others might see as a more fruitful approach could be found in Boston, 
where former gang member Eugene Rivers founded the Azusa Christian 
Community in one of the poorest, most crime - affl icted parts of the city and 
worked to draw black youth away from the streets and into the church. 
Rivers viewed religion as black people ’ s  “ last best hope ”  and did not believe 
that racism alone was responsible for the deteriorating quality of life in the 
nation ’ s inner cities.  “ The major problems confronting black people have 
nothing to do signifi cantly with white people, ”  he asserted.  “ White people 
are not black people ’ s problem. Ultimately, black people are black people ’ s 
problem. ”  45  

 Many activists who believed the real solution lay with the creation of a 
more just economic order nonetheless recognized that individual account-
ability must also play a role in addressing social problems. When Whitney 
Young called for a domestic Marshall Plan in the 1960s, he emphasized 
that this did not mean exempting African Americans from  “ the indepen-
dence and initiative demanded by our free, competitive society. ”  Young 
advised African Americans to  “ exert themselves energetically in construc-
tive efforts to carry their full share of responsibilities ”  by utilizing oppor-
tunities for education and civic participation. Programs initiated by the 
NUL in the post - civil rights era included efforts to combat drug abuse and 
teenage pregnancy. In 1984 the NUL joined with the NAACP in organizing 
a Black Family Summit that included discussions of how to help black youth 
avoid behavior that was harmful to themselves, their families, and com-
munities. Similarly, the local SCLC chapter in St. Petersburg, Florida, 
created a Delinquency Prevention Task Force and organized mass demon-
strations at public housing complexes aimed at driving out drug dealers. 
National SCLC leaders launched major campaigns against drugs and gang 
violence in the late 1980s and early 1990s that involved training black 
ministers in prevention strategies and offering support to poor families to 
help them resist the temptations of the drug trade. Countless smaller groups 
engaged in identical projects in their own neighborhoods, including pro-
grams for disadvantaged youth, drug rehabilitation centers, and organiza-
tions to help the families of incarcerated people. 46  

 Black women were often at the center of these and other self - help initia-
tives. In 1980 Billye Avery founded the National Black Women ’ s Health 
Project to increase awareness of common health problems among African 
Americans and empower people to take control over their physical wellbe-
ing. Participants established local discussion groups, developed educational 
materials, and worked with health educators and providers to improve 
services for black women. Outreach activities drew on the social resources 
of black communities and used institutions such as churches and beauty 
salons to disseminate information. The project also identifi ed  “ natural 
helpers ”   –  women who had established reputations in their neighborhoods 
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as trusted advice givers and problem solvers  –  and trained them as lay health 
providers. These efforts offered valuable assistance to African Americans 
who could not afford private health insurance and were poorly served by 
underfunded public health facilities. 47  

 The National Council of Negro Women (NCNW) also developed cre-
ative solutions to address the shortfall in public resources available to black 
communities. In the decades after the 1960s the group sponsored dozens 
of programs that provided assistance to poor families and helped people to 
enhance their economic prospects through education and job training. In 
Mississippi the NCNW designed a program that enabled more than 6,000 
families to become homeowners by donating  “ sweat equity ”  (labor) instead 
of making down payments for homes in cooperatively managed communi-
ties. Another project involved donating pigs to rural people who raised and 
bred them, then passed on two piglets from every litter to help other needy 
families. 48  In 1986 the NCNW took action to counteract the distorted image 
of African Americans presented in a television documentary titled  The 
Vanishing Black Family . Dorothy Height explained,  “ We didn ’ t think [the] 
piece was about the black family at all. It was about teenage pregnancy. 
And it showed only black teenagers  –  overlooking completely the fact that 
the majority of pregnant teens are white. ”  The NCNW responded by organ-
izing the Black Family Reunion, a national event that brought African 
Americans together from all over the country to reconnect with relatives 
and enjoy music, food, art, and games. Supplementing the festivities were 
exhibits offering information about job training programs and how to earn 
a high school equivalency degree as well as free medical screenings. One 
woman who attended the fi rst reunion in Washington, DC, in 1987 praised 
the event for helping to expose her grandchildren to a world of alternatives. 
 “ You can get into gangs or you can get into good things, ”  she stated.  “ This 
day has shown them that they have a lot more choices than they think. ”  
Annual Black Family Reunions were held in Washington and other cities 
throughout the late 1980s and 1990s. Height stated that these events helped 
to  “ awaken people to their rights, responsibilities, and opportunities ”  and 
generate  “ community energy to tackle our problems. ”  49  

 Some analysts criticized self - help programs for reinforcing individualistic 
arguments that located the causes of social problems within black com-
munities and absolved the rest of society from responsibility. In 1999 
Adolph Reed Jr. warned:  “ Each attempt by a neighborhood or church 
group to scrounge around the philanthropic world and the interstices of the 
federal system for funds to build low - income housing or day care or neigh-
borhood centers, to organize programs that compensate for inadequate 
school funding, public safety, or trash pickup, simultaneously concedes the 
point that black citizens cannot legitimately pursue those benefi ts through 
government. ”  Though not necessarily disagreeing with Reed ’ s argument, 
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others viewed such projects as a vital lifeline for poor black communities 
that had few other options given the prevailing political climate. An NCNW 
member believed this work was  “ important in today ’ s society for keeping 
a support structure ”  that kept people afl oat after government resources 
were withdrawn. 50  Most activists recognized the need to exert continued 
pressure on business and political leaders to reinforce their efforts even as 
they struggled to do what they could with black people ’ s own limited 
resources. 

 Despite increasing hostility from political leaders and many other citi-
zens, participants in the freedom movement continued to press for recogni-
tion of poor people ’ s economic rights after the 1960s. Their efforts kept 
ongoing injustices in public view and highlighted the effects of policies 
that enriched some Americans at the expense of others in the era of free 
market globalization. As many activists were aware, these problems were 
not unique to the United States. Social justice advocacy looked beyond the 
national context to global developments that tied black Americans ’  strug-
gles to the cause of similarly oppressed people around the world in the late 
twentieth century.         



★ 8 ★

 All Around the World: The Freedom 
Struggle in a Global Context     

       There is a section of the population that is just as present in the US, 
and in England  –  the homeless, unemployed people, on the streets of 
London  –  which is also there in the indigenous communities, villages, 
and farmers of India, Indonesia, the Philippines, Mexico, Brazil. All 
those who face the backlash of this kind of economics are coming 
together to create a newer, people - centred world order.  (Medha 
Patkar, 2001)  1    

 African Americans ’  struggles for justice took place within the context of a 
restructuring of the global economic system in the late twentieth century 
that signifi cantly altered other societies around the world along with the 
United States. Advances in communication and transportation technologies 
allowed for the rapid movement of information, money, products, and 
people across national borders, facilitating international trade and cross -
 cultural interaction on an unprecedented scale. At the same time, economic 
theorists and policy makers in the world ’ s wealthiest nations worked to 
dismantle barriers to trade and investment that interfered with capitalist 
activity. Proponents of such measures promised that they would spread 
prosperity and democracy, but for many people they led instead to increas-
ing economic insecurity and loss of control over the decisions that affected 
their lives. 

 African Americans were among the fi rst victims of policies that encour-
aged the privatization of resources, left the distribution of wealth to free 
markets, and privileged the interests of banks and corporations over those 
of poorer people. Some black activists cooperated with their counterparts 
in developing nations in solidarity movements to challenge various forms 
of racist exploitation that continued under this newest incarnation of capi-
talism. Toward the turn of the century many white people in the United 
States and Europe also expressed concern about the economic, political, 
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and environmental effects of the system, joining other activists in a move-
ment for global justice aimed at creating alternatives. Drawing inspiration 
from the black freedom struggle and other social movements, participants 
worked for the adoption of new rules that placed human needs above cor-
porate profi ts and distributed the benefi ts of globalization more widely.  

  Constructing the Global Economic Order 

 Supporters of global capitalism portrayed it as the inevitable consequence 
of technological developments and laws of economics that operated inde-
pendently of government intervention.  “ Globalization, quite simply, is part 
of the natural evolutionary process, ”  asserted Canadian trade minister 
Pierre Pettigrew.  “ It goes hand and hand with the progress of humanity, 
something which history tells us no one can stand in the way of. ”  As global 
justice activist Naomi Klein countered, however,  “ Mother Nature doesn ’ t 
write international trade agreements, politicians and bureaucrats do. ”  
Although basic features such as the exchange of goods and ideas had char-
acterized human relations for centuries, the particular forms these activities 
took in the late twentieth century resulted from actions taken by the heads 
of state, treasury offi cials, central bankers, legislative bodies, and corporate 
leaders of developed nations. Almost all of these actors were wealthy white 
men whose decisions promoted their own interests on the assumption that 
what was good for them was good for the rest of the world. 2  

 The origins of the international economic order lay in an agreement 
adopted by 44 nations at a conference in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, 
in 1944. At that time the dominant intellectual infl uences were the theories 
of British economist John Maynard Keynes, who attributed the worldwide 
depression of the 1930s to a collapse in demand for goods and services. 
Keynes advocated free trade policies to foster prosperity for all nations by 
providing access to international markets. At the same time, he believed 
that markets were imperfect and government action was sometimes neces-
sary to ensure full employment and sustain suffi cient demand. During times 
of recession, Keynes argued, governments should stimulate the economy 
through measures such as tax cuts, defi cit spending, and job creation pro-
grams to make up the shortfall in private sector employment. 

 Delegates at the Bretton Woods conference drew on Keynes ’  ideas in an 
effort to stabilize the global economy and avoid another catastrophe like 
the Great Depression. They established a system of fi xed currency exchange 
rates that made the United States dollar the standard currency for interna-
tional trade. The value of other nations ’  currencies were set relative to the 
dollar, which was itself redeemable for gold at a rate of $35.00 per ounce. 
The agreement was mutually benefi cial to the United States and its allies, 
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serving to solidify American economic power and facilitate other nations ’  
recovery from the devastation caused by the war. The International Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development (World Bank), the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) were also established in the 1940s to ensure that global demand 
was maintained at a healthy level. The IMF and World Bank provided loans 
that helped nations to rebuild, assisted with economic development efforts 
in poorer countries, and injected money into ailing economies threatened 
by recession. Meanwhile, multiple rounds of GATT negotiations gradually 
lowered the tariffs on imports that most nations used to insulate domestic 
industries from foreign competitors. 3  

 Increasing international competition reduced the United States ’  share of 
global trade from 20 percent to 11 percent between 1950 and 1970, eating 
into corporate profi ts and undermining national prosperity. President Nixon 
attempted to enhance American manufacturers ’  ability to sell their products 
by abandoning the system of fi xed currency exchange rates adopted under 
the Bretton Woods agreement. Now that other countries were competitive 
with the United States, Nixon argued, it was time to allow market forces 
to determine currency values in accordance with the relative health of each 
nation ’ s economy. Nixon ’ s announcement in August 1971 that the United 
States would no longer pay out gold in return for dollars aimed to devalue 
the dollar, thus lowering prices for domestic goods relative to their inter-
national competitors. This action failed to revive the American economy, 
however, because the OPEC embargo kept production costs and prices high 
and consumers continued to prefer foreign - made imports. At the same time, 
allowing currency rates to fl uctuate destabilized the global fi nancial system. 
In later decades speculative trading by investors seeking quick profi ts led 
to wild fl uctuations in the value of some currencies that bore little relation-
ship to the actual strength of national economies. 4  

 American policy makers ’  actions and the growing infl uence of free 
market ideologies among administrators of the Bretton Woods institutions 
after the 1960s signifi cantly shaped the fate of newly formed nations in 
Africa and Asia as they emerged from colonialism in the decades after 
World War II. These regions ’  position in the global economy resembled 
that of African Americans in the United States: a source of cheap, exploit-
able raw materials and labor that powered the economic growth of 
nations in Europe and North America, enriching white people but leaving 
the majority of the world ’ s darker - skinned populations in poverty. Like 
the black elected offi cials who rose to power in the post - civil rights era, the 
leaders of decolonized countries found that political independence did not 
translate into economic independence. Moreover, many of the people who 
made up the post - colonial leadership in developing countries were educated 
in the United States or Europe and believed that following western models 
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of modernization was the best way to ensure progress. These leaders relied 
on foreign investment and expertise to develop manufacturing industries, 
commodities for export, banking systems, and infrastructure as well as 
education and other social services for their people. Initially the IMF, World 
Bank, and foreign governments provided most of the necessary fi nancial 
aid, but in the 1970s private banks and investors began to play a larger 
role. Western European and North American fi nancial institutions were 
fl ush with deposits generated by the profi ts made from international trade, 
including signifi cant amounts of money earned by oil producing nations 
after the OPEC embargo sent energy prices soaring. Investing in developing 
nations was deemed both lucrative and safe because commodity prices were 
rising, entire countries did not usually go bankrupt, and the IMF could 
always step in with rescue funds if governments were unable to repay the 
loans. 5  

 Only the last of these assumptions proved to be correct. As the export 
industries of developing nations grew, increasing competition led to declines 
in the prices they received for their products. The Federal Reserve ’ s decision 
to raise interest rates in the United States in the late 1970s caused private 
banks to raise rates on the money they had loaned to national governments 
around the world, precipitating a global fi nancial crisis in the early 1980s 
when dozens of borrower countries proved unable to repay their debts. 
Allowing these nations to default on the loans risked the collapse of major 
international banks and worldwide depression. The IMF therefore provided 
the money governments needed to continue their payments to creditors. 
This measure saved the banks but did nothing to relieve borrower nations 
of their debt burdens. Many countries became trapped in a form of ongoing 
debt peonage, forever borrowing money to make interest payments on 
earlier amounts they had borrowed. In addition, the IMF imposed condi-
tions that dictated the reorganization of economic priorities according to 
the free market ideologies that prevailed at the agency during the Reagan 
era. Convinced that too much government spending and political corrup-
tion were the main cause of the debt crisis, IMF advisors demanded that 
borrower nations implement American - style structural adjustment pro-
grams to restore fi scal responsibility, shrink the public sector, and free 
businesses from burdensome regulations. As in the United States, poor 
people in developing nations suffered most from the rising unemployment, 
cuts in social programs, and elimination of government services that 
resulted. 6  

 Efforts by American policy makers to liberalize international trade also 
contributed to the hardships faced by many people around the world in the 
1980s and 1990s. In 1986 the United States requested a new round of 
GATT negotiations aimed at further reducing tariffs and loosening regula-
tions that hindered the international exchange of goods and services. 
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Resistance from farmers and small business owners in the United States and 
Europe who feared competition from large, multinational corporations 
stalled progress in these areas for almost decade, but a new agreement was 
fi nally reached in 1993 that achieved many of the goals pushed by free trade 
advocates. In 1995 the World Trade Organization (WTO) was formed as 
a successor to GATT to enforce compliance and serve as a venue for resolv-
ing trade disputes among the 109 nations that signed on to the agreement. 
The United States also worked to facilitate trade with its continental neigh-
bors, fi nalizing the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) with 
Canada and Mexico in 1993. Proponents of the agreements argued that 
they would enhance global economic prosperity and improve living condi-
tions for people in poor countries as well as wealthy ones by opening access 
to new sources of raw materials, technology, ideas, markets, and employ-
ment. According to GATT director Peter Sutherland, free trade produced 
 “ only winners, no losers. ”  7   

  Economic Dislocation and Ethnic Confl ict 

 In reality, laissez - faire economic policies extended around the world had 
the same impact globally that they had in the United States: large accumula-
tions of wealth by some people and the relegation of millions of others to 
lives of poverty and insecurity. Labor activist Jeff Faux argued that the 
architecture of the global economy was not designed to benefi t everyone 
but instead was  “ established to protect the interest of those who invest for 
a living, at the expense of those who must work. ”  International agreements 
and the policies of the World Bank, IMF, and WTO refl ected the views of 
corporate and fi nancial elites who thought the most important element of 
any economy was the ability of capital to generate wealth. Their decisions 
placed maximizing profi ts ahead of everything else and neglected other 
concerns such as ensuring decent wages and conditions for workers, pro-
tecting consumers, or preserving the environment. In the new climate of 
deregulation corporations and banks sought out the lowest production costs 
and most lucrative investments with little thought to the social conse-
quences of their decisions, and national governments competed with each 
other to offer the most business - friendly environment in an effort to attract 
capital. Many unionized factory workers in the United States and Europe 
lost their jobs when employers moved operations overseas to take advan-
tage of cheaper labor. In the clothing manufacturing industry, for example, 
roughly 850,000 positions were redistributed from developed nations to 
poorer countries between 1980 and 1992. Average hourly wage rates in the 
developing nations ranged from 10 ¢  to $2.38 compared with $11.61 in the 
United States. Corporations ’  ability to leave if conditions were not to their 



174 all around the world

liking undermined the power of labor unions and discouraged governments 
from implementing policies opposed by business leaders, such as higher 
taxes or more generous social services. Globalization thus simultaneously 
subjected many people to unemployment or lower incomes while limiting 
the ability of political leaders to respond with programs to alleviate workers ’  
economic anxiety and help them adjust to the new order. 8  

 The impact of economic liberalization was most severe in developing 
nations. Agricultural modernization displaced many small farmers and con-
solidated land ownership into the hands of a few native elites and foreign -
 owned agribusinesses. New manufacturing enterprises provided employment 
opportunities for only a fraction of those who lost their homes and liveli-
hoods, and the jobs often paid subpoverty wages. In Indonesia, the parents 
of young women employed in factories producing goods for export had to 
subsidize their daughters ’  incomes to bring them up to subsistence level. 
Despite their willingness to labor for much less than their counterparts in 
other parts of the world, workers in developing countries could be no more 
certain that jobs would stay in their communities. American telephone 
company AT & T moved its assembly operations from Louisiana to Singapore 
in the late 1970s and exchanged its Singaporean employees for even cheaper 
labor in Thailand a decade later. In many countries fl edgling local industries 
collapsed under the pressure of competition from international conglomer-
ates that gained access to domestic markets through free trade agreements 
in the 1980s and 1990s, adding more unemployed workers to the hundreds 
of thousands who migrated to urban areas to fi nd jobs. Cities were over-
whelmed by the infl ux of poor people, and the structural adjustment pro-
grams imposed by the IMF left governments without the means to address 
problems of overcrowding, dilapidated housing, lack of sanitation, and 
crime. In some countries where states lost legitimacy and citizens were left 
to fend for themselves, violent confl icts broke out as people competed for 
access to scarce resources. 9  

 Poverty and war drove many inhabitants of these regions to seek better 
opportunities outside of their home countries. In the early twenty - fi rst 
century a World Bank study counted just over 190 million people in the 
global migrant stream. Western nations including the United States, the 
United Kingdom, France, and Germany, whose leaders had encouraged 
the adoption of measures that disrupted the lives of millions of people in 
the developing world, were among the top ten destinations. 10  Some native -
 born people in the racially and culturally homogenous societies of Western 
Europe expressed alarm over increasing numbers of immigrants from former 
colonies and from nations in Eastern Europe making the diffi cult transition 
from communism to capitalism after the end of the Cold War. The 1980s 
and 1990s saw the emergence of racist, neo - fascist movements in Europe 
that blamed immigrants for social ills such as rising unemployment, 



 all around the world 175

declining wages, and overburdened public services. In France the right - wing 
National Front campaigned openly as the party of white supremacy and 
called for the expulsion of Africans, Arabs, and other foreigners. Gangs of 
white youths in Germany, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands vio-
lently attacked nonwhite people and burned down homes, businesses, and 
mosques in immigrant communities. Mainstream political leaders decried 
the violence but often legitimized xenophobic sentiments by enacting restric-
tive immigration policies and promising not to allow Europeans ’  traditional 
cultures to be  “ swamped ”  by new infl uences. Immigrants served as conve-
nient scapegoats for governments seeking to defl ect blame away from the 
economic policies that were the real source of the problems affl icting these 
societies. 11  

 The same dynamics were evident in the United States. Although many 
Americans took pride in traditions of openness and the nation ’ s past history 
of incorporating newcomers, some were disturbed by this latest infusion of 
diverse peoples. Eighty - four percent of the 36 million foreign - born residents 
of the United States in 2006 came from countries in Latin America, Asia, 
and Africa, a development made possible by civil rights era legislation 
banning racial discrimination in immigration. An estimated 11 million more 
immigrants from those regions lived in the country illegally. This shift in 
the ethnic composition of the nation concerned nativists like Pat Buchanan, 
whose book  Death of the West  (2002) warned that the United States faced 
the threat of extinction unless something was done to restrict the fl ow of 
people from alien and inferior cultures to its shores. Similar sentiments lay 
behind the successful movement to pass Proposition 187 in California in 
1994, which denied access to public services such as education and medical 
care to illegal immigrants and their children. As scholar Evelyn Hu - DeHart 
observed, many Americans no longer saw immigrants as valuable additions 
whose presence enriched the nation economically and culturally. Instead, 
the new arrivals from developing nations were labeled as  “ terrorists, crimi-
nals, welfare cheats, and freeloaders, social burdens who exacerbate our 
urban crime problem and severely strain the public resources that our taxes 
support. ”  12  As in Europe, some political leaders seized on these issues to 
explain native - born Americans ’  economic woes, framing immigration as the 
natural outgrowth of the freedom and opportunity on offer in the United 
States rather than the consequence of global dislocations that accompanied 
the spread of capitalism. 

 In many communities immigrants competed directly with black workers 
for jobs in unskilled positions for which there was already a surplus of 
applicants. Some employers preferred to hire laborers from Latin America 
or the Caribbean over African Americans, claiming that black people did 
not want the jobs and performed poorly when they were hired. A more 
important reason underlying this discrimination was that immigrants, 
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particularly those who were undocumented, were easier to exploit than 
native - born citizens. Workers whose visas were tied to their jobs or who 
were living in the country illegally could be persuaded to accept virtually 
any wages or conditions. In 2003 a report on abuses of agricultural migrant 
workers by labor contractors and growers in Florida stated plainly:  “ Slavery 
exists today. ”  As in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, families 
worked for long hours under conditions resembling peonage, lived in 
squalid housing unfi t for human habitation, and risked physical violence if 
they tried to leave. In Florida and elsewhere employers easily stifl ed attempts 
to resist the system with threats of deportation or a well - timed visit by 
immigration offi cials. Workers at a laundry service in New York discovered 
the risks of asserting their rights after demanding the company pay them 
$159,000 in back wages they were owed. Within a few days, the Immigration 
and Naturalization Service (INS) raided the work site and deported 10 
undocumented employees. According to Christian Parenti, the INS fre-
quently colluded with companies that employed immigrants to intimidate 
workers and ensure a cheap, docile labor supply. 13  

 Abusive practices that were no longer tenable when applied to African 
Americans could still be used to control the immigrant labor force in the 
post - civil rights era, with consequences that negatively affected the pros-
pects of both groups. Black workers were displaced from low - wage jobs as 
employers fi lled those positions with people who would work for even 
lower pay. One study in California found a signifi cant drop in the number 
of African American janitors between 1977 and 1985 along with a decline 
in wages from $13.00 an hour to just above the minimum wage. The pattern 
of employing immigrants instead of native - born workers affected positions 
higher up on the job scale as well. Globalization gave American businesses 
access to highly educated, skilled workers from other countries to fi ll posi-
tions in medicine, computer science, engineering, and other professions. 
Stephen Steinberg noted that this dampened incentives for investing in 
education and training in the United States.  “ Despite a dire shortage of 
nurses, the United States has cut back on the training of nurses, and 
imported tens of thousands of nurses from the Philippines and the Caribbean 
where nurses are virtually an export commodity, ”  he wrote. Such policies 
amounted to a  “ disinvestment in native workers ”  that further marginalized 
black communities already affl icted by inadequate schools and limited eco-
nomic opportunities. 14  

 Increasing immigration after the 1960s added to the problems black 
people faced in an era of deindustrialization and cuts in social services. 
African Americans, Latinos, Asians, Africans, and Middle Easterners 
encountered each other in the context of intense competition over resources. 
The struggles over access to jobs, housing, public space, and political power 
generated tensions that sometimes devolved into violence. In South Central 
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Los Angeles, black residents watched their neighborhood turn from 90 
percent African American to 50 percent Latino between 1980 and 1990. 15  
In the same period, many small businesses were taken over by Asian immi-
grants who arrived with modest amounts of capital and could more easily 
secure loans than African Americans. Rumors circulated among black 
people that the federal government helped newcomers with fi nancial assis-
tance that was denied to African Americans. For their part, immigrant 
storekeepers were convinced that laziness or lack of intellectual capacity, 
not racism, explained the poverty of their black neighbors. African 
Americans complained of being treated like suspects instead of valued cus-
tomers when they patronized local businesses. One man stated,  “ I work for 
my money, I pay taxes and everything.  …  And you walk into a liquor store, 
and they automatically treat you like you ’ re a criminal and they give you 
that look, like,  ‘ Ah, what are these kids doing in here? ’     ”  16  In March 1991 
Korean grocer Soon Ja Du shot and killed black teenager Latasha Harlins 
when she tried to steal a bottle of orange juice, and a short while later 
arsonists fi rebombed a different Korean store in retaliation. The multiethnic 
urban uprising that tore South Central apart in 1992 demonstrated that the 
nation ’ s racial dynamics were more complex than the black – white dichot-
omy assumed by most analysts before the 1960s. Many of the people 
arrested during the disturbances were Latinos, and Korean - owned busi-
nesses suffered extensive property damage.  Boston Globe  reporter Martin 
Nolan compared the events in Los Angeles to the  “ ancient ethnic confl icts ”  
unleashed in Eastern Europe after the collapse of the Soviet Union.  “ Los 
Angeles is as balkanized as Yugoslavia, ”  he wrote. 17  

 Such analyses made the ethnic tensions that existed in Europe and the 
United States seem inevitable, as if they resulted from inherent characteris-
tics of human nature that no one could control. Community activists 
working to encourage interracial understanding and cooperation in dis-
tressed urban neighborhoods rejected that view, however. Marsha Chu of 
the Black - Korean Alliance in Los Angeles stated,  “ I get really angry when 
people simplify this as a black - Korean problem, because it ’ s not. We ’ re up 
against poverty and unemployment and the racism and  –  and the history 
of oppression in this country. ”  Similarly, when some commentators accused 
Latino gangs of engaging in  “ ethnic cleansing ”  aimed at driving African 
Americans out of a South Los Angeles neighborhood, others focused on 
deeper causes of the violence.  “ Most of the bloodletting takes place in a 
dead sea of empty lots created by the deindustrialization of South LA, which 
lost 70,000 jobs between the Watts and Rodney King riots, ”  noted Roberto 
Lovato in the  Nation . Unwilling to consider that gang problems might be 
 “ an expression of overcrowded schools, unemployment and the utter failure 
of urban development policies, ”  city offi cials adopted a strategy of  “ mili-
taristic suppression ”  that intensifi ed instead of reducing gang activity. The 
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rhetoric of  “ race war ”  adopted by the police and echoed in the media 
implied that this was a problem involving black and Latino communities 
alone, unrelated to the social context that incubated these hostilities and 
the political decisions that exacerbated them. 18  

 Some observers highlighted the international dimensions of such phe-
nomena, noting that the same processes that devastated American cities 
generated desperate circumstances for poor people all over the world 
in the late twentieth century. Economic policies that freed capital to seek 
maximum profi ts above all other considerations, displaced millions of 
workers, privatized resources, and decimated public services lay behind the 
impoverishment of large numbers of citizens in developed and developing 
countries alike. In some countries where structural adjustment programs 
undermined the ability of governments to ensure that people ’ s basic needs 
were met, brutal confl icts resembling the gang violence in the United States 
broke out as warlords and organized crime rings moved to fi ll the power 
vacuum. Western observers attributed the chaos in regions such as Sierra 
Leone, Somalia, and Rwanda to longstanding tribal rivalries and corrupt 
political leadership, but the demands of global capitalism also shared some 
responsibility. Globalization scholar Ankie Hoogvelt pointed out that  “ all 
these states imploded when the international community, led by the IMF 
and the World Bank  …  imposed the discipline of the market and sought 
to combine privatization and liberalization with new forms of political 
governance in which the state was marginalized. ”  The result was an erosion 
of government authority that led in many instances to  “ anarchy and civil 
wars. ”  19   

  African Americans and the Global South 

 Black scholars and activists had long recognized African Americans ’  shared 
oppression with other nonwhite people around the world. In 1935 
W. E. B. Du Bois asserted that the  “ dark and vast sea of human labor in 
China and India, the South Seas and all Africa; in the West Indies and 
Central America and in the United States  –  that great majority of mankind, 
on whose bent and broken backs rest today the founding stones of modern 
industry  –  shares a common destiny. ”  Participants in the American civil 
rights movement and the leaders of nationalist independence movements in 
Africa supported each other ’ s struggles in the mid - twentieth century and 
worked together on international cooperative efforts. 20  The Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee included international perspectives in 
its analyses of racial problems in the 1960s, arguing that African Americans 
were subject to a form of internal colonialism that mirrored the effects of 
European imperialism on the inhabitants of the global South. The Black 
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Women ’ s Alliance within SNCC expanded on these ideas, linking the 
oppression of women as well as black people to capitalism and critiquing 
the sexism espoused by some male leaders of black nationalist movements. 
In 1970 the group expanded to become the Third World Women ’ s Alliance, 
including Asian, Latin American, and Native American women in an organ-
ization that aimed to overcome the triple injustices of racism, imperialism, 
and sexism. 21  The NCNW engaged in similar work in the post - civil rights 
era, hosting visits from African women and sending its own members to 
study the self - help initiatives of poor women in other countries. As in the 
United States, many communities in the developing world responded to the 
disruption of their local economies by forming cooperatives and credit 
unions to provide the means for displaced people to support themselves. 
Dorothy Height wrote later that her travels to Africa and participation in 
international conferences convinced her of the interconnectedness of black 
people ’ s struggles and those of people in other nations.  “ Women of color 
around the world have common problems and common dreams, ”  she 
asserted.  “ Whether affl uent or needy, living in the northern industrialized 
world or the developing South, educated or illiterate, we all want to improve 
the quality of life for our loved ones and our communities. ”  22  

 The same premises informed the work of other civil rights groups and 
social justice organizations as well. ACORN ’ s network of 850 chapters 
included groups in Canada, the Dominican Republic, India, and Peru that 
offered assistance to the victims of economic dislocation, encouraged politi-
cal participation by poor people, and pressured governments to devote more 
resources to addressing poverty and homelessness. Jesse Jackson frequently 
highlighted the effects of corporate globalization on workers all over the 
world and advocated rewriting free trade agreements to ensure minimum 
standards of conduct regarding labor rights, workplace safety, and environ-
mental practices.  “ Slave labor anywhere is a threat to organized labor 
everywhere, ”  he declared during his 1988 presidential campaign. Jackson 
urged supporters to join him in the fi ght for  “ international economic justice ”  
to ensure democracy and prosperity for all people. In the late 1980s 
Operation PUSH joined with antisweatshop activists to expose the exploit-
ative conditions that existed in factories in developing nations that pro-
duced sports apparel for American corporations Nike and Adidas. 
Environmental justice activists also identifi ed clear links between their fi ght 
against policies that turned nonwhite neighborhoods in the United States 
into toxic waste dumps and parallel developments in poor countries. A 
group of eight American activists who presented evidence of environmental 
racism in their communities to the United Nations Commission on Human 
Rights in 1999 noted that Shell Oil Company displayed the same disregard 
for the health of black people in the Ogoni region of Nigeria as it did in 
Norco, Louisiana. 23  
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 African Americans felt a special connection to the black victims of South 
African apartheid, a system that closely resembled the Jim Crow regime 
that they had suffered under themselves before the 1960s. In contrast to 
the United States, where the civil rights movement successfully pressured 
national leaders to end legalized discrimination, South Africa ’ s white rulers 
acted to further curtail the rights of black people in their country in the 
decades after World War II. A series of laws passed after the racist Nationalist 
Party gained power in 1948 classifi ed every person by race and restricted 
access to housing, jobs, education, and public facilities for black South 
Africans. Black people were confi ned to reservation  “ homelands ”  and had 
to acquire passes to enter white communities to work. Those who attempted 
to protest this discrimination faced brutal repression by police. Activists in 
the African National Congress (ANC) and other organizations that fought 
the system were frequently imprisoned, beaten, tortured, or killed. In 1961, 
security forces shot 69 people who took part in a peaceful demonstration 
outside a police station in Sharpeville. A government ban on the ANC in 
the wake of the incident and continued state violence against activists forced 
the South African freedom movement underground. Those who were not 
imprisoned or exiled turned to armed resistance in an effort to make apart-
heid untenable. Mass strikes by black workers, consumer boycotts, student 
protests, and an international campaign to free imprisoned ANC leader 
Nelson Mandela created more problems for the government in the 1970s 
and 1980s but resulted in only a few minor reforms. 24  

 Civil rights activists in the United States expressed solidarity with black 
South Africans and joined in the global movement to pressure governments, 
corporations, and fi nancial institutions to impose sanctions aimed at forcing 
an end to apartheid (see Figure  8.1 ). In 1971 workers at Polaroid camera 
factories in North America who made the equipment used to produce South 
African identity cards asked their company to stop doing business with the 
oppressive regime. Anti - apartheid activists also convinced some universities, 
cities, and states to examine their investment portfolios and avoid buying 
stock in multinational corporations that operated in South Africa. In 
November 1984 a broad coalition that included the members of civil rights 
organizations, black elected offi cials, churches, and labor unions engaged 
in several weeks of protest at the South African embassy in Washington, 
DC, to demand the release of 13 South African labor leaders who had 
 “ disappeared ”  after being taken into police custody. The sit - ins, picketing, 
and boycotts spread to encompass banks and corporations that were com-
plicit in maintaining apartheid and resulted in the arrests of more than 70 
people. The following year Congress voted to limit trade, deny loans, and 
discourage investments in South Africa, but fi nal passage of the legislation 
was blocked in a fi libuster led by North Carolina senator Jesse Helms. 
Legislators tried again in 1986, this time managing to pass the measures 
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over President Reagan ’ s veto. Similar actions by other nations and disinvest-
ment by banks and corporations left South Africa struggling for economic 
survival by the end of the decade. In February 1990 newly elected president 
F. W. de Klerk announced plans to release all political prisoners, legalize 
the ANC, and begin transforming the nation into a democratic, racially 
integrated society. The dismantling of South African apartheid culminated 
in April 1994 with the election of Nelson Mandela and the ANC to govern 
the nation. 25     

  The Global Justice Movement 

 The South African campaign demonstrated that corporate and governmen-
tal power were not the only forces at work in the era of globalization. 
Coordinated action by social justice activists communicating and organizing 
across national borders shamed international elites into altering their be -
havior, leaving the white minority in South Africa without the resources 
they needed to continue the oppression of their black compatriots. The 

     Figure 8.1     Singer Harry Belafonte and others at an anti - apartheid protest outside 
the South African embassy in Washington, DC, 1984 
   Source :   Chas Cancellare/United Press International   
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movement ’ s success raised the possibility that other forms of injustice might 
be targeted the same way.  “ The warning sounds for the global system of 
political alliances and economic interests headquartered in Washington, ”  
wrote Andrew Kopkind in the  Nation .  “ The hope is that a victory against 
apartheid in South Africa can be shared by others similarly oppressed. ”  The 
South African model was replicated on a worldwide scale through a system 
that allowed the planet ’ s white minority to dictate policies that determined 
the living conditions of  “ a dark majority of the earth. ”  26  

 Many people in developing nations resisted the economic models imposed 
on their societies as a condition for international loans and investment. In 
the decade from 1976 to 1986 some 50  “ IMF riots ”  occurred in 13 coun-
tries as citizens protested the loss of subsidies for food and other necessities, 
cuts in education and health services, and mass unemployment that resulted 
from structural adjustment programs. These were not the mindless actions 
of ignorant mobs whose members failed to understand the complexities of 
the global fi nancial system. The Panamanian workers who shouted  “ I won ’ t 
pay the debt! Let the ones who stole the money pay! ”  at their political 
leaders in September 1985 understood that they were being forced to accept 
an unfair burden as the nation struggled to recover from a crisis generated 
by decisions over which they had no control. According to former World 
Bank economist Joseph Stiglitz, people in the East Asian nations of Thailand, 
Malaysia, South Korea, and Indonesia used  “ IMF ”  as a synonym for the 
economic hardships generated by austerity measures adopted after panicked 
selling by currency speculators brought the region close to fi nancial collapse 
in the 1990s.  “ History is dated by  ‘ before ’  and  ‘ after ’  the IMF, just as 
countries that are devastated by an earthquake or some other natural disas-
ter date events by  ‘ before ’  or  ‘ after ’  the earthquake, ”  he explained. 27  

 The impact of IMF - induced economic disasters fell heavily on women, 
whose traditional roles as subordinates and caregivers meant they bore most 
of the responsibility for fi lling the gaps left by falling incomes and the erosion 
of public services. In families that could not afford to adequately feed 
everyone or send every child to school, men received priority while women 
and girls went without. Women in rich as well as poor nations supplemented 
male family members ’  incomes by working long hours in fi elds, factories, 
restaurants, hospitals, schools, and offi ces, returning home each evening to 
face the cooking, cleaning, and other domestic tasks expected of them. In 
the absence of government - supported childcare, health care, or retirement 
programs, women in many societies took care of those who were too young, 
too sick, or too old to work. Economic theorists and male - dominated 
governments obsessed with encouraging profi t - making activity failed to 
acknowledge or reward women who performed these essential services. In 
response, women engaged in transnational collaboration and advocacy 
efforts to increase awareness of the pressures they faced and push for 
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policies that addressed neglected social needs. Global justice advocates from 
Barbados, India, and Brazil founded Development Alternatives with Women 
for a New Era in 1985 and worked with some success to publicize the 
defects of structural adjustment programs. Activists in Tunisia and Morocco 
formed organizations that pressed for laws to protect workers ’  rights and 
end child labor. Women in developed nations offered support for these 
efforts through groups such as the Women ’ s International Committee for 
Economic Justice, a coalition of feminist organizations that lobbied govern-
ments to adopt fair labor standards and implement other reforms. 28  

 In the 1990s Mexico became a site of intense resistance to free market 
capitalism and a focal point for global justice efforts. Indigenous people in 
Chiapas responded to NAFTA by forming the Zapatista National Liberation 
Army and mounting a campaign of armed resistance against the nation ’ s 
corrupt government and economic policies that threatened their livelihoods. 
On January 1, 1994, the day the free trade agreement went into effect, the 
rebels seized control of several towns and posted notices calling on others 
to join the fi ght. The Zapatistas argued that a NAFTA ban on subsidies to 
indigenous rural cooperatives amounted to a death sentence for 4 million 
poor people living in Chiapas.  “ The dictators have been carrying out an 
undeclared, genocidal war against our people for many years, ”  they stated. 
 “ That is why we are asking for your determined participation and support 
for this decision of the Mexican people, who struggle for work, land, 
shelter, food, health, education, independence, freedom, democracy, justice 
and peace. ”  29  The movement gained support from Mexicans of all social 
classes who were tired of a government that prioritized the needs of inter-
national investors above those of its own people, helping to end the seven -
 decade rule of the Institutional Revolutionary Party in 2000. Taking 
advantage of the same modern technologies that facilitated the mobility of 
capital, activists disseminated news of their protests and impassioned cri-
tiques of the global economic order throughout the world. The Zapatista 
movement, they asserted, was the same struggle being waged by landless 
peasants, unemployed workers, oppressed religious and ethnic minorities, 
and political dissenters everywhere. The rebels hosted meetings in Chiapas 
that drew participants from dozens of nations to discuss how best to ensure 
freedom, economic security, and meaningful political participation for all 
the planet ’ s people. By 2002 the internet hosted at least 45,000 Zapatista -
 themed websites spread across 26 countries. As Naomi Klein observed, 
reaching out to an international audience enabled the Zapatistas to dem-
onstrate that  “ what was going on in Chiapas could not be written off as a 
narrow  ‘ ethnic ’  struggle, that it was both specifi c and universal. ”  The move-
ment targeted not only the Mexican government but the broader ideology 
that lay behind the imposition of free market capitalism on Mexico and 
other countries. 30  
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 The global nature of the problems identifi ed by people in developing 
nations became clearer as the citizens of western democracies realized how 
the new system affected their own lives. In the United States activists rep-
resenting views that spanned the political spectrum, from civil rights and 
labor organizations on the left to anti - immigration groups on the right, tried 
unsuccessfully to prevent the passage of NAFTA in 1993. Opponents 
argued that by placing North American workers in competition with each 
other, with no provisions for ensuring labor rights, the agreement threat-
ened to accelerate job losses and lower wages in the United States and 
Canada without raising living standards for poor people in Mexico. The 
SCLC ’ s Joseph Lowery asserted,  “ We need free trade but only after we have 
a level playing fi eld. We ’ ve got to have wages in Mexico, for example, that 
will prevent the fl ight of workers to the North, and we ’ ve got to have the 
kind of sensitivity to that so we can prevent the fl ight of jobs to the South. ”  
Veteran civil rights leader John Lewis, now in Congress, concurred. Lewis 
told reporters he planned to fi ght against NAFTA ratifi cation, explaining, 
 “ I don ’ t think it is in the best interest of working people in this country. 
We need to keep those jobs at home and put all of our people to work. We 
don ’ t need cheap starvation wages in Mexico and to have companies leaving 
here, crossing the border to hide and support bad working conditions in 
Mexico. ”  31  

 Labor rights were not the only concerns raised by critics of free trade 
agreements. In the 1990s international agencies resolved several trade dis-
putes in ways that revealed how the new economic order undermined the 
ability of national governments to enforce their own laws or protect the 
health and safety of the people they were supposed to represent. A com-
plaint by Mexico against the United States resulted in the removal of a 
provision in the Marine Mammal Protection Act that banned imports of 
tuna caught using methods that endangered dolphins. Similarly, in 1998 
the WTO ruled that the United States could not prohibit imports of shrimp 
from countries that did not use environmentally sound practices. Efforts to 
impose universal food safety standards were also cause for alarm, since the 
WTO used guidelines that were not as stringent as those that had been 
adopted by most developed nations. European laws banning the use of some 
pesticides, hormones, and genetically modifi ed organisms in food produc-
tion came under fi re from corporations demanding the removal of these 
barriers to trade. As in the developing world, government services and social 
programs that kept many citizens of wealthier nations out of poverty were 
also targeted. Business leaders in the United States who were burdened with 
responsibility for providing health insurance for their employees argued that 
Canada ’ s national health system was a form of unfair advantage for manu-
facturers across the border and asked the federal government to fi le a chal-
lenge under NAFTA. Self - employed lobster fi shers who were ineligible for 
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unemployment benefi ts during the off - season in the United States made the 
same argument regarding the more generous government assistance enjoyed 
by their competitors in Canada. United Parcel Service, a private mail deliv-
ery company, contended that the Canadian postal service confl icted with 
NAFTA. The  New York Times  reported in 2001:  “ Critics worry that if the 
tribunal upholds the U.P.S. claim, government participation in any service 
that competes with the private sector will be threatened. ”  32  

 With good reason, global justice advocates perceived trade negotiations 
and other processes that determined the direction of the international 
economy as a threat to democracy. Small cliques of government offi cials, 
corporate lobbyists, and central bankers made decisions in closed talks with 
no participation from the masses of people who had to live with the con-
sequences. As Joseph Stiglitz explained, international fi nancial institutions 
were  “ dominated not just by the wealthiest industrial countries but by com-
mercial and fi nancial interests in those countries, and the policies of the 
institutions naturally refl ect this.  …  The workers who are thrown out of 
jobs as a result of the IMF programs have no seat at the table; while the 
bankers, who insist on getting repaid, are well represented through the 
fi nance ministers and central bank governors. ”  33  At the IMF votes were 
allocated on the basis of how much money each nation contributed to the 
Fund, giving wealthier countries more power over policy making than 
poorer ones. The United States, Europe, and Japan dominated the World 
Bank and WTO as well. In some discussions representatives from the global 
South were excluded entirely. Meetings of the Group of Seven (G7) initiated 
in the 1970s included the leaders and fi nance ministers of only the United 
States, United Kingdom, France, West Germany, Japan, Italy, and Canada 
on the assumption that less prominent nations had little to contribute to 
discussions of the global economy. West German prime minister Helmut 
Schmidt explained,  “ We want a private, informal meeting of those who 
really matter in the world. ”  34  

 Though mostly hidden from public view, the machinations of interna-
tional fi nancial institutions did not go entirely unnoticed. Social justice 
activists quietly monitored news accounts of the meetings, analyzed the 
implications of decisions, and shared interpretations with each other over 
the internet. Out of these efforts emerged a transnational network of labor 
organizers, environmentalists, farmers ’  groups, consumer advocates, anti-
poverty activists, political dissenters, students, artists, and intellectuals that 
was able to mount a coordinated challenge to the system at the turn of the 
century. Protesters in more than 70 cities around the world engaged in 
several days of demonstrations during the second ministerial meeting of the 
WTO in Geneva, Switzerland, in May 1998. Peasants and workers in India 
called for their government to withdraw from the WTO. Ten thousand 
residents of the Philippines marched on the nation ’ s capital to demand a 
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reorientation of food production  “ to feed the Filipino people and not aris-
tocrats abroad. ”  A poster advertising events in Berkeley, California, invited 
participants to a street party to  “ live, breathe, and dance their defi ance to 
the car, and the capitalist system that spawned it. ”  In Geneva, protesters 
smashed the windows of some banks and overturned the WTO director -
 general ’ s Mercedes. 35  

 For the next several years no major meeting of global fi nancial or politi-
cal leaders passed without mass demonstrations aimed at exposing the 
unequal, undemocratic nature of the international economic order. At the 
WTO ’ s third ministerial conference in Seattle in November 1999, some 
75,000 people representing more than 700 organizations converged on the 
city. Activists representing diverse ideologies and approaches engaged in a 
range of activities that included peaceful marches, street theater, civil dis-
obedience, and vandalism. Police responded to the mayhem by arresting 
and beating people and using tear gas, plastic bullets, and concussion gre-
nades to disperse the crowds (see Figure  8.2 ). While some analysts blamed 
protesters for the violence and portrayed them as anarchists and hooligans, 
independent media activists posted photos and videos on the internet that 
showed the actual aggressors were the police. The protests unnerved WTO 
delegates and exposed divisions inside the meeting rooms that echoed the 

     Figure 8.2     Police and protesters amidst clouds of tear gas during the third ministe-
rial conference of the World Trade Organization in Seattle, 1999 
   Source :   Nick Cobbing/Nick Cobbing   
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concerns of the people in the streets. Europeans resisted American proposals 
for eliminating farm subsidies and removing restrictions on food imports 
containing genetically modifi ed organisms. Representatives from India and 
Egypt rejected a strong pitch by President Clinton to include fair labor 
standards in future agreements, viewing it as an attempt by developed 
nations to obliterate the competitive advantages of poorer countries. The 
WTO negotiations collapsed after three days, failing to resolve these conten-
tious issues. The  Los Angeles Times  reported:  “ On the tear gas - shrouded 
streets of Seattle, the unruly forces of democracy collided with the elite 
world of trade policy. And when the meeting ended in failure on Friday, 
the elitists had lost and the debate had changed forever. ”  36    

 Law enforcement agencies watched global justice internet sites to fi nd 
out what activists were planning and attempted to limit their disruptive 
infl uence. In advance of meetings of the World Bank and IMF in April 2000, 
police in Washington, DC, erected barricades preventing entry into a 50 -
 block area of the city, raided a warehouse that protesters were using to 
prepare signs and other materials, and preemptively arrested 600 people 
the day before the meetings opened. Later that year offi cials in the Czech 
Republic refused to allow known movement participants into the country 
during meetings of the same two agencies in Prague. Those who managed 
to assemble for the protests braved the presence of 11,000 police armed 
with tear gas and water cannons. 37  In Genoa, Italy, in 2001, police shot 
and killed demonstrator Carlo Giuliani during a G8 summit (the G7 plus 
Russia, admitted in 1998). Naomi Klein reported that in the past few years 
she had  “ watched with horror as the police have moved from pepper spray 
to mass tear gas; from tear gas to rubber bullets; rubber bullets to live 
ammunition. ”  Police and media portrayals of global justice activists as 
violent, dangerous, and (after September 11, 2001)  “ terrorists ”  served to 
rationalize the repression. Marginalizing critics of global capitalism in this 
way also exempted political and fi nancial leaders from defending their poli-
cies or acknowledging alternative views of how the global economy could 
be organized. As if to reinforce activists ’  argument that decisions affecting 
all the world ’ s people were being made by a tiny cabal with no transparency 
and no mechanisms for democratic participation, the WTO held its fourth 
ministerial meeting in Doha, Qatar, a Middle Eastern dictatorship where 
all political protest was banned. 38  

 In addition to the tear gas and bullets, supporters of economic liberaliza-
tion engaged in a war of words that depicted global justice activists as 
spoiled, white, fl at - earth  “ protectionists ”  seeking to deny the benefi ts of 
capitalism to poorer, darker - skinned people.  “ To those who would argue 
that we should stop our work, I say: Tell that to the poor, to the marginal-
ized around the world who are looking to us to help them, ”  declared WTO 
head Michael Moore in response to criticisms of the organization. Similarly, 
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IMF director Stanley Fischer insisted that the protesters did not understand 
the valuable role the agency played in alleviating poverty. Globalization 
represented  “ the only way we are going to raise people around the world 
to the same level as people in industrialized countries, ”  he stated. Mainstream 
media analyses echoed these arguments. A December 1999 editorial in 
 USA Today  asserted,  “ The global fl ow of money, goods and workers  –  the 
 ‘ globalization ’  that the WTO has come to symbolize  –  is among the most 
powerful forces raising up the world ’ s poor and disenfranchised. ”  Accepting 
the conventional wisdom that these developments were as natural and 
uncontrollable as the evolution of species, another report dismissed protest-
ers ’  actions as futile:  “ No sane observer believes that the march toward 
international trade suddenly will halt. In this new millennium, a global 
economy isn ’ t debatable  –  it ’ s inevitable. ”  Other commentators noted that 
the scarcity of nonwhite faces in the crowds that gathered outside interna-
tional meetings undercut activists ’  claims to be acting on behalf of the poor 
and oppressed. One account of the Seattle protests stated that they  “ had 
all the egalitarian substance of a whites - mostly garden party. ”  39  

 The notion that the global justice movement was comprised largely of 
privileged white inhabitants of the world ’ s richest nations ignored three 
decades of protests in Africa, Asia, and Latin America that predated those 
in the United States and Europe at the turn of the century. As Naomi Klein 
pointed out,  “ When [North American] union members and environmental-
ists took to the streets  …  they were playing catch - up with a movement for 
self - determination that began in the southern nations of the world, where 
the words  ‘ World Bank ’  are spat, not said, and where  ‘ IMF ’  is parodied on 
protest signs as short for  ‘ I M Fired. ’     ”  Moreover, the mass demonstrations 
in western nations occurred simultaneously with globalized  “ days of action ”  
in cities like Mumbai (India), Buenos Aires (Argentina), and Johannesburg 
(South Africa). A collection of fi rst - hand accounts of these events as well 
as ongoing local acts of resistance titled  We Are Everywhere  contained 
hundreds of articles and photos testifying to the movement ’ s racially diverse 
nature and widespread agreement among members regarding the sources 
of oppression. Filipino demonstrators marched on the United States embassy 
in Manila in November 2001 with banners urging the world to  “ Junk 
WTO! ”  40  Black South Africans protested the limits that structural adjust-
ment programs placed on their newfound freedom with street demonstra-
tions and cardboard signs reading:  “ Stop Profi ting from Our Hunger: 
Capitalism is Unfi t for Human Consumption. ”  In townships across the 
country where poor people could not afford to pay for newly privatized 
services, neighbors worked together to block evictions and illegally recon-
nected each other ’ s electricity and water supplies. South African activist 
Ashwin Desai expressed appreciation for the citizens of the United States 
and Europe who took to the streets in support of his and other struggles. 
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 “ To know that from the beast of the apocalypse people are revolting and 
inventive is very powerful, ”  he stated. 41  

 Seattle activist Grey Filastine ’ s account of a strike by the city ’ s taxi 
drivers during the WTO conference in 1999 revealed how developments in 
the world ’ s poorest and richest nations were intertwined. As in many 
American cities, the drivers were  “ overwhelmingly poor immigrants ”  who 
worked 12 - hour shifts, seven days a week without health insurance, workers ’  
compensation, or other benefi ts.  “ Many of the African and Indian drivers 
were familiar with the WTO, World Bank, and IMF because of the activities 
of those institutions in their home countries, ”  Filastine wrote. Angry at city 
leaders over  “ reforms ”  of the cab companies that emphasized presenting a 
positive image for tourists rather than improving conditions for workers, 
the drivers chose November 30, 1999 as an appropriate day to protest 
phenomena that they had lived with for too long:  “ People from the global 
South working too hard for too little.  …  Sweatshop hours. A system which 
caters to the comforts of the wealthy. A popular resistance that gains little 
ground against a  ‘ business friendly ’  government. ”  42  

 Global justice activists ’  collaboration across lines of race, class, gender, 
religion, and nationality contradicted criticisms that they represented the 
short - sighted, parochial concerns of people who feared change. Participants 
in the movement were not trying to prevent globalization but only wanted 
to ensure the process served wider interests than those of transnational 
corporations and banks.  “ The core point of contention  …  is over the rules 
of the global marketplace  –  and who will set them, ”  explained Jeff Faux. 
The goal was to create  “ an economics that serves society, rather than one 
that is served by society. ”  Indian feminist and environmental activist 
Vandana Shiva observed that globalization in its current form was  “ based 
on reducing every aspect of our lives to commodities and reducing our 
identities to that of mere consumers in the global marketplace. ”  Human 
beings were not items to be used or discarded in accordance with the dic-
tates of free markets, she asserted. 43  In January 2001 more than 10,000 
global justice advocates who shared such views gathered together at the 
fi rst World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, Brazil, to discuss and debate 
alternatives to the existing system. The multiplicity of ethnicities, social 
classes, and ideologies represented at the meeting demonstrated that this 
was not a movement of people who were afraid of foreign infl uences or 
new ideas. The forum contrasted starkly with the narrow world of global 
fi nancial elites making decisions based on abstract theories promoted by 
the world ’ s wealthiest and whitest. 

 Many global justice activists took inspiration, philosophies, or tactics 
from the American civil rights movement. An emphasis on participatory 
democracy and consensus decision - making reminiscent of SNCC and 
CORE ’ s work in the rural South in the 1960s characterized planning for 
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mass demonstrations and civil disobedience by opponents of free market 
capitalism in the 1990s. At the 2002 World Social Forum fair trade advo-
cates Joshua Karliner and Karolo Aparicio cited Martin Luther King Jr. ’ s 
 “ Letter from Birmingham Jail ”  in a discussion of the relative merits of 
 “ dialogue versus confrontation ”  as a means of encouraging socially respon-
sible behavior by corporations.  “ Negotiation is the purpose of direct action, 
and confrontations aim to create enough power and tension to force the 
powerful to negotiate, ”  they argued. The Congress of South African Trade 
Unions presented proposals for addressing global inequality that were iden-
tical to black Americans ’  calls for sustained government action to end 
racism and poverty. In place of the IMF ’ s structural adjustment programs, 
these workers demanded  “ comprehensive social protection combined with 
economic development strategies aimed at creating quality jobs, meeting 
basic needs for food and housing, and improving workers ’  access to educa-
tion and training. ”  A manifesto based on a rough consensus of the meeting ’ s 
55,000 participants explained the movement ’ s purpose in terms that recog-
nized commonalities among the various freedom movements inspired by 
the anticolonial and civil rights struggles of the 1960s:  “ We are diverse  –  
women and men, adults and youth, indigenous peoples, rural and urban, 
workers and unemployed, homeless, the elderly, students, migrants, profes-
sionals, peoples of every creed, colour and sexual orientation.  …  We are a 
global solidarity movement, united in our determination to fi ght against the 
concentration of wealth, the proliferation of poverty and inequalities, and 
the destruction of our earth.  …  We are building a large alliance from our 
struggles and resistance against a system based on sexism, racism and vio-
lence, which privileges the interests of capital and patriarchy over the needs 
and aspirations of people. ”  44  

 Mass protests and the World Social Forums drew attention to defects in 
the economic order and forced a reassessment of the policies pursued by 
international fi nancial institutions. By the early twenty - fi rst century many 
analysts joined with the world ’ s poor people in expressing impatience with 
those who believed free markets alone could ensure an effi cient and fair 
distribution of the wealth of nations. Ankie Hoogvelt noted that aggregate 
increases in national and global wealth cited as evidence of globalization ’ s 
success meant little to the 1.3 billion people living in poverty.  “ In a world 
so steeped in social inequality that just three super - billionaires have an 
amount of wealth exceeding the combined income of all the least developed 
nations and their 600 million population, and the net worth of another 200 
equates to the income of 41 per cent of world population, measures of 
global growth are simply offensive, ”  she wrote. Most supporters of free 
trade now acknowledged that the process must be accompanied by mecha-
nisms to cushion the effects of worker displacement and spread the benefi ts 
more evenly. A Brookings Institution report viewed such measures as both 
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 “ a political requirement and a moral obligation. ”  Pressure from activists 
and consumers persuaded some corporations to pay more attention to social 
justice concerns. Nike took steps to improve working conditions for labor-
ers in the developing world, and Starbucks began selling a line of fair trade 
coffee in its stores. 45  Advertising campaigns for these and other companies 
emphasized values that were gaining popularity among consumers, such as 
environmental sustainability and protecting human rights. 

 The reform impulse eventually reached into the highest levels of global 
economics and policy making. During the Washington, DC, demonstrations 
in 2000, several former staff members of the World Bank and IMF publicly 
supported the protesters and confi rmed the global justice movement ’ s criti-
cisms of the agencies. In 2002 the collapse of transnational energy giant 
Enron amidst revelations of fraud and corruption demonstrated the folly 
of deregulation and generated support for more government oversight of 
powerful corporations. The same year, Joseph Stiglitz published a highly 
critical account of the policies pursued by international fi nancial institutions 
based on his experience serving as chief economist and senior vice president 
of the World Bank from 1997 to 2000. Stiglitz accused the IMF, especially, 
of rigidly adhering to economic theories that had little basis in reality, 
protecting the interests of wealthy banks and investors at the expense of 
most of humanity, and devastating entire nations with programs that led 
to hunger, riots, political instability, and capital fl ight. With the exception 
of some of his targets at the IMF, Stiglitz ’ s book was well received and the 
fundamental arguments regarding the defi ciencies of the agency ’ s approach 
were not challenged. Both the IMF and the World Bank were already 
working to modify their programs to place more emphasis on reducing 
poverty. World Bank president James Wolfensohn admitted,  “ At the level 
of people, the system isn ’ t working. ”  Wolfensohn promoted changes in 
policy at the agency that encouraged nations to take a more balanced 
approach to economic growth, including social investments to achieve 
greater equality. In response to a recession in Bolivia in 2001, the IMF 
indicated that it was open to allowing alternative approaches to reviving 
the economy instead of the austerity measures it had imposed in the past. 
Meanwhile, offi cials at the WTO avoided making controversial decisions 
that might spark protest and worked to give representatives of developing 
nations more infl uence in shaping trade agreements. In November 2008 a 
G20 summit held in Washington, DC, signifi cantly expanded the number 
of countries included in discussions of global economic policy. Participants 
agreed that the economic practices pushed by the developed nations in past 
decades bore a heavy responsibility for the worldwide fi nancial meltdown 
and pledged to cooperate on efforts to solve the immediate crisis, stabilize 
the system in the long term, and address  “ other critical challenges ”  such as 
climate change, food security, poverty, and disease. 46  
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  *  *  *  *  

 As the United States celebrated the inauguration of its fi rst black president 
in January 2009, the world stood at a crossroads. Political leaders, business 
people, academics, media analysts, and citizens contemplated the failures 
of unregulated capitalism and tried to decide which paths might lead to a 
better future. African Americans were perhaps more qualifi ed than most 
people to offer insight. The features of the global economy that impover-
ished millions and resulted in its eventual collapse had shaped black peo-
ple ’ s experiences since slavery.  “ Blackness ”  was historically defi ned by 
practices that reduced human beings to commodities whose value was 
determined by the market, treated them as disposable, and denied them 
opportunities to participate in decisions that determined the conditions of 
their lives. In the late twentieth century these processes were extended to 
encompass numerous other groups: downsized factory workers in the dein-
dustrialized cities of Europe and North America, displaced peasants in the 
global South, transnational migrant laborers, middle - class homeowners 
facing foreclosure, even Wall Street bankers whose companies collapsed 
along with the fi nancial system they helped to create. 

 By 2008 millions of white Americans who had thought black people ’ s 
cultural defi ciencies explained persistent racial inequality were learning the 
lessons that African Americans already knew, experiencing little diffi culty 
in identifying the real causes of unemployment, deteriorating neighbor-
hoods, and stresses on families now that they were affected themselves. In 
Elkhart, Indiana, a town where 18 percent of workers could not fi nd jobs, 
news reporter Paul Solman encountered some  “ lifelong Republicans ”  who 
were rethinking some of their earlier assumptions about the relationships 
between the government, citizens, and the economy. Unemployed factory 
worker Ed Neufeldt stated,  “ I think I ’ m slowly sinking from the middle 
class to the poor class. So it ’ s making me think a little bit different about 
people that don ’ t have that much. I mean, the hard - working American 
family that ’ s trying to make it and, through no fault of their own, they ’ re 
not making it. ”  47  

 Barack Obama ’ s election brought together multiple strands in the histori-
cal developments of the previous four decades. The new president was both 
a benefi ciary of and a participant in black Americans ’  struggles for freedom 
and equality. Like many other African Americans who held public offi ce in 
the post - civil rights era, he inherited a pile of economic and social wreckage 
from the white men who preceded him. Obama ’ s multicultural upbringing 
within and outside the United States fostered an internationalist perspective 
that fi t well with the new requirements of leadership in a globalized world. 
The president ’ s proposals for public investments aimed at creating jobs and 
ending decades of underfunding for education, social services, and infra-
structure, along with his willingness to cooperate with other global citizens 
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in meeting the challenges of the twenty - fi rst century, suggested that his 
priorities differed signifi cantly from those that had prevailed since the 
1970s. Resistance to this reform agenda from fi nancial elites, antitax activ-
ists, and fi scal conservatives in Congress nonetheless indicated that signifi -
cant challenges lay ahead. Whatever happened next, the election of a 
progressive and pragmatic black president imbued with the values of the 
African American freedom movement opened a new chapter in the story of 
race in America.    
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